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Unreal Miniatures:

The Art of Charles Simic

Since he first began publishing his neo-Surrealist work in the mid-1960s, Charles Simic has earned a reputation as a poet writing across different genres and traditions. Simic himself has acknowledged a variety of influences (including those of poets Theodore Roethke, Benjamin Péret and François Villon, philosophers Martin Heidegger and Edmund Husserl or even blues musician Robert Johnson), and critics have praised his ability to blend classical and modern myth and juggle with elements of Western philosophy, Eastern European folklore as well as jazz and blues music.


Simic's 1990 Pulitzer Prize-winning The World Doesn't End is divided into three sections of short prose poems ranging in tone from the solemn to the conversational, the playful to the sinister. A collage of lyrical fragments, short tales, dreams, aphoristic vignettes and anecdotes, The World Doesn't End constantly mixes history and myth, autobiography and fiction, dream-like content and cold-eyed observations. Most of the poems in Part I, however, clearly center on the author's childhood years in Yugoslavia. Simic's experience of World War II and of his family's emigration from their native country to Paris and then to the United States (Simic arrived in America in 1954, at the age of sixteen) is often expressed in a surreal and visionary fashion:


My mother was a braid of black smoke.


She bore me swaddled over the burning cities.



The sky was a vast and windy place for a child to play.


We met many others who were just like us. They were trying to put on their overcoats with arms made of smoke.


The high heavens were full of little shrunken deaf ears instead of stars.

(World 3)


This poem is representative of Simic's talent for short, austere Surrealist vignettes which derive a significant part of their lyric intensity from the thick margins of silence which surround them. More often than not, Simic's oneiric lanscapes account for the terrors of the war as experienced by a child who nevertheless seeks to interrogate and come to terms with seemingly incomprehensible events and situations through the power of his imagination. His voice is alternately poignant and detached, deeply tragic and ruthlessly ironic: "We were so poor I had to take the place of the bait in the mousetrap" (8). "The city had fallen. We came to the window of a house drawn by a madman. The setting sun shone on a few abandoned machines of futility" (15). "Some small town so effaced by time it has only one veiled widow left, and now she too is leaving with her secret" (19).


In the second and third sections, Simic's semi-fantastic recollections of his childhood years give way to a more playful brand of Surrealism, occasionally reminiscent of Russell Edson's absurdist humor. Simic's short narrative pieces cover every subject from art and philosophy to witches and china dolls, not to speak of the author's penchant for conversational references to famous historical and mythological figures, from Hermes to Jesus Christ, Friedrich Nietzsche and Sigmund Freud. In most cases, a comic effect is created by the juxtaposition of antipodal images, ideas and registers constantly short-circuiting the apparent matter-of-factness of the narrative. As is the case in many recent neo-Surrealist prose poems, Simic's vignettes are often balanced between a terse, conversational rhetoric and a starkly surreal imagery rooted in precise, domestic detail. Here are two examples of Simic's verbal and imagistic fireworks:


My thumb is embarking on a great adventure. "Don't go, please," say the fingers. They try to hold him down. Here comes a black limousine with a veiled woman in the black seat, but no one at the wheel. When it stops, she takes a pair of gold scissors out of her purse and snips the thumb off. We are off to Chicago with her using the bloody stump of my thumb to paint her lips.

(49)


Ambiguity created by a growing uncertainty of antecedents bade us welcome.


"The Art of Making Gods" is what the advertisement said. We were given buckets of mud and shown a star atlas. "The Minotaur doesn't like whistling," someone whispered, so we resumed our work in silence.


Evening classes. The sky is like a mirror of a dead beauty to use as a model. The spit of melancholia's plague carrier to make it stick.

(57)


While the first prose poem clearly falls into the category of the uncanny Edsonian fable, the second example is more representative of Simic's expertness at blending powerful images with a strong philosophical strain. It also reminds us that Simic is at his best when he does not confine himself to creating mordant, enigmatic scenes but seeks, above all, to reveal the subjective and intuitive tenor of seemingly mundane events and situations ("From inside the pot on the stove someone threatens the stars with a wooden spoon. Otherwise, cloudless calm. The shepherd's hour" [69]). One can relate that particular concern to his use of the prose poem form in The World Never Ends. Most of the pieces of the collection are spoken ("prose poems are spoken in a certain way, not sung" [Weigl 215]) in a dispassionate, often fatalistic, voice that lends an objective, firsthand quality to the strange events and wondrous images which people Simic's poems. In the words of Christopher Buckley, Simic's prose poems, just like the folk tale, blends the astonishing events of the mythic and historical past with a resolutely unsentimental "witnessing voice" that "reports 'truly' what the speaker has seen and how that might be resolved or has taken place in such a world as ours" (100).


The epigraph to the collection, "let's waltz the rumba" (a quotation from a Fats Waller lyric), provides an essential clue to the interweaving of various rhythms and atmospheres which characterizes Simic's work as a whole. The reference to jazz music indirectly also accounts for the syncopated structure of his prose poems, in which the emphasis is often on meaningful hiatuses and polyrhythmic changes between and within the poems. Simic's distaste for linear development and organic form, as well as his fondness for associative "leaps" and metaphoric jolts (which is further attested by the presence in the collection of several dream-narratives), are best understood in the light of his conception of the genre as a dialectical hybrid between the lyric and the narrative mode. "The prose poem," he writes, "reads like a narrative but works like a lyric, since it relies on juxtaposition of images and unexpected turns of phrase" (Unemployed 118). Commenting on his choice of the prose poem form in The World Doesn't End, Simic adds: "A lyric impulse is an impulse in which everything stands still. It's like a song that repeats. Nothing ever happens in a lyric poem. It's a great acknowledgement of the present moment. In a prose sentence, however, things do happen. A prose poem is a dialectic between the two. You write in sentences, and tell a story, but the piece is like a poem because it circles back on itself" (McQuade 57).


One major implication emerging from Simic's conception of the prose poem concerns the self-referential "circularity" of the genre, which is once again understood as a creative compromise between the absolute paradigmatic presence of the lyric and the syllogistic linearity of narrative. According to Simic himself, it is from the poetry of Theodore Roethke that he learned how to "[attack] a subject from different angles, juxtaposing with great freedom, making unexpected imaginative leaps and then arranging the whole poem cyclically . . . an ideal way to avoid narrative development" (Matuz 363). Simic's suggestion that a prose poem "circles back on itself" implies that the poeticalness of his prose pieces lies, at least in part, in their self-contained and self-referential nature. Unlike poetry in verse, however, the circular integrity of the prose poem does not depend on the systematic repetition and patterning of certain motifs or rhythmic elements. Rather, it results from a conception of the sentence and the paragraph not only as primary units of composition and attention, but also as so many imagistic microcosms endowed with a life of their own. That Simic considers the prose poem as a form closed onto itself is even more apparent in the shorter prose poems of the collection, some of which consist of only two or three sentences: "At least four or five Hamlets on this block alone. Identical Hamlets holding identical monkey-faced spinning toys" (World 59).


Despite Simic's penchant for such powerful visual effects,1 many poems in The World Doesn't End have a strong meditative tone. In many ways, Simic's choice of the short vignette surrounded by margins of pensive silence is shaped by an awareness of the unreliability of perception and the transiency of human thoughts and observations. The "philosophical stance" underlying many of Simic's vignettes is characterized by a consistent lack of faith in great philosophical and ideological systems: "O the great God of Theory, he's just a pencil stub, a chewed stub with a worn eraser at the end of a huge scribble" (64). To the systematizing powers of the rational mind, Simic opposes the lowly wisdom of folk tales, riddles, ditties and proverbs, as well as his own modestly framed flashes of imaginative insight:


Once I knew, then I forgot. It was as if I had fallen asleep in a field only to discover at waking that a grove of trees had grown up around me.


"Doubt nothing, believe everything," was my friend's idea of metaphysics, although his brother ran away with his wife. He still bought her a rose everyday, sat in the empty house for the next twenty years talking to her about the weather.


I was already dozing off in the shade, dreaming that the rustling trees were my many selves explaining themselves all at the same time so that I could not make out a single word. My life was a beautiful mystery on the verge of understanding, always on the verge! Think of it!


My friend's empty house with every one of its windows lit. The dark trees multiplying all around it.

(46)


As is often the case in Simic's prose poems, "Once I knew . . ." consists of a series of images always on the point of disclosing a secret or a revelation without ever actually doing so. In a typical move from the anecdotal to the general, culminating in a semi-aphoristic observation, the confused voices of Simic's prose poem are symptomatic of the logic of ambiguity and irresolution which pervades his work. Reflecting on the current lack of audience and public attention for poetry, Simic writes:


The time of minor poets is coming. Good-by Whitman, Dickinson, Frost. Welcome you whose fame will never reach beyond your closest family, and perhaps one or two friends gathered after dinner over a jug of fierce red wine . . . .


It's snowing, says someone who has peeked into the dark night, and then he, too, turns towards you as you prepare yourself to read, in a manner somewhat theatrical and with a face turning red, the long rambling love poem whose final stanza (unknown to you) is hopelessly missing.

(58)


Having lost their traditional authority as public figures, poets must now develop new creative strategies in order to match the fragmented consciousness of the age. Simic's own prose poems suggest that poetic language can still recover its revelatory quality through a straightfaced but intensely self-conscious appraisal of the tenor of our times and one's own unexplained condition. "We live in a time," Simic writes, "in which there are hundred ways of explaining the world. Everything from every variety of religion to every species of scientism is believed" (Unemployed 2-3). Modern poetry, Simic explains elsewhere, is nothing more than the dramatization of Keats' "negative capability," namely the capacity of "being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after facts and reason." For Simic, the modern poet therefore remains, according to Wallace Stevens' definition, "a metaphysician in the dark" (Wonderful 63). The post-Holocaust poem, in particular, ceases to disclose even the most provisional and relative truths and becomes, instead, "a kind of magnet for complex historical, literary and psychological forces, as well as a way of maintaining oneself in the face of that multiplicity" (Uncertain 83). Such is, after all, the essential nature of Simic's poetics of incongruity. In this perspective, the prose poems of The World Doesn't End are clearly reminiscent of a certain brand of French Surrealism, one which adheres to André Breton's Freudian conception of black humor as a liberating force related to "the triumph of narcissism . . . the invulnerability of the self which asserts itself victoriously . . . [and] refuses to admit that the traumatisms of the exterior world can touch it"--ultimately, black humor can even enable one to turn an evil into a source of pleasure (Anthologie 15). Arguing that in the twentieth century humor has become "ontological . . . a permanent disruption . . . a world view, a philosophy of life," Simic writes: "Everything is equally tragic and comic in the long run . . . . Yet, probably in humor, too, there is a kind of yearning for harmony, some kind of metaphysical synthesis. In other words, a basically poetic way of gobbling the world" (Uncertain 19). Likewise, Simic's fragments of terse, mock-gnomic wisdom, his irreverent revisions of classical and modern myth and, more generally, his comic blending of contradictory ideas, images and registers often point to the frequently tragi-comical realities hidden behind the poems' dissonances. Behind Simic's disjunctive poetics, one senses not just a sense of the absurdity of human endeavors to make sense of the irrationality of twentieth-century history but, at least as importantly, a counterdetermination to resist that absurdity. Not only does humor contribute to making misery and suffering more tolerable, it is also a means of coming to terms with the incomprehensible--as the author himself writes, in a characteristically anticlimactic conclusion to one of his verbal collages: "not the least charm of this tableau is that it can be so easily dismissed as preposterous" (World 34):


He held the Beast of the Apocalypse by its tail, the stupid kid! Oh beards on fire, our doom appeared sealed. The buildings were tottering; the computer screens were as dark as our grandmother's cupboards. We were too frightened to plead. Another century gone to hell -- and for what? Just because some people don't know how to bring their children up!

(11)

Totems of the Self: Dime-Store Alchemy and the Art of Joseph Cornell

I have eaten the city.

Surrounded by musical silence,

I have swallowed crowds of pigeons,

Grass grows on my eyelids,

My body is full of mirrors.

--H. R. Hays, "Manhattan"

Dime-Store Alchemy, Simic's second collection of prose miniatures, contains a variety of lyric, descriptive and meditative vignettes celebrating the art of Joseph Cornell. Mixing critical and creative writing, the book also includes a biographical note and a notes section, as well as eight illustrations of Cornell's works and a number of quotations from the unpublished papers of the artist currently held at the American Art-Smithsonian Institution. While many of Simic's pieces evoke Cornell's solitary walks in the streets of Manhattan, often spent rummaging around in used bookstores and junk shops in search of material for his collages, others are in the form of interpretive commentaries on Cornell's box constructions. In the following prose poem, for instance, Simic attempts to compose an imaginary narrative on the basis of an early collage consisting of a china doll half-hidden behind a miniature forest:

The chubby doll in a forest of twigs. Her eyes are open and her lips and cheeks are red. While her mother was busy with other things, she went to her purse, took out the makeup, and painted her face in front of a mirror. Now she's to be punished.


A spoiled little girl wearing a straw hat about to be burnt at the stake. One can already see the flames in her long hair entangled with the twigs. Her eyes are wide open so she can watch us watching her.


All this is vaguely erotic and sinister.

(Dime-Store 45)


In the history of Surrealist writing, Paul Eluard's collaboration with Max Ernst on Les Malheurs des immortels (1922) and André Breton's textual interpretations of Joan Miró's Constellations (1958) are two illustrious precedents for such a use of the prose poem as a verbal accompaniment to a work of art. The fact that the prose poem has often been seen as particularly fit to provide a verbal equivalent of or a complement to a picture--and, thereby, to reflect the kinship of poetry and painting first enunciated in Horace's injunction, ut pictoria poesis ("as is painting, so is poetry")--is hardly surprising. After Aloysius Bertrand, the official initiator of the genre, had defined Gaspard de la nuit (published posthumously in 1842) as a collection of "fantasies in the style of Rembrandt and Callot," the close connection between the French prose poem and visual art remained evident in Rimbaud's choice of the title Illuminations for his second collection of prose poems, as well as in Baudelaire's intention to modernize the method Bertrand applied to "the quaintly picturesque life of a bygone age" (Spleen 25). More largely, the mimetic and pictorial quality of the late nineteenth-century prose poem can be traced back to a number of short descriptive prose genres, including the portrait, the blason, the Rousseauesque rêverie or even the salon, a genre of lyrical writing about works of art, which John Simon sees as the main impulse behind Bertrand's prose poems (96). As soon as the prose poem truly entered the modern era, however, this descriptive (and, at the worst, ornamental) tendency of the genre ceased to be unproblematic, as the genre began to adjust to the crisis of representation which characterizes modern painting itself. In the English-speaking world, Gertrude Stein's portraits and still-lifes, for instance, testify to an antimimetic development of the Horatian dictum, one which reflects the Cubists' distrust of the power of any art to attend a single, transparent representation of reality.


The specific form of contemporary art Simic's own prose poems purport to emulate also departs from the goals and methods of traditional mimesis. On a superficial level, Simic's interest in Cornell's three-dimensional collages of everyday objects and found materials in picture-frame boxes (Cornell was particularly fond of discarded materials such as old newpapers, prints, flasks, crystal cubes, glass, balls, feathers and various debris) indirectly reminds us of Simic's own début as a writer of object-poems. "Fork," one of Simic's most frequently anthologized poems, is a genuine Surrealist collage typical of his interest in "dreams in which objects are renamed and invested with imaginary lives" (Dime-Store 44). Such poems are best described by Simic himself as "premonitions . . . about the absolute otherness of the object" (Wonderful 85):

This strange thing must have crept

Right out of hell.

It resembles a bird's foot

Worn around the cannibal's neck

(Selected 34)


Clearly, Simic's interest in analogies between the inanimate and the animate world points to the object poems of Serbian poet Vasco Popa, whose work he began to translate as early as in the 1960s. "Fork" is also indicative of his admiration for Heidegger's "phenomenological impulse to reexamine the simplest, the long-taken-for-granted things" (Matuz 367). Yet, the work of art, as it is conceived of by Cornell and other champions of art trouvé and the ready-made, such as Marcel Duchamp and Kurt Schwitters, ceases to be a means of representing reality, albeit in a "defamiliarized" fashion. Instead, it consists of one or several everyday, usually mass-produced objects dragged away from their habitual context and use-value and subsequently endowed with the status of an objet d'art by virtue of the artist's mere act of selection and arrangement.


Moving away from representation towards an art of presentation, Simic is primarily concerned with the various ways in which Cornell manipulates real objects in order to "abolish the separation between art and life" (Dime-Store 18). Commenting on Cornell's admiration for Houdini, Simic goes as far as reversing the process in suggesting that what we perceive as actually "there" can be as illusory as a product of the imagination: "Nature, too, makes fakes-- . . . all these splendid sunsets are mere illusions and cannot be true of real objects and properties" (36). The essential question raised by this double blurring of accepted boundaries between the real and the imaginary is that of how the contemporary, postmimetic artist can possibly recover a sense of art's aesthetic relevance in the modern world. For Simic, the answer lies in one's capacity to "[see] poetry everywhere" (18), including in the most prosaic reality of our daily life. "Man," says Gérard De Nerval in "Divine Kaleidoscope," "has little by little destroyed and cut the eternal type of beauty into a thousand little pieces" (22)--Cornell, Simic replies, "found them in the city and reassembled them." Simic also calls on the spirit of Guillaume Appolinaire, who "spoke of a new source of inspiration: 'Prospectuses, catalogues, posters, advertisements of all sorts' which contain the poetry of our age" (18) and of Rimbaud ("Didn't he say he liked stupid paintings, signs, popular engravings, erotic books with bad spelling, novels of our grandmothers?"), who, according to Simic, "would have walked the length of Fourteenth Street and written many more 'Illuminations'" (21).


As for Simic's Cornell, he is the epitome of the Baudelairian flâneur, roaming the streets of Manhattan "in seeming idleness" (7). His mission as an artist is to make sense of the jolting, and often absurd, rhythms of the modern city, which Simic describes as a "labyrinth of analogies, the Symbolist forest of correspondences" (11). All this brings us back to Baudelaire's famous statement concerning his own perambulatory meditations in Paris Spleen, which he said arose from his familiarity with "the life of great cities, the confluence and interactions of the countless relationships within them" (Spleen 25). In the same way as chance encounters, trivial events, junk shops and jumble sales were all grist to the mill of Cornell's visual hymns to the modern city ("the city has an infinite number of interesting objects in an infinite number of unlikely places" [Dime-Store 14]), Simic often allows himself to be surprised by the insignificant and the commonplace. Like Baudelaire and Joyce, he regards the city as a new spatial model for a redefinition of poetic form, which becomes a means of celebrating objects or events we tend to perceive as trivial or prosaic. "Poetry: three mismatched shoes at the entrance of a dark alley" (21), writes Simic, echoing Baudelaire's comparison between the modern poet and the ragman consulting "the archives of debauchery, the shambles of rubbish" and collecting "all that the great city has cast away, all that it has lost, all that it has disdained, all that it has shattered" (Paradis 74).


Dime-Store Alchemy contains many vivid scenes of urban life in which straightforward realism mixes with the oneiric and the surreal. The result is very much in the spirit of "fusion between the sordidly realistic and the phantasmagoric" which Eliot claimed to have inherited from Baudelaire (Criticize 126). In Simic's depiction of the "unreal city," however, the bitter, Laforguian irony and the metaphysical despair of Eliot's poems give way to an essentially ludic interest in the visual richness and the iconic luxuriance of the urban landscape. Far from the pale, disembodied personae which people Eliot's Waste Land, Simic's book tells us about the city's potential to conjure eccentric situations and comic characters, such as Cornell's great hero, Gérard de Nerval, who was "famous for promenading the streets of Paris with a live lobster on a leash" (7). Pondering upon one of Cornell's most famous collage-boxes, Medici Slot Machine, Simic writes:

Outside the penny arcade blacks shine shoes, a blind man sells newspapers, young boys in tight jeans hold hands. Everywhere there are vending machines and they all have mirrors. The mad woman goes around scribbling on them with her lipstick. The vending machine is a tatooed bride.


The boy dreams with his eyes open. An angelic image in the dark of the subway. The machine, like any myth, has heterogeneous parts. There must be gear wheels, cogs, and other clever contrivances attached to the crank. Whatever it is, it must be ingenious. Our loving gaze can turn it on. A poetry slot machine offering a jackpot of incommensurable meanings activated by our imagination.

(26)


This passage underscores another important similarity between Simic-Cornell's vision of urban life and that of Baudelaire, who also conceived of art as a demiurgic force capable of transmuting the prosaic mud of the city into poetic gold. Simic's antipoetry, however, acknowledges the city itself as the supreme producer and converter of its own images: "A slot machine for the solitaries. Coins of reverie, of poetry, secret passion, religious madness, it converts them all. A force illegible" (28). After the "astonishing discovery that poetry can come out of chance operations," the role of the artist, who has become "an eccentric collector of sundry oddities" (28), is now to discover the seeds of a new mythology in the meanders of the modern city: "At 3 A.M. the gum machine on the deserted platform with its freshly wiped mirror is the new wonder-working icon of the Holy Virgin" (27). Cornell's art, however, is utterly devoid of the mysticism underlying the Symbolist theory of correspondences, which was aimed at unveiling analogical connections between the spiritual and the natural world. Indeed, Cornell, who was converted to Christian Science in the late 1920s, is a religious artist born into "a world in which old metaphysics and aesthetic ideas were eclipsed" (73). Like the "literal" objects and images contained in Simic's poems ("If I say 'rats in diapers' that's to be taken literally" [Uncertain 78]), Cornell's collage-boxes have therefore no symbolic or allegorical value, nor are they the key to some transcendental reality. They are "parts of the missing whole" (72), severed from their "original" context and use-value and subsequently reinscribed into the new imaginary narrative produced by the collage-box. In "Naked in Arcadia," for instance, Cornell's objects are regarded as so many residual traces of the postcultural palimpsest of the American nation. Here, as in many other poems, one cannot help but relate Simic's fascination with displaced objects to his own experience of physical, mental and linguistic displacement as an immigrant to the United States and a poet/translator trying to make sense of the contigencies and contradictions of history:

The New World was already old for Poe. The lost paradise lost again. On a street of faded store signs, Berenice, where was she?


The Church of Divine Metaphysics, with its headquarters in a Bowery storefront, advertises funerals and marriages on a handwritten sign. Around the corner, Salvation Army Store and a junk shop.


America is a place where the Old World shipwrecked. Flea markets and garage sales cover the land. Here's everything the immigrants carried in their suitcases and bundles to these shores and their descendants threw out with the trash:


A pile of Greek 78 records with one Marika Papagika singing; a rubber-doll face of uncertain origin with teeth marks of a child or a small dog; sepia postcards of an unknown city covered with greasy fingerprints; a large empty jewel case lined with black velvet; a menu from a hotel in Palermo serving octopus; an old French book on astronomy with covers and title page missing; a yellowed photograph of a dead Chinese baby.

(17)


In this democracy of objects, history itself loses a significant part of its cultural authority and is reduced to what Graham Hough, commenting on the eclecticism of modern poetry, has called "the limitless junk-shop of the past" (316). Far from deploring the demise of old, stable frames of cultural reference, Simic delights in emulating the luxuriant pastiches of Cornell's make-believe world, which tends to elude the distinction between the past and the present, the true and the false, the authentic and the real. (Cornell baked his boxes to make them crack and look old; "forgers of antiquities," Simic writes, "lovers of time past, employ the same method" [61].) In many ways, Simic's imitations/appropriations of Cornell's collage-technique are emblematic of the juxtaposition of ancient and modern, sacred and profane, mythic and trivial material (best represented by Cornell's "Medici Slot Machine") which have characterized his prose poems since the iconographic trompe l'oeil of The World Doesn't End:


Scaliger turns deadly pale at the sight of watercress. Tucho Brahe, the famous astronomer, passes out at the sight of a caged fox. Maria de Medici feels instantly giddy on seeing a rose, even in a painting. My ancestors, meanwhile, are eating cabbage. They keep stirring the pot looking for a pigfoot which isn't there. The sky is blue. The nightingale sings in a Renaissance sonnet, and immediately goes to bed with a toothache.

(World 4)


As some of the most successful poems examined above demonstrate, however, there is more to Simic's miniatures than a taste for iconoclastic pastiches and burlesque comedies of errors. Like Cornell's boxes, Simic's oneiric landscapes resemble childhood dreams in which "objects are renamed and invested with imaginary lives" (44). The prose poems of The World Doesn't End and Dime-Store Alchemy follow a principle reminiscent of Gaston Bachelard's definition of the miniature as method of psychological integration and a means of endowing "fake objects" with a "real psychological objectivity" (140). More generally, they aim at establishing emotionally and intellectually meaningful relationships between free-standing elements with a view to reconciling the self with the outside world:

Inside everyone there are secret rooms. They're cluttered and the lights are out. There's a bed in which someone is lying with his face to the wall. In his head there are more rooms. In one, the venetian blinds shake in the approaching summer storm. Every once in a while an object on the table becomes visible: a broken compass, a pebble the color of midnight, an enlargement of a school photograph with a face in the back circled, a watch spring--each one of these items is a totem of the self.

(62)


Like the lonely boy of "Postage Stamp with a Pyramid," who is seen kneeling on the floor between his parents' beds "pushing a matchbox, inside which he imagines himself sitting" (37), Simic's personae are "voyagers and explorers of their own solitudes" (73). Hence the importance of the empty spaces and silences which frame Simic's short prose lyrics. Hence, also, Simic's dictum that "the commonplace is miraculous if rightly seen, if recognized" (18), a belief which constitutes the common denominator of Cornell's boxes, as well as a major methodological premise of Simic's prose poems. Baudelaire--who, according to Walter Benjamin, began publishing at a time when "the climate for the lyric [had] become increasingly inhospitable" (109)--was the first to recognize the necessity to create a new poetic form in which to dramatize the most prosaic aspects of our everyday experience. In Dime-Store Alchemy, Simic turns to the prose poem for the opportunity it provides not only to "poeticize" the prosaic, but also to bridge the gap between high and low culture, lyrical and critical discourses and, ultimately, art and life. As the preceding chapters have shown, it is largely with reference to this dialogical confrontation between antipodal themes, functions and registers that the prose poem has attempted to redefine the goals and methods of poetic form from Baudelaire to the present.

