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ABSTRACT

Cannibalistic Tendencies in Digital Poetry: Recent Observations & Personal Practices
Augusto de Campos has explained that the ritual anthropophagy (cannibalism) initially cultivated in writing by Oswald de Andrade eighty years ago is a branch of cannibalism in which the cannibal eats its enemy not for greed or for anger but to inherit its qualities. In previous papers on the subject, I explain how anthropophagic textuality bears relevance to digital poetry as many author(s) engage with multiple languages or idioms, devour other texts, icons, and freely remix discrepant methods and philosophical approaches to expression to achieve noteworthy ends. Discovery and re-discovery of meaning is reached through the process, through which alternative cultural or personal perspectives emerge through a type of engineered textual composting. Through anthropophagy, artists reshape external influences in an open acknowledgment of plurality. This discussion examines the contemporary outlook on digital poetry as a cannibalistic practice, both from critical and creative points of view. In addition to reviewing ways creative cannibalism was reflected in contents of presentations made at E-Poetry 2009, I will discuss its influence on my own practice as an artist. 
Cannibalistic Tendencies with Computers:

Recent Observations & Personal Practices
The Warning

For love—I would

split open your head and put

a candle in

behind the eyes.

Love is dead in us

if we forget

the virtues of an amulet

and quick surprise



—Robert Creeley (140)
At the last two E-Poetry festivals my papers addressed creative cannibalism, anthropophagy, as an active component (or characteristic) of digital poetry, a topic that clearly relates to this panel’s theme. My initial articulations on the topic gave rise to follow-up discourse by several scholars attending this year’s E-Poetry symposium, where cannibalistic sensibilities were built-in to numerous artistic works. Digitally-inclined poets are clearly motivated to appropriate data and warp or reconfigure it to new ends. 

This attribute simultaneously forces exploration and establishment of new modes of reading. Anthropophagic texts assert a type of shifting, combined consciousness, which can be realized in different ways. Material is consumed and restated as a new entity, a technique (and objective) that has pertinent cultural relevance by promoting the value of diversity and discrepancy on multiple registers.
 Digital works in the anthropophagic continuum reflect a range of orientations in the making of intriguing, vibrant expression, blending individual intent and structure with exterior elements in creative instigation. 
My 2007 paper stated digital poets approached anthropophagy (advanced heterogeneity) in distinct ways: (1) through transcreation, in which “original” writings are processed and re-stated; (2) through direct incorporation of external elements in the orchestration of original expression (which can include multiple languages, images, and symbols); and (3), in the mechanical presentation of the work (and inventing new technological/navigational structures, appropriation of coding language). I surmise that an evolving, transitory art has been sprung with intent, aesthetic polemic, and, plausibly, political depth. Incorporating anthropophagic conditions into creativity opens up new promise for the synthesis of discrepant cultures and expressive histories. The second paper (2009) outlined two recent avenues for mechanical and aesthetic cannibalistic inclination: generators producing text by remediating grammars and vocabularies of named authors, and works that in real time make use of images and text from the Web to create output.
 Although tools using mass media feeds to make art are still fairly raw and uncontrollable, I sense they “serve as a model for the engineering of digital literary products in the future”. We are now at the outset of a stage in interactive digital poetry in which authors use the network to propel composition, narrative brought forth by atypical vocabularies and means of articulation. Eugenio Tisselli’s Dada newsfeed not only feeds off of other texts, but is a device that feeds off of (i.e., ingests) network media streams in order to function. In works such as Jim Andrew’s dbCinema, representation of text is largely a process that transpires through the network application: images, symbols, language inscribed in the output emerge from the network. Random and strategic possibilities are presented, availing poetry to surprising elements, consumed and finessed by readers (and/or authors) into crafted expression.
At E-poetry 2009, several scholarly papers referred to examples of cannibalistic works of digital art and poetry with some new takes on the subject, if nothing else giving credence to the concept as a type of historical awareness within the genre that sees writing as graphical and sometimes symbolic, in which narrative becomes reduced and is challenging but exists, and where data presented is not randomly chosen.
 Roberto Simanowski likened the idea of cannibalism to remediation and considered its affinities with postcolonial studies (or anti-colonialist strategies), exploring the concept as a reaction to “xenophobic movements”. Simanowski addressed “the other” in digital media and how is it devoured, focusing on how text is regurgitated as a visual object, as sound, and performance—sometimes stripped of original linguistic content.
 Philippe Bootz made the point that cannibalism is not limited to text but to technology itself—not only in reverse, but with computing and digital media, and that the “real” cannibalism “would be the relationship between the two”. Markku Eskelinen expressed his interest in the anthropophagy between text and user, imagining a scenario when the text takes actual physical information from the user (i.e., measures bodily states and does something with them). Amy Sara Carroll, in her comments on cannibalism, stated that the question for her (along with her collaborator, Ricardo Dominguez) is not co-optation, but rather the relationship between the word cannibal and Caliban—thereby returning the concept to Postcolonial theory and its relation to Latin America. Carroll read a mashup of texts she’d written previously, combining them with an animation comprised of a pastiche of quotes and comments (including Concrete poems by Augusto de Campos) while Dominguez projected some of these animations onto the audience, floor, and furniture in the room. Their presentation was a hybrid text, a combination of imagery, of horizontal (prose) cultural commentary, and critique with (vertical) lines of poetry and poetic references.
Disparate cannibalistic traits were identifiable in the gamut of network-based productions presented at E-Poetry. Methods digital poets use to reclaim and reuse voices, words, and images of other artists to creative ends online are plentiful. A particularly impressive display of cannibalism-by-design was divulged in Christine Wilks’ presentation of the website Remixworx. Wilks showed a series of animations that have been presented on this collaborative blog, where members of the group have done roughly five hundred multimedia remixes since 2006.
 Artistic works are presented, and re-makes (responses) are posted in comment fields (that reflect how the works evolve). Beyond the high quality of the works, the collaborative axis of remixworx is more than respectable, and the sheer variety of types of works (stylistically/aesthetically)—kinetic visual poems often combining text/animation/sound—embraced by the collective is remarkable. Patricia Tomaszek presented her interactive Web-based audio piece, a performance tool called “about nothing, places, memories and thoughts”.
 In Tomaszek’s work, users combine audio samples of lines of poetry by Tomaszek and Robert Creeley (chosen by Tomaszek), making “mashup” poems by fusing their words. Jason Nelson’s online poetry game “I made this. You play this. We are enemies” features “levels designed/destroyed around” the interfaces of Google, Yahoo, Fark, Huffington Post, Disney, Metafilter, Boing Boing, and other websites. In Scott Rettberg’s long poem Frequency, a Creative Commons image with one of the 100 most popular Flickr tags is downloaded and associated with each line in the composition. Jörg Piringer used Twitter feeds with the word Haydn in them as the basis for the seen verbal element in one of his pieces. Letters that appeared were then “sung” by cut-up pieces of vocal samples of Haydn’s compositions. Jody Zellen appropriated and transformed into line drawings headlines and pictures taken from the New York Times. Her work “Without a Trace” randomly juxtaposes a live rss text feed and image from the NYT (drawn by the computer) with a comic strip panel, a text excerpted from a comic, and a drawing made by Zellen.
 Combinations of elements interact with each other while creating a new meta-context for them.
 In his demonstration of Scriptor, Brian Kim Stefans also drew text from the Times, converting it into vibrating, segmented letters that form and reform (sometimes into words). Stefans’ choice to animate dynamically every point and line of a letter of a text concerning Barack Obama and Afganistan was not insignificant. We begin to see language and words (at the levels of letter, line, syllable, and sound byte) and images used in mass media performing in a way that ushers a new awareness of the formatting and conditions of speech. 
Creative cannibalism is not only pursued, but is pervasive.
 Clearly, computer networks and software are used to engineer transformative experience within the materials provided. Permutation and mutation, lenses through which the repurposing detailed above can be read, is without question a primary historical point of departure for artists working in the genre; these examples reveal how approaches have expanded and diverged from the initial tendency to recycle materials contained in an autonomous database.
My own experience with using networks collaboratively extends back to 1992, when I began creating literary narratives using MOOs, and with Sandy Baldwin and others used networked classrooms to create performance texts while studying at the University of Albany. Since most of you were at the Landmark Café event, however, I will focus on how the context of cannibalism functions within my practice at present. As observed in the efforts made by others, myriad approaches are used in these compositions.
First of all, both visual components co-opt cannibalistic network devices. For the projected poems, I compile then edit phrases made with the Internet Anagram Server to create lines of customized expression. From the 1,181 result lines I received from three query phrases (“Norway delicately”, “Bergen light”, and “Bergen lightly”), 41 lines are chosen to create a text file (Bergen light II) that becomes the basis for the animated poem. Although no one needs to be reminded of the power and versatility of letters, through this particular process, I am able to offer a slow, strange, personal, calculated speculation (now public statement) with words, their sounds, and interactions. Addressing the reader directly, in fragments, the poem and process sometimes offer instruction, sometimes celebrate the creative imperative. The accompanying soundtrack is original, with a relevant back story: I recorded the text (words) and remixed it twice, into separate tracks; both tracks, at different speeds, stretched the words to a point where they are beyond grammatical recognition. On a third audio track I dubbed a one-take composition on a “canjo”, a one-string guitar that uses for its body a Coca-Cola can, in harmony with the distorted text. For the final mix, I removed the first two audio tracks altogether and add rhythmic effects to the canjo’s sound. 
The machinimatic companion in the montage is created with Jim Andrews’ dbCinema, which uses results from Web image searches to render a poem according to parameters set by the user. Working with a series of “brush” tools invented by Andrews, I created five new brushes (Bergen, delicate-poetry, espenaarseth, Bergen_history, and lightly), each given unique and common attributes. These brushes are arranged on a playlist, which also included a brush titled cannibalism previously devised by Andrews and I for E-Poetry. Each brush configures verbal and visual information in a circular pattern. Some of the relations in the brushes are straightforward, others not. Bergen, Bergen_history, and cannibalism match the name of those words with images culled from searches on those words. To add poetic intent, however, delicate, matches the word “poetry” with the image results for “delicate”; lightly matches “lightly” with images tagged with the word “dreaming”; and espenaaresth matches the word “cybertext” with images tagged with Espen’s name.
Two of the poems spoken during the performance were made as a result of my participation in the Flarf collective.
 Beyond particular use of network technology and editing processes, Flarf is often, if not overwhelmingly, also based on discussions, exchanges, and utterances that occur on the group’s enormously active online discussion forum. These particular poems directly responded to posts I’d read by others. “Scared” was a response to a Ben Friedlander gripe about the overuse of scare quotes, and “Psychographic” was the last of a series poems referencing Michael Jackson appearing on our forum during the weeks after his death.
 When we consider that the anthropophagist eats the other to inherit its qualities, Flarf is an extreme case in terms of network performance, wherein personal subjectivity as well as interpersonal dialog play crucial roles in addition to the technology. Flarf is not random, and completely re-postulates information taken from all areas of culture into new exhortation, illustrating how computer programming and communications networks have begun to influence directly page-based writers, and how appropriation—one text building off of the bones or meat of another—plays a role in an area of contemporary poetry.
Lastly, the bulk of the text I read during the performance is drawn from a manuscript titled “You are, therefore I am” which are excerpts from a serial narrative I have been publishing on twitter this year.
 Each line of the work originates from a sentence made with Charles O. Hartman’s program PyProse.
 For this project, I decided to test (with successful results, it seems) Hartman's idea (stated in Virtual Muse) that his generator "could be treated as a first draft writer". The program is open source—I have made a few adjustments to the code, and every morning I use it to produce some lines which are then fashioned via close editing—often to conform to the platform’s constraint—into twitter posts. In addition to other benefits, using the program brings words I never use but like as well as strange modes of logic to me out of the blue that I—in turn, in a very disciplined way—force myself to respond to and shape into meaningful expression. This work is generated, then filtered through my mind and sensibilities. Though I am hesitant to acknowledge it, I am able to orchestrate a predominant theme of struggle. 
Clearly, each component of these works reflects and rely in various ways on collaborative use of network technology and cannibalistic practice. Computer programs and technologies are used to re-process words and documents identified as potentially useful sources. Are these experiments examples of anthropophagic texts? Yes. In all instances, readers are confronting unexpected, technologically driven recombinations drawn from exterior sources. Some of the remixes teach us about the world we live in, others about how the languages we use to communicate functions. At very least, in my work as an artist, I intend to create a contemplative or expressive state in which unforeseen circumstance has an effect on a viewer’s receptive experience. When these results are purposefully refined though editing, a direct message might remain elusive but the presentation of information is never empty; its multiple forces intend blended wholes from fragments, a concept often overlooked in the hegemonic world. 
What progress can be truly represented by something homogeneous in the twenty-first century? Unwilling to forget constructive uses for taboo talismans, may we eat each other’s brains and use them to shine surprising light onto the world!
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Notes

� Originally, Oswald de Andrade proposed anthropophagy as a device to be used to combat and transcend colonialism. Andrade’s context and sensibility is still relevant to some contemporary intentions, although inclinations have also expanded and serve other types of social instigation.


� The paper includes brief discussions of Jim Carpenter’s Erika, “The Electronic Muse” (Niss and Deed), The Shannonizer, Flarf, and Google Poem Generator (Lehto) before offering more extensive demonstrations of Dada newsfeed (Tisselli) and dbCinema (Andrews).


� My report on the event, “Encapsulating E-Poetry 2009: Some views on contemporary digital poetry” identifies presenters whose investigations address or incorporate cannibalistic inclinations in collaborative network-based practices. The report was published by dichtung-digital in August 2009; see http://www.brown.edu/Research/dichtung-digital/2009/Funkhouser.htm.


� Examples used in his lecture included The Messenger (Paul de Marinis, 1998/2005), The Complete Works of W.S. (Caleb Larsen, 2008), and bit.falls (Julius Popp, 2006).


� See http://www.runran.net/remix_runran/.


� See http://www.rednoise.org/e-writing/sketches/CreeleyMix/.


� See http://turbulence.org/Works/without_a_trace/.


� Zellen also showed other works with similar attributes (i.e., combining newspapers, animated text/image, pop-ups), such as “Seen Death” (2007, http://www.jodyzellen.com/oog4/index.html).


� Offline cannibalistic sampling of all sorts was also pervasive at the Festival. In How to hear a sentence, Marisa Plumb and Jonathan Ben-Meshulam made screen texts by collaboratively using extractions (most significant or ambiguous words) from a written text about language and communication, writing them into each others’ texts, with the result of passages such as “I am advocating a Lean Hypothesis about reality and a Lean Alternative to our materialistic culture”. In the pop-art digital poem “Popup” (made entirely with pop-up windows) Gerard Altaió appropriates samples of pop songs, which thematically contextualize his minimalist work. In making “Tokyo Garage” (http://retts.net/tokyogarage.html) Scott Rettberg cannibalizes the code from Nick Monfort’s “Taroko Gorge” to make his own generated poems, The sound and image content of Alfred Marseille and Jan Baeke’s piece “What we had has not yet been” is entirely cannibalized from found film footage. A partially linear, partially non-linear, fragmentary commentary on (or perhaps question about) domestic culture, the poem begs the viewer to read into the combinations presented by work to determine the message perhaps indicated by the title. 


� Flarf is group that commonly uses results of Google search queries to sculpt written poetry.


� The quote that initiated the poem: “When the revolution comes, I want to be put in charge of the People's Bureau of Protection against Abuses of Punctuation, and then I'm going to have overusers of scare quotes sent to reeducation camps, where they're forced to read Gertrude Stein. Then I'm going to flee the country”. (Flarf 26 July 09). Michael Jackson appears in Summer 2009 poems by Flarf Collective participants Rodney Koeneke (“The Day Michael Jackson Died”), Sharon Mesmer (“Shaloha, Fafa!”, “DANG LATEX MICHAEL JACKSON”, “Welcome, Bruno!  How Much Do You Suck?”, “Michael Jackson Sent Me A Rainbow”, “THE THOUGHT OF MICHAEL JACKSON’S APPALLING REDACTED PULCHRITUDE TROUBLES MY SLEEP”), and Ben Friedlander (“BRUNO MEANS BROWN”). 


� See http://twitter.com/ctfunkhouser.


� PyProse is available for download on the Web; see http://cherry.conncoll.edu/cohar/Programs.htm.
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