Found poetry

This morning, as I often do, I listened to Morning Edition on my local NPR station. I was jolted awake by the phrase, “the poetry of Donald Rumsfeld.” Poetry? Donald Rumsfeld?

It seems that journalists have long noticed Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld’s “knack for the memorable utterance,” as correspondent Renee Montaigne describes his use of the English language. Last year, in fact, columnist Hart Seely published Pieces of Intelligence: The Existential Poetry of Donald H. Rumsfeld, a book of found poems consisting of “the exact words of the defense secretary,” as taken from the official transcripts on the Defense Department Web site.” Now, Montaigne reports, pianist Brian Kong has set the poems to music – art songs, no less – for his friend, soprano Elender Wall. 

Listen to “The Unknown,” an excerpt from their new recording, and take a look at the text:

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.

This rendering of one of the Secretary’s most famously philosophical responses to the press is unaltered, except for the addition of the title and some creative line breaks. Oh, and a 21st Century score by a classically trained composer. 

One might consider Rumsfeld a bit operatic at times, at least in the metaphorical sense. But had you ever thought of him as a poet?

Neither had I. 
But that’s the delight of found poetry. According to The American Heritage Dictionary, a found poem is “the presentation of a borrowed text or found object as a poem or as part of a poem” – which is correct, strictly speaking, I suppose, but doesn’t give you much of a flavor. The Wikipedia version offers a better sense of how much latitude you have if you choose to wander around finding poems: 

Found poetry is the rearrangment of words or phrases taken randomly from other sources (example: clipped newspaper headlines, bits of advertising copy, handwritten cards pulled from a hat) in a manner that gives the rearranged words a completely new meaning.

If you have ever played Magnetic Poetry, you’ve dabbled in found poetry. And even though someone else provided the lexicon, whatever poems you composed were your own. (At one time, my refrigerator door was entirely covered with word magnets, but nowadays I tend to play online.) 

Some years ago, Annie Dillard, the essayist and novelist, published a book of found poems entitled Mornings Like This : Found Poems. The volume is comprised of “poems built from bits of broken text” from nonfiction books of the 19th and 20th centuries. Dillard explains,"The poems are original as poems; their themes and their orderings are invented. Their sentences [are lifted from] the books named. Sometimes I dropped extra words; I never added a word.”

Here’s an example, the first section of Dillard’s found poem called “Junior High School English,” taken from a 1926 text of the same title:

A CHALLENGE TO YOUR SPIRIT 

Girls and boys of America
Are the hope of the world!
You can’t evade it, young America.

And are you going to go on dancing
And spinning on your ear?
What are you thinking about, sitting

There staring into the dark?
Haven’t you been lying around long
Enough?Shouldn’t you go to work?

Find as interesting a subject as possible.
Write as vivid a sketch as you can
Of a person who attracts you or an animal.
Rumsfeld and Seely, Dillard and the texbook authors inspired me to find some poetry in one of the many articles I read on technology and new media. As is clear from my previous posting, I’m fascinated, if a bit creeped out, by the technology of interactive TV. I found my poem in Simson Garfinkel’s article, “Losing Control of Your TV”. 

(The article discusses the implications of “the broadcast flag,” an anti-piracy technology that, according to law, must be built into all American TVs sold as of July, 2005, to prevent consumers from making high-quality digital recordings of movies and other broadcast television programs. That’s really not the point, though. We’re talking about creativity here.)

My found poetry rules may be a bit more lax than Dillard’s: I allowed my self to excise rather large chunks of text, whole sentences even, and I played fast and loose with the punctuation, but the words are in their original order. In any case, here’s the poem I found:

LOSING CONTROL 

Not that I would 
ever 
do such a thing.
Of course, that’s 
all history trying to put
the technological genie
back in the bottle.
It’s a messy and expensive
business, the nightmare scenario
scooped up by techno-geeks,
these merry pranksters,
presumably Hollywood’s.
Why would people in Hong Kong
want the broadcast flag?
A greedy industry asking for
a much more expansive repertoire:
Time-shift this program.
Skip this program’s commercials.
Disable your TV’s channel changer.
Self-destruct in five seconds.
Who knows what Hollywood 
will dream up next?

If you find a poem on your grocery list, in the newspaper, on a website, in the credits of the movie you’re watching, or in some other peculiar venue, please post it here. 
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Now try to write your own FOUND POEM

Choose a short text (newspaper, magazine, book, candy wrapper, bits of advertising and rearrange the words to give them a completely new meaning.

Write your poem into your course diary and add the original text (glue it in).
Follow up: Write a short reflection about your poem and the process of creating it into your journal.
Sharing and discussion of poems

Evaluation: Students will work with the teacher to generate a rubric for evaluating the completed poetry. This rubric will be applied to all the poems of this session.
Closure/Summarizer: 3-2-1 activity in reflective journals: Jot down 3 new ideas that you have learned about how language works to communicate meaning, 2 questions that you now have, 1 risk that you took throughout the activity.
Homework: Buy your art supplies and read the extracts from Poe’s “Philosphy of Composition” and Mr. Wardell’s “Overview of Color History”. Highlight important passages and write all your questions into your diaries so we can discuss them next time.
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