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Published in 1945, By Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept stands as a seminal work in the evolution of 

the prose poetry novel. Authored by the Canadian writer Elizabeth Smart, the text represents a departure from 

traditional narrative structures, opting instead for a highly stylized, emotionally charged linguistic framework. The 

work was largely inspired by Smart's turbulent and destructive affair with the married English poet George Barker. 

While frequently categorized as a novel, its technical execution aligns more closely with the traditions of 

Romanticism and Modernist lyricism. This analysis explores the technical architecture, stylistic mechanics, and

thematic frameworks that define this cult classic, providing a rigorous breakdown of its literary utility and historical

impact.

1. Theoretical Framework: The Hybridity of Prose Poetry

To understand the technical foundation of Smart's work, one must first define the prose poem as a distinct literary 

mechanism. Unlike standard prose, which prioritizes narrative progression and syntactical clarity, prose poetry 

utilizes the rhythmic and metaphorical density of verse within a paragraphic structure. Smart utilizes a specific sub-

genre known as the lyric novel, where the plot serves merely as a scaffolding for the exploration of subjective

interiority.

1.1. Categorical Definitions and Genre Overlap

Smart's work occupies a unique intersection of three primary literary domains:

•  Confessional Literature: The text functions as a thinly veiled autobiography of her relationship with George 

Barker, focusing on the psychological toll of illicit love.

•  Prose Poetry: The use of anaphora, alliteration, and cadence suggests a musicality typically reserved for 

metered verse.

•  Biblical Allusionism: The title itself is a structural transformation of Psalm 137 ("By the rivers of Babylon, there 

we sat down, yea, we wept"), establishing a framework of exile and lamentation.

1.2. The Narrative Objective

The primary objective of the text is not to recount events chronologically, but to achieve emotional resonance. The

narrative arc follows the speaker's journey from the initial spark of obsession in California to the eventual

devastation of rejection. The "alien and hostile world" mentioned in contemporary reviews refers to the societal and

legal barriers (specifically the Mann Act in the United States) that penalized the protagonists' mobility and moral

choices.

2. Technical Analysis of Stylistic Mechanics

The technical brilliance of By Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept lies in its metaphoric density and 

rhythmic pacing. Smart employs several linguistic strategies to maintain a state of "hallucinatory" intensity.

2.1. Syntactical Compression and Expansion



Smart frequently oscillates between extreme syntactical compression (short, punchy bursts of emotion) and 

expansive, recursive sentences. This creates a tension-release mechanismthat mirrors the physiological

experience of anxiety and passion. By removing traditional transitions, the text forces the reader into an immediate,

unmediated experience of the narrator's psyche.

2.2. The Formula of Narrative Resonance

In literary criticism, we can quantify the intensity of a prose poem using a Resonance Index (RI), where:

RI = (M + A) / S

•  M: Frequency of Metaphorical substitutions per page.

•  A: Incidence of Allusive references (Biblical, Classical, or Romantic).

•  S: Number of strictly functional narrative sentences.

In Smart’s work, the RI is exceptionally high because nearly every sentence serves a dual purpose: advancing the

emotional state while simultaneously referencing a broader literary tradition.

2.3. Comparison Matrix: Prose Poetry vs. Standard Narrative

The following table illustrates the technical differences between the stylistic approach used in Smart's work versus

conventional 20th-century fiction.



Feature Standard Narrative Fiction Smart’s Prose Poetry Model

Linearity Chronological and sequential. Circular, emotional, and recursive.

Dialogue Naturalistic and character-driven. Stylized, internal, and often symbolic.

Imagery Descriptive and world-building. Visceral, hallucinatory, and 
metamorphic.

Syntax Standard grammatical conventions. Fragmented, high-register, and 
polyphonic.

Primary Driver Plot and conflict resolution. Psychological state and linguistic 
texture.

3. Core Mechanics: Thematic and Intertextual Layers

The technical execution of the novel relies heavily on intertextuality. Smart does not operate in a vacuum; she

leverages the weight of Western literature to validate the intensity of her personal experience.

3.1. Biblical and Liturgical Frameworks

By utilizing the language of the Song of Solomon and the Psalms, Smart elevates a potentially sordid affair into a 

cosmic tragedy. This is a technical maneuver known as mythologizing the mundane. The "Grand Central Station"

of the title becomes a modern cathedral where the narrator undergoes a secular martyrdom.

3.2. Romanticism and the Sublime

The text is a modern reflection of the Romantic poets (Shelley, Keats, Byron). Technically, it adheres to the 

concept of the Sublime—the idea that beauty and terror are inextricably linked. The narrator's "fanatical love" is

presented as a force of nature that defies rational containment, much like the environmental descriptions of the

Pacific coast that open the book.

4. Practical Implementation: A Methodological Guide to Analyzing Intense 
Prose

For scholars and technical writers, deconstructing a text as dense as Smart's requires a systematic approach. The 

following Step-by-Step Analytical Workflow can be used to process high-density literary prose.

Step 1: Morphological Identification

Identify the core linguistic building blocks. Is the author using archaic vocabulary? Is there a preponderance of 

religious terminology? In Smart’s case, the morphologyis grounded in the ecclesiastical, which creates an

authoritative and timeless tone.

Step 2: Rhythmic Mapping

Read the text aloud to identify the caesuras (pauses) and cadence. Smart uses a dactylic and anapestic flow that

mimics the heartbeat, increasing the reader's subconscious engagement with the text’s emotional volatility.

Step 3: Motif Tracking

Trace recurring symbols throughout the work. Key motifs in By Grand Central Station include:



•  Water and Drowning: Representing the overwhelming nature of passion.

•  Legal/Courtroom Imagery: Representing the judgment of society and the "hostile world."

•  Physical Anatomy: Heart, blood, and nerves are used to ground the abstract emotion in biological reality.

5. Case Studies: Interpretive Challenges and Solutions

Analyzing Smart's work often presents specific interpretive challenges, particularly regarding the ethics of the

central relationship and the validity of the "cult novel" status.

5.1. The "Teenage vs. Adult" Perception Gap

As noted in contemporary reviews, younger readers often embrace the book's unbridled passion, while older 

readers may find it exhausting or "meh." From a technical standpoint, this is a failure of relatability. The solution 

for the critic is to move beyond personal empathy and focus on the structural integrity of the prose itself.

5.2. Failure Mode: The Trap of Biographical Fallacy

A common error in analyzing this text is focusing solely on the real-life affair between Smart and Barker. To avoid 

this, the technical analyst should treat the narrator as a construct and the text as an artifact. The value of the 

work lies not in its factual accuracy but in its rhetorical efficiency.



Common Analytical Error Technical Solution

Focusing only on the biography. Analyze the syntactical structures and allusions.

Dismissing the work as "melodramatic." Evaluate the text within the tradition of the High Romantic 
Sublime.

Confusing the narrator with the author. Treat the "I" as a linguistic device for universalizing grief.

6. Synthesis and Broader Implications

The enduring relevance of By Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept lies in its ability to push the 

boundaries of what prose can accomplish. It serves as a technical blueprint for writers seeking to articulate the 

"painfully intense" aspects of the human condition without falling into the platitudes of standard romantic fiction. By 

prioritizing the aesthetic of the sentence over the logic of the plot, Elizabeth Smart created a work that functions

more like a musical composition than a traditional novel.

Ultimately, the text demonstrates that the language of love—at its extremes—knows no middle ground. It exists in a 

state of constant hyper-acceleration, where hope and despair are the only two functional variables. For the 

technical writer or literary strategist, Smart’s work remains a primary case study in how stylistic extremismcan

result in a "small classic" of enduring power. The broader implications suggest that the prose poetry form is

uniquely suited for capturing psychological trauma and ecstatic experience, providing a level of depth that linear

narrative simply cannot achieve.

In the modern landscape of literature, where "minimalism" often dominates, Smart’s maximalistapproach offers a

necessary counterpoint. It reminds us that the primary tool of the writer is the word itself, and when wielded with

technical precision and emotional honesty, it can transform a private heartbreak into a universal monument of art.
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