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The literary form known as a Prose Poem
is, like the Song without Words in music, a
peculiarly modern invention; 1 believe it is
even more recent, and it is even more subt-
Iy suggestive. I do not mean that poetical
prose has not always been written; it has
not been =0 much written as prosaic poetry ;
but our language abounds in noble passages
of it, and it will always be wrillen as ofien as
a lift of profound feeling gives thinking wings.
Of course one recurs to the greatest Book of
all when one speaks of this, and to the sub-
lime passages scattered throughout both Tes-
taments. Ina measure the whole Bible is a
prose poem in our version, and in the Bible
Job and Ecclesiastes are notably prose poems,
and in every prophet and every apostle there
are passages of the noblest prose poetry. Id
fact, every strain of eloguence is a strain of
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poetry; every impassioned plea or oration is
a poem in prose. At times, at all times, deep
emotion takes on movement and cadence, and
the curious have ofien selected rhythmical
passages from prose authors, and given them
the typographical forin of poetry, to show
how men might be poets without knowing it.
Indeed, some writers have intentionally im-
parted to their prose the fow of verse, as if
one should modulate his walk to a dancing
step, and have produced a vicious kind in
literature, which is as different as possible
from the Poem in Prose as the French have
cultivated it.

[ do not konow whether Tourguénief, in his
Prose Poems, which sound depths and reach
heights untouched by the form before or
since, received or gave an impulse in this
irregular species of composition ; perhaps
he did both ; but I am sure that the reader
of the exquisite pieces in this book will be
zensible of gualities and cognizant of traits
common to them all, which they have in
common with the kindred work of that very
great arlist. It scems (o me= that first of
everything the reader will notice the beau-
tiful reticence which characterizes them, as if
the very freedom which the poets had found
in their emancipation from the artificial tram-
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mels of verse had put them on their hon-
or, as it were, and bound them to brevity,
to simplicity; as if they felt the responsibili-
ty they were under to be even more laconic,
maore delicate, more refined than they might
have bezn in openly confessing the laws of
prosody.  Whar struck me most was that
apparenily none of them had abused his op-
portunily to saddle his reader with a moral.
He had expressed his idea, his emotion,
and then left it to take its chance, in a way
very uncommon in English verse, at least,
and equalied ooly, so far as T know, in some
of the sublile felicities of Heturich Heine.
One would have thoueht it must fall out in
just the other way; that the poet, having all
the liberties of prose in his right, could not
fail to explain and expound himself, and to
make the application. But no; he fashions
his pretty fancy on his lovely inspiration;
sets it well on the ground, poises ir, goes
and leaves it. The thing cannot have been
easy to learn, and it muost always be most
difficult to do, for it implies the most cour-
ageous failth in art, the finest respect for
others, the wisest self~denial.

I do not know the history of the French
Poem in Prose, but [ am sure that, as we say
in our graphic slang, it has come to stay.
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It is a form which other languages must
naturalize; and we can only hope that erit-
icism will carefully guard the process, and
see that it is not volgarized or coarsened in
it. The wvery life of the form is its aerial
delicacy, its soul is that perfume of thought,
of emotion, which these mastérs here have
never suffered to become an argument.  Its
wonderful refinetnent, which is zlmost fragil-
ity, is happily capressed in the notion of
“ Pastels;” and more than once, forgetting
that modern invention has found a way of
fixing the chalks, T have felt, in going over
these little picces, that the slightest rudeness
of touch might shake the bloom, the color,
from ithem. As it is, [ am certain they mast
be approached with sympathy by whoever
would get all their lovely grace, their charm
that comes and goes like the light in beauti-
ful eyes.
W, D. HoweLLs.
NEw Yorx, Aprid, 18go,



