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Memory 

When I began to ponder what I wanted to do for my anthology, I was inspired by the 

comments on automation and translation Hawkey makes in Ventrakl. I wanted to explore the 

space in which I like to exist, one that is somewhere between my love for computer science and 

my lifelong passion for language and art. Discussions about the conundrums of artificial 

intelligence have been en vogue as of late. I often wonder how relevant similar discussions about 

artists like Jackson Pollock are; anyone can look at his work and think “I could do that, what 

makes it so special?”, but the rebuttal with which I tend to agree is “but you didn’t.” Pollock 

once said “Painting is self-discovery. Every good artist paints what he is.” This seems especially 

relevant in conversations about the value of art produced by a computer; what exactly is there to 

discover when an algorithm creates something? I also wonder, how far removed does an 

algorithm need to be for it to exist entirely without the influence and bias of its creator? I had 

intended to discuss these questions and their corollaries by writing a program to generate 

sonnets, but as it turns out that process is a bit more difficult than I expected. After some 

reflection, I realized that instead of trying to granularly construct poems that fit a mold, I could 

explore a whole lot more by pulling in text that was already partially formed. Thus, my bizarre 

and nonsensical collection of poems made up of my tweets, Wall Street Journal headlines, and 

State Department press releases was born.  



A good portion of this course has been spent discussing process versus product. Because 

my poems are mostly not very good and lack the kind of direct intention that would make them 

worth analyzing line-by-line, I will focus mostly on my process. After my attempts to build 

coherent sonnets word by word, I realized that using a corpus of words from Jane Austen novels 

resulted in poems that had no meaning whatsoever. I realized that while there exists a lot of gray 

area, poems generated almost completely randomly by a computer to simply fit into a mold 

cannot evoke the same response as something with more intention behind it. In search of 

partially-formed sentences that might provide at least an ounce of self-discovery, I experimented 

with my text message history which also produced uninteresting and bad poetry. Finally, I landed 

on my tweets, which go all the way back to 2013, when I was 14. 

As I scrolled through my weird, meaningless, and occasionally thought-provoking tweets, 

I began to reflect on two of the things I thought about the most this quarter. While discussing 

Susan Howe’s Singularities, I had the realization that I could not articulate the way the jumble of 

words on a page (literally) conveyed the message I felt so viscerally as I read it. My takeaway 

was that Howe, as with many other great poets, was able to communicate abstract thoughts 

without first translating them into shared language. Instead, her abstract thoughts felt as though 

they became my own without all of the normally required steps in between. Concurrently I was 

learning about computer memory, and became enthralled with the idea that computers really are 

0s and 1s and defined within that data is a framework that maps itself out. I feel like those 0s and 

1s are a computer’s version of my experience reading Singularities, and I realized that by mixing 

poetry and computers I could explore the interplay between the existence of data at different 

levels of abstraction and the way memory and thought exist on a day-to-day basis. There’s a 



subjectivity to the way we recall things, an unreliability to our memories that feels analogous to 

the unreliability of language. Like an erasure, there is also omission of things that feel less 

relevant. We choose what we wish to think about and what we remember. Computer memory is 

similar; it all exists in a grand landscape, like your computer’s physical memory or the internet (a 

place that seems relevant both for humans and computers), but your computer will store 

references to easily access that which is most used. I gained a curiosity about the context of my 

tweets in that larger landscape. Because all tweets have an associated date, I found websites 

where I could pull more information about that date. I chose the Wall Street Journal headline 

archive because the mix of wrenching news about the horrors of the world with news of mergers 

and the follies of capitalism was intriguing. I chose the State Department press releases because 

of the formality of their language mixed with the seriousness of some of the subject matter that 

seemed so out of place juxtaposed with the ramblings of a teenage girl.  

As I was designing the algorithm, or the framework by which my poems were formed, I 

wanted there to be no indicator, like a dash or a comma, between the rotation of headlines, 

tweets, and press releases. The result is poems that are sometimes disjointed and rambling, but 

other times the words from two different places meld together to create something subtly 

striking. One example is in “2015-10-05”, “islamic state destroys ancient arch syrian / activists 

say it’s not hard to be nice / man”. I chose to generate lines of around ten syllables and put 

everything in lowercase to make it more coherent, creating a surprising shift in tone. The place 

where it gets murky, though, is that beyond the choices I made when designing the algorithm, the 

composition of each poem is entirely random. I generated a lot at a time and chose my favorites, 

so there is a degree of human involvement and subjectivity in that. I was able to read each poem 



without the presence of ego, but I have been forced to ask myself whether the poems are mine at 

all. I feel distant from the final product, even though many of the words are my own. 

Perhaps the most interesting result of the distance between me and the generated poems is 

that I can step outside of my own existence in the context of the date associated with each poem, 

like an indexing of my own memory. In reading through my old tweets from my this new 

perspective, I see a girl in a simple Missouri town with a lot of curiosity and a front of 

open-mindedness covering the distaste she feels for those she deems ignorant around her. I think 

I had a lot of arrogance as someone who read “The New Yorker” and listened to NPR.  I saw 

myself as someone who was aware of and affected by what was happening in the world outside 

of the midwest. I think what was most powerful about this project was that I saw myself against 

the formalities, realities, and casualties happening around the world, and know now that I had 

(and still have) a lot to ponder about how I fit into the chaos. When I read my tweets now, 

especially ones that attempt to comment on problems I was (and still am) very far away from, 

they remind me of things like KONY 2012 and #BringBackOurGirls. There’s an emptiness.  

In computer memory, if you access an index with the intention of getting a specific thing 

in return, you can point to whatever lies on either side of that thing and read it too. That behavior 

is undefined; the values on either side of the thing you were looking for could be random 

garbage, but they could also be something important. They could be information that is integral 

to the function of your computer’s memory storage, family photos, documents you downloaded, 

or Excel spreadsheets. Hackers often use this as a means of exploiting a seemingly secure 

system. To look at what lies in memory around whatever you are looking for, you need to 

interact with the lower levels of your computer, with a step of abstraction that exists underneath 



what you see on your monitor. Much like the poems in my anthology, this requires intention and 

a place to begin. I think I mirrored the marriage of computer memory and poetry as access to an 

abstract form that means a lot more than it would if it were presented more directly in this way. 

A lot of things happened on each date used as an index, and some of what was pulled was 

absolutely meaningless, like “allergan buys rights to migraine drugs” or “daniel russel travels to 

china japan / the republic of korea and singapore”. Sometimes, however, in widening your scope 

to the larger picture, you see where you fall in context, as in “2016-01-25”: 

british adventurer henry worsley 

dies during antarctic crossing wow i’m 

so exhausted after a busy day 

of staring at my computer and eating  

cottage cheese 

When you look outside of your own scope, like on either side of whatever you retrieved from 

memory, you realize how miniscule you are in the universe. 

I hope you were not bored by my ramblings; I wrote more of a journal entry than an 

English essay, but there was something very personal about this project. I have yet to answer 

whether or not what I created is poetry, and to be honest I do not know that I can place it into any 

kind of bucket. The central question of this class for me was whether or not the poetry we read 

should be deemed ‘experimental’. I think a central theme to every book we read was of 

multiplicity, whether in Singularities, where the unreliability of language is thrown at the reader 

as a fastball, in Notley’s condemnation of the binary definitions of sex and gender our society 

has constructed, in Hawkey’s presentation of variance and the beauty in looking at something 



from many different angles, or in Pico’s conflicted stream-of-consciousness over the very nature 

of the nature poetry genre. Poetry, as with any art, demands an open-endedness that goes against 

our desire as humans to categorize and create cognitive shortcuts. I think the same can be said for 

the future of artificial intelligence and whatever it produces. Sure poems written by a computer 

might not have the same intentionality and nuance as those written by a human, but at some level 

the way that computer operates has the biases and subjectivity of a human. In other words, in the 

whole spectrum of poetry, there must be a place for what I have created. There is nuance and 

humor and intentionality in each poem, and as with any poem the reader plays a large role in its 

meaning. The reason I feel confident in saying what I created is poetry, or at least not not poetry, 

is because computers at their core are binary things. They demand a recognition of the 

complexity of everything, but that recognition is used to create an accurate handling of a chaotic 

world. These poems have helped me to see where I fit into the world, and have clarified that as 

with most things in life, poetry is a complicated and non-binary spectrum. 

  


