Imitation assignment

The assignment is to imitate a published poem. The poem you’re imitating must be a poem, not a song, and must be published in a literary book or magazine written for adults—not just posted on someone’s website, and not written by a celebrity. You can use poems from this class or our textbook! ( If you use poems from any source other than our text, you need to provide a copy of the original for me along with your imitation. Those of you bringing copies for the class need to copy the original along with your imitation.
So how do you imitate a poem? First you have to carefully read the original and see what it’s doing—what moves the writer is making. Some of the poems that are easiest to imitate have very particular strategies. Notice that the Vallejo poem (page 2 of this document) easily breaks down into a few steps:
1. “I will die in (name of a specific place) on (name of a day of the week) in (particular weather).”

2. “It will be a (name of day of the week) because…”

3. Poet mentions her/himself in the 3rd person and talks about how other people treated her/him.

4. Move towards a lyric image, list, and/or sense of the poet’s place in the world.

Other poems provide a form, like the Nick Carbo poem “Dream Dictionary.” Sometimes what strikes you as most characteristic of a poem will be the lyric approach to describing nature, or a long discursive narrative, or a particular way the poem creates humor, or the way a poem uses line breaks, or a listing/layering of metaphors. The trick is to find a poem that you like, a poem that does something you admire or find intriguing, and try to do something similar. I’m begging you not to pick the simplest poem you can find, the “easiest” to imitate. I had eight imitations one semester of William Carlos Williams’ “This is Just to Say” (about eating the plums). Six of them were about borrowing a roommate’s new dress. 
Some imitations will be closer than others. Notice that the student imitation of the Vallejo poem (attached) is considerably longer than the original, and more narrative. That’s fine. (Incidentally, the student imitation of the Vallejo poem won the Academy of American Poets prize at the university where that student attended that year.) A successful imitation provides the reader with that flash of recognition, but manages to be stamped with the writer’s own style as well. It enters into a dialogue with the original, showing readers that the poet was moved by the original and respected it enough to try to learn from it. 
So what’s the point? The truth is, we learn by imitation. The best way to write more metaphors is to study a poem that uses them, and then try to do it yourself. Even if we never write “like that” again, we’re changed by the experience, have broadened our poetic possibilities. Also, imitations are like assignments—many published writers use imitations as a way to get jumpstarted when they’re stuck. Writers read to steal—or at least to borrow others’ poetic strategies. Imitation is one of the best forms of study.

original poem:

Black Stone Lying On A White Stone   

by César Vallejo 

Translated by Robert Bly  

   I will die in Paris, on a rainy day,

on some day I can already remember.

I will die in Paris--and I don't step aside--

perhaps on a Thursday, as today is Thursday, in

autumn.

   It will be a Thursday, because today, Thursday,

setting down

these lines, I have put my upper arm bones on 

wrong, and never so much as today have I found myself

with all the road ahead of me, alone.

   César Vallejo is dead.  Everyone beat him

although he never does anything to them;

they beat him hard with a stick and hard also

   with a rope.  These are the witnesses:

the Thursdays, and the bones of my arms,

the solitude, and the rain, and the roads. . .

student imitation:

Black Ink Lying on a White Page

--after Vallejo and Justice

by Debbie Yesensky

I will die in Oswego, NY in lake effect snow.

I will be surrounded by white

as my black tires gently slide off the road on

a Tuesday morning. Yes, a Tuesday morning,

as I'm trying to get to the classes I need

to get a degree that says I'm smarter than

other people, yet I will still feel the same because

it's only a piece of paper written in calligraphy.

"Debborah Yesensky is dead" the obituary will read

and black smears will come off onto whitened

fingertips.

My friends will turn to each other in the queer

organization and ask, "Who will write the newsletter

now?"

They will try to figure out who will put the black

ink on that white paper to create something from

nothing.

My son will turn to his sister and put his white

arm around her in comfort, as they cry for the mother

they will not see again in this life. They will search

the white linen clouds in the sky and in the white

faces of people,

trying to find what it is they have lost.

One woman will place a white rose on my black coffin

as the pall bearers lower it into the ground. She will

be

thinking of the friendship that was, the future that

might

have been should she not have been so pure in her

conviction.

My soul will follow the white light into the tunnel,

be met my angels dressed elegantly, who

tell me I have wings of the purest white and

when I look at them I will be reminded of that

Tuesday,

of that life,

surrounded in lake effect snow.

original poem:

Ang Tunay Na Lalaki Writes His Dream Dictionary

by Nick Carbo

"When you dream of jello, you dream of sorrow."

--Richard McCann

Feet:     You are walking away from a situation.

Avoidance, evasion, deceit, run-around.

Hair:     You are hungry for knowledge. Falling hair:

You are seeking a memory but can't reach it. Long wet hair: You will find the information you seek.

Eyes:     You will drown in the water while attempting to embrace the reflection of the fullest moon. Passion.

Baby Corn:     You desire the company of small people.

Galaxies:     You are falling in love. A galaxy

churning then splitting apart: You are falling out of

love.

Urine:     You will receive more rejected poems in the

mail. Also bad news about the grant, fellowship, job

application.

Parasol:     You need to lose weight. No more Swiss

chocolates, whole milk, midnight Chinese noodles,

croissants, lobsters dripping with butter, Spaghetti

bolonghese.

The Statue of Liberty:     You will murder the Orpheus in you.

You will enjoy it.

You will cut his body into small chunks.

You will dispose of those chunks throughout

the subway tunnels of New York piece by piece.

You will throw his head over the Brooklyn Bridge in

honor of Hart Crane.

Cappuccino:     You dream of Omphale the masculine but attractive Queen of Lydia who enslaved Hercules for three years which made him fall in love with her.

Hercules was made to live an effeminate life, spinning wool, catering to Omphale's every whim, while she wore the lion's skin riding Hercules from atop.

Penis extender:     You have been deprived of early

childhood breast feeding by your mother. The bond was broken too soon. A constant need for an embrace.

Cigarette smoke:     Optimism. You dream of Leibnitz who said, "whatever is, is right."

Purple:     Caution. You should boil all water for ten

minutes to kill bacteria before drinking.

Subway:     You desire sexual intercourse.

Boxer shorts:     You dream of nostalgia.

Mangoes:     You dream of sleep. A sleep like that of

the Greek poet Epimenides who fell asleep in a cave

when he was a  young boy and woke up fifty-seven years later having acquired all the wisdom in the world.

Wonder Woman:     You desire unattainable buxom women.

Mirrors:     You dream of having children.

Aswang:     A demimonde. You dream of being divided between two worlds, two cultures, two minds.

student imitation:
Jonathan Monroe Lagasse Writes His Dream Dictionary

"Dream on"  --Aerosmith

Feet:     Fast on them, you like running away from fights, and life.

Hair:     You were born in the wrong decade. Falling hair: you're going bald. Long hair: you're a woman.

Eyes:     You will fall in a puddle, just noticing how pretty your eyes look right before you smash face first in your own reflection.

Baby Corn:     You can't eat it; you don't like veal.

Forest:     You're a dreamer. A forest burning down: your dreams are going up in smoke.

Urine:     You drank way too much beer last night.

Parasol:     You need to go play in the rain and get wet.

The Statue of Liberty:     You hate the fact that

you're French Canadian. (Damn Cannucks)

Cappuccino:     A sign of your perky personality. You probably annoyed the hell out of someone today and didn't even know it.

Penis Extender:     "It's not mine, baby, I've never seen that thing before in my life."  --Austin Danger Powers

Cigarette Smoke:     Even though you don't smoke, part of you wants to rip a cigarette from an old lady and suck it down to the filter.

Purple:     Caution: if you like this color in your

dreams you might start liking it when you're awake.

Subway:     My unsuccessful attempts to gain weight by eating meatball subs.

Boxer shorts:     You're worried it's going to hang to your knees, just like Mother used to say.

Mangoes:     You dream of tiny breasts that are unlike the stereotypical large breasts that supposedly everyone dreams of. You like round women with little boobs.

Wonder Woman:     My mother.

Mirrors:     No matter how much you hate the person looking back at you, you can't stop staring.

2nd student imitation:

Melissa Writes Her Dream Dictionary

by Melissa Stefanec

"I have a hazy lazy Susan taking turns all over my dreams. I got lizards and snakes running through my body, funny how they all have my face."  --Tori Amos

Pens:     You write yourself off as better or worse than you really are.

Sirens:     You secretly feel dangerous and seductive (in a criminal sort of way).

Boats:     You love to speed through isolation, and are probably an incompetent or negligent lover.

Photographs:     Either you live your life through memories or your eye has come half open in your sleep.

Chocolate:     You enjoy conventional processes and are probably a stubborn bastard.

Feces:     You are passing through an important time in your life. You want it to be over with, but are afraid of the end product of your actions. Coward.

Orange Peppers:     Age does not scare you and you will not forget your youth.

Violins:     Your masculinity is in question. You like to drink straight whisky and use the word fag. You like not understanding things and eat gravy on all components of your breakfast.

Air Freshener:     You feel trapped and under

pressure. You need other people to feel your anguish, you can't do it on your own. You will probably marry many times, not by your own volition.

Bottle caps:     When something is in your way, you just get rid of it.

Road Signs:     Your life has become colorless. You'd like to find ways to jazz it up, but you fear losing direction. You probably lacked guidance early in life.

Office Chairs:     Sex with a powerful counterpart.

Hitchhikers:     You want to let someone in on your life. You are lonely and quiet, most likely noted by others as weird. Your mom or dad is an artist.

Lesbians:     You are male or jealous.

