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“Fiction has a truth exceeding that of history”  
– Aristotle 

 
 
“Don’t blink, this is Elk.” 
 He stepped down from the cab of the pickup at the dusty pull-out to the 
coastal access parking lot as the driver offered his hand. “Didn’t get a chance 
to introduce myself.  Name’s Chuck,” he said with a conspiratorial smile, 
“Chuck Weddell.” Once again he was left to gather what he could from 
coincidence. 
 In the wake of the pickup’s exhaust a low slung Western style false 
front building of weathered wood with tall red trimmed windows and a large 
sign above a similarly red trimmed door announcing Heirloom Country 
Emporium came into focus across the two lane highway and appeared to 
shimmer in the light of a cloudless blue dome of sky painting the wind shaped 
landscape with a fine solar oil.  The next step was to get directions to Angie’s 
place.   
 A silver minivan swung by, and gauging the distance and speed of the 
oncoming white pickup truck from the opposite direction, he erred on the side 
of caution, waiting until horizon to horizon no moving vehicles appeared, and 
then strode across still alert to the possibility that any peripheral spark or 
notion could easily derail the tenuous concentration of purpose, whatever that 
was. 
 It came as the oft repeated story of an incident in Dumas’ Twenty 
Years After told by a French director of how setting light to a fuse on a keg of 
gunpowder to blow up the entrance to the castle, the portly Musketeer, 
Porthos, takes off running, and as he speeds away he becomes pleased with 
himself and the thought that what he has just done will do the trick, and that 
leads to the thought of how, hightailing out of range, after twenty years he still 
has the spunk and spark of his younger Musketeer self, and struck by the 
realization of how remarkable it is that the human animal can sprint in such a 
fashion, one foot in front of the other in quick succession, he becomes self-
consciously aware of his pumping limbs which in turn causes him to stop in 
his tracks, amazed at the wondrous cleverness of God in his heaven, and is 
consequently hoisted by his own petard. 
 The annoyed beep of a car horn sounded seemingly out of nowhere and 
hurried the last few steps to the unpaved roadside and the front porch of the 
emporium festooned with antique bric-a-brac, rusty farm implements, and 
overgrown planters.     
 Once inside the door, fire trap came to mind, the dark wooden floor of 
the narrow aisle creaking underfoot, overstuffed with cheap imported 
inventory, mostly bright plastic gewgaws to attract children and easily 
attractable adults, beach gear, gaudy striped umbrellas and Styrofoam 
coolers, a tangle of gaily colored kites hanging from the ceiling, stacks of 
rubber flip-flops in mesh bags, boogie boards, garish tee shirts advertising the 
locale, and finally at the end of the tunnel of junk the jittery light emitted 
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through the glass doors of the rattling ancient refrigerator case with its 
tantalizing array of drinks.  Not surprisingly he was parched. 
 The store clerk greeted him with a smile and “Can I help you find 
something?”  She stood at the cash register among the array of assorted 
impulse items and doodads crowding the counter. 
 The words just burbled out, “I was wondering if I could use your 
phone.” 
 The large woman in a green vest smock, close cropped grey hair, 
appeared a little taken aback by the request.  “Oh, car break down?” 
 “Actually, no, my phone is dead, or unconscious, whatever the case 
may be.  I’m always forgetting to charge it.” 
 “I know someone just like that.” 
 “Talking about me again?” A short older dark haired woman emerged 
from the stockroom door off to the side of the cash register. 
 “He wants to use the phone.”  The woman at the register with the 
nametag that read Trudy replied. 
 “Oh, car break down?” 
 “His phone is dead.” 
 “I’m sorry to hear that.  Are you going to give it a proper burial?”  Her 
nametag read Liz.  She laughed.  They both laughed. 
 And laughing along allowed him a letting go prompted by the sudden 
realization.  “Man, I am really stoned!”  A declaration that took them all a 
little by surprise. 
 “Oh, my,” Trudy spoke with a chuckle, glancing meaningfully at her 
companion, “though that’s not all that uncommon in these parts.  But if you 
don’t mind my saying so, you don’t look the type.” 
 “And maybe you shouldn’t be driving in your condition,” the short one 
advised, crinkling up one eye aggressively. 
 “I don’t have a car.  I was hitchhiking and the driver insisted I partake.  
What was I supposed to do?” 
 “The way you’re dressed he might have thought you were a narc.” 
 “Are going to call a taxi?”  The brunette couldn’t help herself. 
 “I’m here to visit a friend and I want to call her and get directions to 
her place.” 
 “She lives in Elk?” 
 “It’s her mailing address, a post office box.  I don’t know exactly where 
she lives.” 
 “We know just about everyone in Elk.” 
 “Unless she’s a newcomer then we might not.” 
 “She moved here maybe about a year ago.”  
 “What’s her name?” 
 “Angela Denotti.” 
 “And Samantha!” 
 “I knew I recognized you!”  
 Small world indeed.  Trudy Stoyn and Eliz Tiklich.   
 “Carl, it’s Carl Wendt, Trudy!” Liz exclaimed. 
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 The memory almost belonged to someone else that was how many 
years had flown under that particular bridge.  
 “Remember us? We used to own 10 Dance Gallery.”  
 In an old Victorian in the Mission, formerly a dance studio, and they 
had their own little artsy scene made up of the likes of the Chinese novelist 
Herman Wei, Cher Wu and her son, Woody, Marcy Bruised, D.R. Bill, Jane 
Joys, Scotty Fizzknackered, n. n. leevings, Andrea Brayton, Louise Arrogant, 
Phyllis Sue Paul, Dresden Czara, Vince Key, Nan Ginski, Charlie Javelin, and 
the outlaw painter, Donyay Rewsew. 
 “Right, now I remember,” Trudy flashed a big grin, “You came to the 
Matt East show!  Oh, that goes quite a while back!” 
 “I’ve been to a few of your art openings.”  They always put on a good 
spread. The art was pedestrian, but the expensive wine flowed freely. 
 “You were at the Vic Aso show opening, too.  I remember that 
particularly.” 
 They were old friends of Irma’s as well, and Vic Aso, the Japanese 
painter, was Irma’s neighbor in Bolinas.  
 “Why that show in particular?” Liz wanted to know. 
 Trudy’s grin turned mischievous. “Well, there was a certain young man 
there that night who thought he was an avant-garde revolutionary poet but 
who was really just very drunk.” 
 “Oh. . . yes. . .,” Liz said as it all came back to her. 
 “And I seem to remember that he hit on Irma Maurice.” 
 “Irma Johansdottir back then.” 
 “Do you remember that?”  Trudy was enjoying herself. 
 The words of Irma’s rebuff were never far from memory. “I don’t think 
I’m quite ready for the revolution” had been like a curare dart, paralyzing, 
rendering him at a loss for a comeback.   “Right!  And now you own. . . ?”  
 “An emporium.  For lack of a better word.” And as if an explanation 
were necessary, “We found this place on a getaway from the craziness of the 
city.  The couple who owned it wanted to move to Idaho to get away from the 
craziness of California.  The price was right. . . so. . . .” 
 “. . .we thought at first we would just convert the store into a gallery. . . 
.” 
 “. . .but then we realized that this tawdry plastic rubbish mass 
produced in China makes more money than any of  the lame paint spattered 
abstract canvases we ever. . . .” 
 “. . .and we don’t have to put up with any petty self-absorbed tantrums 
from prima donna artists!” 
 Apparently anyone who was anybody these days moved to a location 
that gave them an unobscured view of sunset, all, in one fashion or another, 
adherents to the cult of the dying sun. 
   
The first message he left on Angie’s answering machine was “Hi, 
Angie, this is your old roomy, Carl Wendt.  I’m in Elk. . .uh, I’m calling from. . 
.uh. . .right. . .the Heirloom Country Emporium.  Sorry to drop in on you on 
such a short notice. . .kinda spur of the moment, I guess. . .same old impulsive 
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me. . .anyway, hope to hear from you soon.”  The second message said, “Trudy 
here at the Emporium suggested that you might be some time getting this 
message so I’ll wait for you across the way at the beach access parking lot. . .or 
maybe down on the beach. . .come find me there.” 
 The undulating lead sheen of the molten Pacific reflected a bright 
saturating light and assaulted his eyes, making him squint and lament the fact 
that he’d left his sunglasses at Irma’s in fog bound Bolinas where there was 
more often than not little chance to use them. The path down to the beach 
consisting of an eroded rut of loose rocks and gravel was challengingly steep 
to anyone even if they weren’t juggling a twelve pack of beer, generic smokes, 
personal butane ignition cylinder, and assorted snacks and faux meat slim 
jims.  “You’re not allowed alcohol on the beach,” Liz had advised, “but if you 
keep the beer in the bag, no one will bother you.” Nor were the slick leather 
soles of his loafers suited for the perilously precarious descent, made, as they 
were, for sliding across the floors of cocktail lounges rather than slipping over 
granite rubble of a weed clotted switchback.  Complicating matters as well was 
his painfully throbbing leg. 
 A young family with a group of friends among the craggy rocks came 
into view, blankets spread on the sandy beach catching rays, third or fourth 
generation flower children in long skirts, uncombed hair worn long or as dred 
locks, pierced and tattooed, tribal, a few glancing up in his direction. The 
young women, barebacked, sunbathed, and the young men, bare-chested, two 
of them playing guitar and flute, were a primitive depiction of Manet’s 
Dejeuner sur l’herbe or maybe more appropriately, Dejeuner sur le sable.  
 A wave and a wave back with his free hand.  The real waves lapped on 
the crescent of beach accompanied by the rush of displaced air roaring as they 
broke.  The scintillating play of light on the heaving presence of blue green 
swells, and at the bottom of the trail a trampled path giving way to the dream 
familiar resistance of loose sand. He surveyed the boulder strewn edge of a 
spiny dark green shrub infested sheer cliff precipice rising up to the edge of 
the parking lot from whence he’d descended.  Further down at the tip of the 
sandy crescent a field of craggy boulders stepped out into the crashing surf 
toward a massive guano topped monolith rearing up from the wreathing sea 
as some kind of black seabird perch.  A steady breeze cooled the ambient heat.  
He trudged, suddenly out of breath, his pinned shin stressed to white hot 
pain.  Rounding the face of a large granite outcropping acting like a windbreak 
and partial shade a narrow gravel apron presented itself, perfect for sitting 
and gazing at the ungraspable expanse to the horizon.  
 At the periphery where the young family had gathered, naked, a blond 
longhaired child, no more than three or four, scampered to the foam white 
edges of waves with a blue plastic cup to capture sea water and then ran back 
to dump it into a hole in the soft gray wet sand while a young woman, 
ostensibly the mother, stood by, the breeze pulling at her hair and the folds of 
her long skirt as an iconic representation of watchfulness. 
 Folding his suit coat to make a cushion, he placed it over the gravel 
patch and sat, stretching out his legs on the slight decline, the excruciating 
throb having given way to an all consuming numbness just below the knee 
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calling for another dose of painkiller. And a second one for good measure.  He 
washed them down with beer and eased back to await the effects with his first 
cigarette in many a month.  It was as if he’d never quit. Exhaling he was 
moved by the muse to muse and consider the oceanic vista with amniotic awe. 
  
And here I jolly well am, to paraphrase the late great Lord 
Buckley.  The obvious question being by what stroke of serendipity have I 
landed on this Pacific shore like so much driftwood? In the present instance, 
at any rate, my presence in the land of sunsets testified to by almost forty 
years of habitation now firmly a state of mind. 
 
“I can drop you off at the transit mall on my way to the gym,” Patti had 
offered earlier that morning, how many hours now, eight, ten?  She had a full 
day of classes otherwise she said she would have considered giving him a ride 
back to Bolinas or the city, even.  “You can catch a bus back from here,” when 
she let him out at the unfamiliar downtown bus terminal. And that had 
seemed reasonable enough though it was frightfully early and the fitful sleep 
on Patti’s couch had been merely a hiccup in his groggy post-inebriate 
consciousness. 
 The metal mesh benches in the open air mall near the departure lanes 
were still wet with overnight accumulation and the boarding points 
surprisingly crowded, bustling with activity. Laughing and smoking, gaggles 
of women dressed warmly against the morning chill queued to bus doors, 
most speaking a rapid lyrical Spanish, carefree in tone and belying the drudge 
awaiting them at their day jobs.  The bus to the city was not scheduled to 
arrive for another half hour according to the timetable posted at the kiosk so 
he’d busied himself with his laptop.   
 Eventually the crowd of domestics had dwindled down to perhaps a 
half dozen women and young girls waiting by the door of the last county 
transit bus.  He’d also noticed a couple of rough characters who did not 
appear to be waiting for a bus lurking at the periphery of the mall.  He’d made 
them when he first arrived, triggering his enhanced sense of danger, 
particularly palpable since the assault, and once the terminal began to empty 
of commuters except for himself and the final few passengers stepping up into 
the last bus, the scruffy young men appeared all the more obvious and 
sinister.  
 He’d slammed his laptop shut and hurried to the bus just as it was 
pulling away. He’d banged on the door shouting “Hey! Wait!” With a look of 
annoyance the driver set the brake and opened the door.  He’d clambered up 
the stairwell and sat down on the bench seat behind the driver.  He could see 
the two men on the platform.  One seemed surprised, like a cat whose prey 
had suddenly flown, and the other, laughing, flashing the bird at the departing 
bus.   
 His plan had been to exit at the next stop, his assumption being that, as 
with most city buses, it would only travel a few blocks before he could exit and 
reassess his options, find a café where he could grab a cup of coffee, and show 
up in time to catch the bus back to the city.  To his distress, the bus had taken 
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the freeway onramp a few blocks from the transit mall and merged into the 
sluggish clot of commuter traffic. As it turned out the bus he had boarded was 
an express, and his destination was Cloverdale, someplace he’d never heard of 
before.  
 Once he realized that there was no way the driver would let him off 
until their first and final stop, in spite of his plea that he was going to miss his 
connection to the city, he’d paid his fare and settled into a seat at the rear.  On 
the positive side the bus claimed to be equipped with wi-fi and from the 
number of people engrossed in their smart phones and pads there didn’t seem 
to be any reason to doubt it.  
 Retrieving his notebook laptop from his bag, he’d logged in to the cyber 
stream, navigating to the map app on his browser and typing in Cloverdale.  
The pushpin told him nothing relative to where he thought he was and he’d 
scrolled out to better gauge his geographic position, perhaps a little too 
aggressively, and found himself looking at a large chunk of the North Coast, 
from the main highway corridor to the expanse of the Pacific. He’d 
determined at a glance that he was heading north. It was the name at the 
periphery that caught his eye, jutting out from a dot along the jagged 
coastline.  Elk.  The bus’ eventual destination placed him within fifty miles 
according to the squiggly yellow orange highway line terminating at the coast. 
He’d felt the weight of significance as a catch in his breath burdening him 
with the inevitable.  Mere equivalence always signaled a date with destiny.  
 
Technology has worn its own grooves in the possible pathways of the 
mind.  I am now uncomfortable with that word: mind.  I live with its 
assumptions, however, and every possible interpretation that can be 
attributed to any particular frame of mind. Like a painter for whom every 
color has resonance, I know only too well, poets are like germs and poetry is 
an opportunistic disease. 
 
While on the bus he’d had enough sense and a modicum of decency to 
fire off an email to Irma with the header I was here but I disappear, a 
reference to Irma’s all time favorite movie, The Harder They Come, with 
Jimmy Cliff. The text read, Took an unexpected turn and ended up far afield.  
I shall reappear.  
 Out of recently acquired habit verging on obsession, he’d scrolled 
through recent emails and deleted the older and no longer relevant ones 
though he stubbornly and not so surprisingly kept the months-old 
approbations and kudos that had come his way since the Pillsbury as well as 
the heap of get-well wishes while he was in convalescence from people he’d 
assumed dead or estranged, and even a few celebrity grade poets and artists 
he never knew knew of him.  
 As well, saved in its own folder, was the exchange he’d begun with Oren 
Rickles about the implausibility of artificial intelligence generating anything 
but fake poetry. He was ambivalent about robot poetry, which, if he 
understood the nomenclature correctly, should be designated robopo. Could it 
be any more awful than the poetry produced by humans?   
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 Rickles was convinced that his poetry generator, pogen, as he called it, 
could pass the Turing Test, which in this case was the acceptance of an AI 
poem for publication by a legitimate literary magazine.  Rickles was obviously 
overestimating the acumen of most poetry editors, and he had said as much in 
reply.   
 

Yo Oren— 
You are correct in your assumption that these juxtapositions 
are evocative and ‘poetic’ in that they demand attention in an 
unusual way. Boneless and sky are not associative yet together 
are acceptable as a figure of speech though you might not want 
to use it in the company of nephologists.  Delicate shadow is not 
that much of a stretch as we already consider shadows to be 
ephemeral.  It’s natural to want to make sense of what we see 
and likewise to want to make ‘sense’ of what we read, to keep 
the narrative moving.  But reverse your examples and you get 
‘skyless bones’ and ‘shadow delicates’ which are a little more 
extreme and not as acceptable because of our perception that 
they are cart before the horse constructions.  The ultimate 
problem with the poems you generate, and this is the problem 
that the lang gang encountered as well, is loss of a frame of 
reference and disorientation when the narrative is not resolved 
or is irresolvable.  In other words, no resolution is reached, or 
can be reached, as a kind of suspended animation. That kind of 
indeterminacy is not uncommon in modern poetry and it is 
based on the idea that meaning is an emergent property. 

 
And since Oren lived his life in the cyber zone of keyboard and display, he 
always had something to say in reply, often within a few hours, even if it was 
something he’d already said. 

 
I have developed an artificial intelligence that can create 
poetry indistinguishable from real poets.  The Turing Test for 
this AI poetry generator would be that the poems are accepted 
by a distinguished literary journal. 

  
And eager to divulge the cleverness of his technical feat, Rickles had gone to 
some length in explaining how the context-free grammar systems he used to 
generate the poems were a generalized system of formal syntax defined by 
production rules that allow sentences to be recursively built from smaller 
phrases. The formulation had been developed by Chomsky years ago. 
Essentially the poetry generator worked by having the poem emerge from 
random fields of all available linguistic constructs based on specific literary 
parameters mined from the vast information sink of the internet and 
deconstructed into progressively smaller sets: stanzas, lines, phrases, then 
verbs, adjectives, and nouns. Once the algorithm was initiated a poem was 
created by recursively generating randomly selected units into conventional 
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predetermined forms such as sonnets, odes, ballads and any variety of 
recognized lyric configurations, even free verse.  Or, especially free verse.  
 As Rickles went on to explain, he’d trial tested a number of the AI 
generated poems.  

 I began by submitting my poetry to a popular open 
poetry website. I never let on that these poems were computer-
generated. I published under the name of Ann T. Kythera, an 
in-joke for the digerati. The responses I received were, for the 
most part, quite flattering.  For instance: 

“Multi-layered demanding second and even third look.  Are you on Tumblr 
?  I’d love to see what you look like.” 

“I like it, straight from the pages of a mystical story, filled with delightful 
colours and wonderful landscapes.  Are you in a current relationship?” 

“I like your style of just giving the reader a small taste of what you are 
expressing.  It opens up cerebral passages and gives me something to 
ponder without any idea of what I’m doing.  Cool!” 

“What a wonderful piece of writing.  A vivid picture you have painted here.  
Well done.  Do you have a mobile phone?   I would like to talk to you 
privately.” 

“It’s like you just sang a beautiful song, but slightly off key.  Trés moderne.” 

“You certainly know how to make words jump through their semantic 
hoops.  You should be a doggerel trainer.”  
 
Even the negative criticism I received which typically found 
that my poems were incomprehensible or nonsensical, proved 
my contention that though it is not understood, a poem can be 
given legitimacy because it is not a requirement for a poem to 
be explicit in the modern era, only that it be considered a poem. 
If anyone answered anything other than “That’s not a 
poem!” then they probably believed more or less that it was a 
poem, and therefore, by the same standards, the artificial 
intelligence that generated this poem passed the Turing Test. 
 

Undoubtedly seeking some kind of validation, Rickles felt that he needed to 
share the documentation of the process. 
 

The overwhelming positive responses compelled me to use a 
more stringent test of authenticity—seeing whether this 
computer-generated poetry could get published in a poetry or 
literary journal. As many poets often do, I tried submitting the 
poems to several places. Also, I never specified that they were 
AI generated. I submitted to Memory Loss Journal (now 
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defunct) and the Original Poetry contest but both rejected the 
poems without comment. I then turned to more conventional 
sources and submitted to Crenellation, one of the oldest 
continuously published literary magazines in the country. I 
actually submitted a selection of poems generated from a list of 
poetry books titles found online. And Crenellation agreed to 
publish one of them! See the email exchange below.  

To: Poetry Editor, Crenellation 
From: Ann T. Kythera 
Attached is a selection of poems from a manuscript entitled 
Some Assembly Required.  I hope you find them suitable for 
your magazine. 
 
To: Ann T. Kythera 
From: Bee Reeves, Poetry Editor, Crenellation 
Hi Ann – thanks for your submission.  I would like to use them 
all but our policy is that we can only use one poem by any one 
author per issue unless they are established poets. I think it’s a 
stupid policy but since this is my first year as poetry editor 
there’s not much I can do to influence the editorial board. 
 

At this point Rickles admitted, in spite of his jubilation that his AI poem had 
passed the Turing Test, to some trepidation that perhaps he’d let the genie out 
of the bottle.  After all, if AI poetry was possible then anyone and everyone 
could generate a publishable poem.  And then what? The bottom would drop 
out of the poetry market! 
 He’d also included as an attachment the poem selected by Crenellation 
with an explanation that the bold text designated the random titles selected by 
the poetry generator. 

 
From Some Assembly Required 
 
Rough calculation of reading materials  
as a passing thought  
 hold forth  
  sidetracked  
   by dead reckoning    
and studied deviation  
in the public domain  
  for instance  
    a creature of habit 
      in familiar 
surroundings  
the anecdotal evidence of chance operation  
far be it from me  
 be that as it may  
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   be premature  
    word gets around  
like easy money  
 and all about me so name your poison and  
don’t ask me why ask the reality next door  
   in line of sight  
      on the one  
       or better yet  
a polite fiction with its hand out  
pretty much  
 the exaggerated misery of dust catchers  
and wool gatherers  
   as the mission creep  
       of sexual 
favors 
seriously askew  
 led down the garden path  
  aren’t we all in on the exit plan  
  come full circle  
    no deposit  
     for instance  
      a creature of habit  
whistling in the dark and read my dust  
   of plain foolishness  
      out of surface  
and private lies  
 on second thought  
   imagine accolade  
it matters not  
in a blind spot  
  as lord of the cooking smells  
there are no new messages  
  only the routine  
    of recent ash  

 
 
In answer to Rickles, he’d replied: 
  

Let me cite Gertrude Stein’s work as an example of the method 
you’re using.  Stein was an early pioneer in looking at 
language scientifically, playing with basic components of 
grammar in a forensic manner.  Her sentences are spare and 
flat but it’s with subtle variation that she can trick out an 
alternate vector.  The challenge for your or any AI poetry 
generator would be to mimic what Stein is doing by limiting 
the available sets to a single pronoun, a minimum of 
conjunctions and prepositions, and neutral verbs and nouns 
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that can be used interchangeably as nouns and verbs. The mind 
is not content until it puts some kind of order in its findings 
(literal or figurative) and invents a hierarchal relationship 
among the various possible interpretations. And while your AI 
poem may be able to fool the reading mind, can it fool the ear?  
For that to happen, you will need to factor in patterns of syntax 
that are rhythmically fluid and acceptable to the discerning ear 
or, in the case of deliberate dissonance and silences, 
intellectually coherent. The biggest challenge, and your biggest 
success, to my mind, if you could accomplish it, would be to 
develop an AI Haiku generator. Of course people would go nuts 
over it for all the wrong reasons.  The process would likely 
generate faux profundity galore, the kind so popular as 
internet memes, as well as improbable juxtapositions that 
resonate with otherworldly simultaneity, kind of like Einstein’s 
spooky action at a distance. Plus they’d be succinct enough to 
make them ideal for most types of limited character social 
media.  As I see it, AI is learning about poetry from VI (visceral 
intelligence) and consequently VI will have to learn about 
poetry from AI in a way similar to how we’ve learned about 
language and art from Stein and Duchamp. Also OuLiPo’s 
influence shouldn’t be overlooked, its unintended 
Schumpeterian effect laying the groundwork that will allow 
algorithms to be considered as authors, leading to the 
eventuality that only other computers will interface to share 
knowledge once known as reading. The nature of poetry has to 
change because technology affects our approach to the world. 
We think of machine language as benign but we have 
assimilated it and that changes us.  We have become wheeled 
electronic eyes and ears, constrained by our pets and leashed to 
promise of credit in the face of the apocalypse. Reality is 99% 
perception and 1% object, as we know. That said, the down side 
of poetry in the virtual realm is that any poet is just as good as 
any other poet.  The perception of goodness (excellence) is 
relative, meaning that where any one poet stands in 
relationship to any other poet makes the difference, not the 
work itself, and this difference is primarily a result of social 
standing.  Your poetry generator, to make it a lasting success, 
will have to feature a ranking system.  And this system will 
need to establish itself as some kind of gold standard that 
imitators and knock-offs will have to abide by to be credible, 
some kind of poetry social standing algorithm that already 
exists in some form or other among poetry groups and 
associations but has yet to be entirely digitalized and 
globalized as a common denominator.  I have to admit that 
what you are proposing has really got me thinking.  What the 
AI generator has revealed, I realize, is that an emergent poetry 
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approximates an averaged or high level description that leaves 
out much of the detail. The ultimate organizing principle 
resides in the outcome of the process not its poetic origins. The 
question then becomes how is what I do any different? I like to 
think of my work as discrete yet I know that it is all part of the 
cosmic unconscious decanted into a collection of antique 
bottles. 

 
 
 Over the last year his relationship with Oren Rickles had evolved into 
one similar to a druggy with his dealer.  In this case, the fix was his cyber 
connection, and he’d been dependent on the tech savvy poet to provide him 
with the means to maintain his digital addiction.  The notebook laptop he was 
using was one refurbished by Rickles.  Upgraded he’d called it, and a rock 
bottom deal considering that it came with a load of apps and open source 
programs at no extra charge.  The problem was that many of the little bells 
and whistles were beta version that Oren had “improved” and while they 
might have been useful to someone adept with computers and program 
language, there were often burps and hiccups that stymied the average user.  
Screen freezes were a particular irritant.  The hours he’d spent on the phone 
being walked through a fix or waiting around the cluttered lab/squat for 
Rickles to edit or rewrite code was analogous to junky downtime, waiting on 
my man, as Lou Reed so aptly put it.  And of course the familiarity built 
through that relationship obligated him to endure the unburdening of Oren’s 
paranoia or self justification or just plain everyday vituperation in scaling the 
hierarchy of where one stood in the poetry world and how that wasjust or 
unjust, but mostly the latter. 
 The latest email from O. Rickles, as he liked to sign himself, was 
puzzling in its complete voltafaccia.  He’d listened to Oren’s rant, raving 
against Mitchell Tjantor and his stuck-up poetry crowd, not more than a 
month past. How they were all predators, literary vampires befriending 
promising young writers and stealing their ideas and occasionally their souls. 
“Mitch Tjantor is an energy sink, a black hole, you get within his event horizon 
and you’re dead, he’ll suck all the poetry out of you.” were words he’d heard 
spoken more than once.  
 Adding insult to injury, Mitch Tjantor was also involved in the race to 
develop an AI program that wrote poetry from input of all of world literature 
and regurgitate it in any form, from sonnet to haiku. A clear incursion into his 
turf as Oren saw it.  Tjantor was calling what he was doing synthetic poetry, 
synpo, produced by an algorithm known as, ominously to Oren’s sensibilities, 
the “loom” that would allow users to add their pithy poems to social media 
walls as graphically enhanced placards and join the noxious parade of 
unoriginal superficiality with the posting their own vacuous and innocuous 
poetry memes. 
 It had to be the money because now, according to the email, Tjantor 
was a “terrific guy” for having invited him to join in a start-up with a Silicon 
Valley cyber venture capitalist that would develop and market his own AI 
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poetry generator. Gone as if it never existed was the absolute disgust for 
“vulture capitalist and upstarts” Rickles had so often railed against. Now the 
partnership had the potential of being another “Woz and Steve” collaboration. 
Oren did voice his reservations about the name of the company but it was 
pointed out that ORickles Poetry was too close to an existing brand and would 
likely entail lawsuits that their fledgling project could ill afford.  So they had 
settle for using the initials of Tjantor’s name, calling their enterprise MT 
Poetics, and that, from whatever angle it was viewed, summed up the venture 
precisely.  Rickles had signed off the email with “Looks like I might have hit 
the jackpot.  A real jackpot that’ll make the Pillsbury look like pocket change.”  
Even among so-called friends, envy lies dormant in its own little unconscious 
niche of resentment just beneath the surface, coming to life in the event of 
anyone else’s success or good fortune. 

 


