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_____________________________

“In a Strange and Foreign Country”: 
Composing Poetry from Existing Texts

_____________________________

I have taken the title for this workshop from a passage in Helene Cixous’s Three Steps on the 
Ladder of Writing which I believe says a lot about the nature of the methods that we will be 
learning tonight:

The writer is a secret criminal.  How?  First because writing tries to undertake that 
journey toward strange sources of art that are foreign to us.  “The thing” does not 
happen here, it happens somewhere else, in a strange and foreign country. (20)

Tonight, we plunder.  We will be “secret criminals,” or we should at least believe in the thrill of 
this.

None of the methods presented here are traditional ways to write poetry.  They are often used for 
satire and social commentary than for “serious” art, but let that be a reason for encouragement 
rather than derision.

Where we will begin is with the language around us, the language we find and read and are 
fascinated by.  The language that catches us like little children get caught up in anything 
wonderful.

A movement developed in music recently called plunderphonics which utilized samples from 
existing recorded music to assemble or provide the basis for new music which, though it uses 
others work almost exclusively as its means, is highly original in its ends.

We will do some plunderpoetics.  We will use the methods of constraint and selection to create 
new works out of existing texts.



Found Poems

Found poems capture language from a non-literary source and place it into the context of a 
poem, where language is heightened and shaped.  It is the most blunt way of making a poem out 
of an existing text; one merely takes an excerpt and puts it into lines.  The two examples below 
were made from the speech of public figures and have a somewhat comic effect.

The Unknown

As we know,
There are known knowns.
There are things we know we know.
We also know
There are known unknowns.
That is to say
We know there are some things
We do not know.
But there are also unknown unknowns,
The ones we don't know
We don't know.

Donald Rumsfeld, Feb. 12, 2002, Department of Defense news briefing (Hart 
Seely, ed.  Pieces of Intelligence: The Existential Poetry of Donald H. Rumsfeld.)

Offensive Haiku

I am offended.
I will be honest with you.
I am offended.

—Feb. 5, 2008, deposition

From Hart Seely's "The Poetry of Roger Clemens: The Rocket's Collected 
Works," Slate, Friday, Feb. 15, 2008.

Here are the concluding stanzas of Geoffrey G. Obrien’s poem “They Met Only in the 
Evenings,” which uses the USA P.A.T.R.I.O.T. Act and Jean Genet’s Querelle.  (O’Brien, Green 
and Grey, 2007.

…

Gray of boundaries years of both
held over in persons defined
as guests of an energy



Lived outside a flight to human life
a feeling sought for that basis
planned and carried back

Vital of harbor recognizable
suffered in the streets of events
forming calls upon calls

The basis leading days the place it appears
there are such warehouses
the future may be detained among

Gnoetry 0.2

Since 2001, Eric P. Elshtain has been using a computer program called Gnoetry to create poems 
from the statistical analysis of input texts.  Other poets (present company included) have used the 
program to play, as I like to call it, and to write series of poems.

Here is an example of a “gnoem” by Elshtain that was published in the Spring 2006 issue of 
Chicago Review:

Gnoetry & Eric P. Elshtain

18:54:16

I am able to, and
carried on at great
speed. Marriage is broken.
They break the ice at these two

creatures, united by the
way in which you must take it for
me to be overcome before the
meeting.  That people who

come to take leave of him to put
it in his breast the little
door, where they do not regret the
equilibrium.

Exercise 1: I want us to write a short poem together using Joseph Conrad’s Heart of 
Darkness as the sole input text.  This will be our warm-up.



Erasure

The method of erasure (or white-out) has gained quite a bit of popularity lately.  An major 
example of this is Ronald Johnson’s Radi os which applied the technique to the entirety of 
Milton’s Paradise Lost (including the title).

The idea is simply to take some text (prose or poem) and pull out a small selection of words or 
phrases from it to create something different, either highlighting the existing idea of the text, 
working against it, or doing something completely different.

The examples below are from Jen Bervin’s Nets, an erasure version of some of Shakespeare’s 
Sonnets:

5

Those hours that with gentle work did frame
The lovely gaze where every eye doth dwell,
Will play the tyrants to the very same
And that unfair which fairly doth excel;
For never-resting time leads summer on
To hideous winter, and confounds him there;
Sap checked with frost, and lusty leaves quite gone,
Beauty o'er-snowed and bareness everywhere:
Then were not summer's distillation left,
A liquid prisoner pent in walls of glass,
Beauty's effect with beauty were bereft,
Nor it, nor no remembrance what it was:
But flowers distilled, though they with winter meet,
Leese but their show; their substance still lives sweet.

52

So am I as the rich, whose blessed key,
Can bring him to his sweet up-locked treasure,
The which he will not every hour survey,
For blunting the fine point of seldom pleasure.
Therefore are feasts so solemn and so rare,
Since, seldom coming in the long year set,
Like stones of worth they thinly placed are,
Or captain jewels in the carcanet.
So is the time that keeps you as my chest,
Or as the wardrobe which the robe doth hide,
To make some special instant special-blest,
By new unfolding his imprison'd pride.
Blessed are you, whose worthiness gives scope,
Being had, to triumph, being lacked, to hope.



Exercise 2:  Apply the erasure method to any of the following texts.  It may be helpful to 
circle, box, or underline the words you choose, and to think of how to connect 
them into a statement that reads how you would like it to (don’t forget the 
connector words and helping verbs).

Text 1: from My Life, “One begins as a student but becomes a friend of clouds” by 
Lyn Hejinian.

Back and backward, why, wide and wider. Such that art is inseparable from the search for reality. 
The continent is greater than the content. A river nets the peninsula. The garden rooster goes 
through the goldenrod. I watched a robin worming its way on the ridge, time on the uneven light 
ledge. There as in that's their truck there. Where it rested in the weather there it rusted. As one 
would say, my friends, meaning no possession, and don't harm my trees. Marigolds, nasturtiums, 
snapdragons, sweet William, forget-me-nots, replaced by chard, tomatoes, lettuce, garlic, peas, 
beans, carrots, radishes--but marigolds. The hum hurts. Still, I felt intuitively that this which was 
incomprehensible was expectant, increasing, was good. The greatest thrill was to be the one to 
"tell." All rivers' left banks remind me of Paris, not to see or sit upon but to hear spoken of. 
Cheese makes one thirsty but onions make a worse thirst. The Spanish make a little question 
frame. In the case, propped on a stand so as to beckon, was the hairy finger of St. Cecilia, 
covered with rings. The old dress is worn out, torn up, dumped. Erasures could not serve better 
authenticity. The years pass, years in which, I take it, events were not lacking. There are more 
colors in the great rose window of Chartres than in the rose. Beside a body, not a piece, of water. 
Serpentine is fool's jade. It is on a dressed stone. The previousness of plants in prior color--no 
dream can come up to the original, which in the common daylight is voluminous. Yet he insisted 
that his life had been full of happy chance, that he was luck's child. As a matter-of fact, quite the 
obverse. After a 9-to-5 job he got to just go home. Do you have a compulsion to work and then 
did you have a good time. Now it is one o'clock on the dot, but that is only a coincidence and it 
has a bad name. Patriots drive larger cars. At the time the perpetual Latin of love kept things 
hidden. We might be late to the movies but always early for the kids. The women at the parents' 
meeting must wear rings, for continuity. More sheep than sleep. Paul was telling me a plot which 
involved time travel, I asked, "How do they go into the future?" and he answered, "What do you 
mean?--they wait and the future comes to them--of course!" so the problem was going into the 
past. I think my interests are much broader than those of people who have been saying the same 
thing for eight years, or so he said. Has the baby enough teeth for an apple. Juggle, jungle, 
chuckle. The hummingbird, for all we know, may be singing all day long. We had been in France 
where every word really was a bird, a thing singing. I laugh as if my pots were clean. The apple 
in the pie is the pie. An extremely pleasant and often comic satisfaction comes from conjunction, 
the fit, say, of comprehension in a reader's mind to content in a writer's work. But not bitter.



Text 2: from Invisible Cities by Italo Calvino

Cities & Memory 1

Leaving there and proceeding for three day toward the east, you reach Diomira, a city with sixty 
silver domes, bronze statues of all the gods, streets paved with lead, a crystal theater, a golden 
cock that crows each morning on a tower.  All these beauties will already be familiar to the 
visitor, who has seen them also in other cities.  But the special quality of this city for the man 
who arrives there on a September evening, when the day are growing shorter and the 
multicolored lamps are lighted all at once at the doors of the food stalls and from a terrace a 
woman’s voice cries ooh!, is that he feels envy toward those who now believe they have once 
before lived an evening identical to this and who think they were happy, that time.

Cities & The Dead 4

What makes Argia different from other cities is that it has earth instead of air.  The streets are 
completely filled with dirt, clay packs the rooms to the ceiling, on every stair another stairway is 
set in negative, over the roofs of the houses hang layers of rocky terrain like skies with clouds. 
We do not know if the inhabitants can move about the city, widening the worm tunnels and the 
crivices where roots twist: the dampness destroys people’s bodies and they have scant strength; 
everyone is better off remaining still, prone; anyway, it is dark.

From up here, nothing of Argia can be seen; some say, “It’s down below there,” and we can only 
believe them.  The place is deserted.  At night, putting your ear to the ground, you can sometimes 
hear a door slam.

Text 3: from Almost No Memory by Lydia Davis

5

Driving in the rain, I see a crumpled brown thing ahead in the middle of the road.  I think it is an 
animal.  I feel sadness for it and for all the animals I have been seeing in the road and by the 
edge of the road.  When I come closer, I find that it is not an animal but a paper bag.  Then there 
is a moment when my sadness from before is still there along with the paper bag, so that I appear 
to feel sadness for the paper bag.

7

I am reading a sentence by a certain poet as I eat my carrot.  Then, although I know I have read 
it, although I know my eyes have passed along it and I have heard the words in my ears, I am 
sure I haven’t really read it.  I may mean understood it.  But I may mean consumed it: I haven’t 
consumed it because I was already eating the carrot.  The carrot was a line too.



Oulipo: Three Exercises

Below is a brief description of Oulipo that I have lifted from the Language is a Virus website:

Although poetry and mathematics often seem to be incompatible areas of study, 
the philosophy of OULIPO seeks to connect them. Founded in 1960 by French 
mathematician Francois de Lionnais and writer Raymond Queneau, Ouvroir de 
Litterature Potentielle (OULIPO), or Workshop of Potential Literature, 
investigates the possibilities of verse written under a system of structural 
constraints. Lionnais and Quenuau believed in the profound potential of a poem 
produced within a framework or formula and that, if done in a playful posture, the 
outcomes could be endless.

Source: <http://languageisavirus.com/articles/articles.php?subaction=showcomments
&id=1161978000&archive=&start_from=&ucat=&>

It is the potential of OULIPO that is so exciting, so don’t feel too bad if what you get frist out of 
the following exercises doesn’t seem that great to you; you can always modify the constraint or 
apply it until you get a result that works for you.

Exercise 3: Apply the N+7 method to rework an existing poem (from the next few pages) into 
something, umm, else.  The following directions are also lifted from the website 
mentioned above: 

The "N+7" method: Replace every noun in a text with the noun seven 
entries after it in a dictionary. For example, "Call me Ishmael. Some years 
ago..." (from Moby Dick) becomes "Call me islander. Some yeggs ago...". 
Results will vary depending upon the dictionary used. This technique can 
also be performed on other lexical classes, such as verbs.

Exercise 4: Apply antonymic translation to rework an existing poem (from the next few 
pages) into its “opposite.”  To make an antonymic translation, try to say what you 
think of as the opposite of what the poem says at any level, but focusing 
specifically on the word by word level.  What is the opposite of “airplane” or 
“standing” or “after”?  Many possibilities emerge, and it is your job to choose 
those that are most exciting to you.

Exercise 5: Write an ode, note or friendly jab, to a friend or relative using words that contain 
only the letters in his/her name.  This comes from a classic OULIPO method for 
composing an epithalamium, or wedding poem, using only the letters from the 
couple’s names.



Text 4: “A Blessing” by James Wright

Just off the highway to Rochester, Minnesota,
Twilight bounds softly forth on the grass.
And the eyes of those two Indian ponies
Darken with kindness.
They have come gladly out of the willows
To welcome my friend and me.
We step over the barbed wire into the pasture
Where they have been grazing all day, alone.
They ripple tensely, they can hardly contain their happiness
That we have come.
They bow shyly as wet swans. They love each other.
There is no loneliness like theirs.
At home once more,
They begin munching the young tufts of spring in the darkness.
I would like to hold the slenderer one in my arms,
For she has walked over to me
And nuzzled my left hand.
She is black and white,
Her mane falls wild on her forehead,
And the light breeze moves me to caress her long ear
That is delicate as the skin over a girl's wrist.
Suddenly I realize
That if I stepped out of my body I would break
Into blossom.

Text 5:  “Matins” by Louise Glück

Forgive me if I say I love you: the powerful
are always lied to since the weak are always
driven by panic.  I cannot love
what I can’t conceive, and you disclose
virtually nothing: are you like the hawthorn tree,
always the same thing in the same place,
or are you more the foxglove, inconsistent, first springing up
a pink spike on the slope behind the daisies,
and the next year, purple in the rose garden?  You must see
it is useless to us, this silence that promotes belief
you must be all things, the foxglove and the hawthorn tree,
the vulnerable rose and the tough daisy – we are left to think
you couldn’t possibly exist.  Is this
what you mean us to think, does this explain
the silence of the morning,
the crickets not yet rubbing their wings, the cats
not fighting in the yard?


