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“WRITE IT” EXERCISE/PROMPT

Inspiration from Another Poet to Start Your Own Poems

When reading the work of other poets, be on the lookout for evocative lines or phrases to which you notice yourself having a strong response.  The words of another poet can often trigger your own imagination.  You may in fact be responding to those particular phrases and the images or emotions they convey precisely because they relate to something important to you about which you are currently in need of writing.  This exercise will help you learn how to use those triggers to generate new work of your own.

The poems of Alan Dugan are strikingly original and compelling.  While I was recently reading his Poems Seven: New and Complete Poems (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2001), these lines and phrases (listed here in no particular order) jumped out:
Lines:

1)

more permanent than songs

2)

let the eye see song

3)

The bone as singing-post

4)

Whelped from blackness by a pressure of rocks

5)

and life put in its place: zoos

Phrases:

1)

oceans of absence

2)

panicked by night alive

3) 

the dead at parties

4)

margins of the sown

5)

the outlying saints

6)

before the womb

7)

asleep alone in sour propriety

8)

to join the last judgment

9)

away from heaven’s waters


There are different ways to jump off from another poet’s words.  You might choose one line or phrase as the first line of your piece, and find out where it leads.  Perhaps you have a clear idea of your response, but perhaps you will discover it as it unfolds.  


Conversely, you might select one of Dugan’s lines or phrases as the last line or phrase of your own.  What is the linguistic path you need to construct to have your piece (and your reader) ultimately arrive at that line?  This sort of exercise can develop another narrative skill:  that of imagining a beginning and middle.  Narrative is a fundamental aspect of most poems.

Another approach would to be pick one line or phrase as the beginning of your piece, and another as the ending.  Your job in this case is to imagine and create the middlethe bridge between one and another.


Many other possibilities exist, of course.  You could change the other poet’s phrasing.  You could rearrange his/her words, or mix them with the words of other poets or non-poets.  You could select a subset of the poet’s words and use them in a pattern (e.g., use six of them as end words for a sestina).  Your poem could respond overtly to the other poet.  You could choose a subset of words from the selected lines and phrases and use them where you need them in a piece you write.


It is important to acknowledge any direct quotations of phrases or lines from another poet.  This is often done by italicizing the borrowed line or phrase, by using an epigraph like “after Alan Dugan,” or by using a footnote.  There is a difference between alluding to the work of another and incorporating another’s words into your own piece.  In my opinion, any incorporated text must be acknowledged.








--Steven Riel, Collective Member
1

