
EDITORIAL

‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ was published a hundred years ago
in the June issue of Poetry. T.S. Eliot appeared unremarked alongside

poets who were, according to the editor Harriet Monroe, “well known to our
readers”. It is alarming, at least for me, to come across their names now: Bliss
Carman? Skipwith Cannell? Arthur Davison Ficke? Carman survives as a
historical figure in Canadian poetry. Cannell, it turns out, was a friend of Ezra
Pound and a well respected imagist, whose lyrics today indicate the shelf-life of
the movement. 

Ficke’s contribution is a sequence of dreadful sonnets in memory of Rupert
Brooke, who had died in April (from “sunstroke”, according to the editor). Ficke,
though, remains the interesting one, remembered for his part as Anne Knish in
the Spectra hoax. This anthology of modernist “experiments” would come out
in 1916 complete with a spoof manifesto:  “a poem is to be regarded as a prism,
upon which the colorless white light of infinite existence falls and is broken up
into glowing, beautiful, and intelligible hues… The rays which the poet has
dissociated into colorful beauty should recombine in the reader’s brain into a
new intensity of unified brilliance.” It hoodwinked the editors of the day.  

Meanwhile, ‘Prufrock’ had sprung from the pages of Poetry fully formed in
its modernity. Younger poets are currently cultivating a vogue for pastiche,
bathos, collage, the conceit, the self mummified in layers of irony.  But here it
all was – in the unlocated voice, the bits of Marvell and Hamlet, the
heterogeneous ideas “yoked” together, the daring aplomb with which 
the yellow fog 

Let fall upon its back the spot [sic] that falls from chimneys, 
Slipped by the terrace, made a sudden leap,                                                                                                
And seeing that it was a soft October night,                                                                                             
Curled once about the house, and fell asleep.

Eliot’s modernism had its roots in late nineteenth-century affluence.  Its
backdrop is a cosmopolitan lifestyle of incandescent lighting, arcades, crowds,
terrorism, smog, social anxiety. A century on and some of those furnishings
have changed. The concepts of alienation, solipsism and ennui, it seems, have
not – or not yet.

But poets are restive animals. Once again we see them roaming widely, as
you will find especially in the prose of this issue: Flarf, Alt Lit, et al.  They are
on the hunt for new ways to ironise the self, as well as old ways to tap into the
spirit: ellipsis, parataxis, syntaxis, transgressive lineation, anything perhaps to
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rend the veil of the temple. It’s rough weather for sonnet and villanelle, but
wonderful times for a magazine to be the conduit of such energy, and to act as
an arena for so much competitive and diverse activity.  

Treacherous as well: it’s all too easy to mistake the outmoded for the old-
fashioned, or miss the genuinely new amid the merely novel. Some of the most
exciting developments will vanish, as did pneumatic post and O’Shaughnessy’s
Indian Telegraph. Over time the shyly inventive, the slyly subversive, or the
stubbornly low-key, may thrive. We may be in prime territory, too, for a hoax.

Maurice Riordan
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