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I love poetry. I write a bit of it myself, and I think it one of the world’s greatest inequities that poets are so very often regarded as the embodiment of a nation’s psyche, and are so very seldom rewarded for it.
Good poetry sours to the heights of humanity. Shakespeare’s sonnets, most of Shelley, and the sublime verse of Gerard Manley Hopkins transcend reality and tell us of the world beyond. At a baser level, even good doggerel fires our spirit in a way that prose cannot.
In our own country the rhymes of Banjo Patterson and Henry Lawson define the way we think of ourselves. It is a shame that CJ Dennis is all bur forgotten now, and that hardly anyone knows of his brilliant satire on the human condition, The Glugs of Gosh. But the words live on.
I believe good poetry to be one of the finest achievements of humankind. Every language has its masters, from TS Eliott to Tagore, from Goethe to Pushkin. But poetry also attracts the untalented, those who hide behind the fact that poetry is such an ill-defined art. They claim artistic license, the better to mask their many inadequacies.

It is only natural that computer programmers would be attracted to the poetic art form. There are clearly defined standards of performance in most fields of human endeavour, but not so in poetry, where mediocrity abounds. It is harder to get found out. Poetry is also text-based, which means easy access to sources and less complex technical challenges.
Computer-generated poetry has been with us almost from the beginning. The very first computer show I ever attended, in Sydney’s Lower Town Hall in 1979, featured a poetry generator running on an Apple II.

I can’t remember any of its lines, but they were atrocious. Much of it was not much worse on the surface than the aptly-named blank verse favoured by most “modern” poets, but you could tell it wasn’t quite right.

As computers became more powerful and the software more sophisticated things picked up a little. Here’s an example from the Technophile Computer Poetry Corner, circa 1985.

In the box while bags

Talk flowers to death,

And our lives, while glowing,

Pass happily drinkers.

Sounds like it should be meaningful, but of course it’s absolute rubbish. But that means it is not so different from much of the avant-garde bilge floating around today’s self-indulgent poetry scene.

Fortunately, things got better. There’s a poetry program on the Internet out of Dartmouth College that generates 5000 poems a day, all of which disappear a few minutes after they are generated. Every poem is lost forever unless someone views it during its brief life and captures the text as a file. It’s a lot of fun.
These poems are supposedly written by “Alfred the Mail Agent”. A short sample (final verse only) from my random visit the other night:

Hitherto, saline – I mean, the mortgage:

One has submitted a defensible heap

in the cicada.

Aloft, a thermometry sags.

You should have read the rest of it. Still rubbish, but of a higher quality and superior to the ravings of many humans who profess to know what they are doing. Have a look at it at www.csdartmouth.edu/~brd/alfred
But, unlike most modern poetry, my story leads somewhere. Last month leading artificial intelligence guru Raymond Kurzweil patented a computer program called Poet Personalities. Kurzweil is author of the famous book The Age of Spiritual Machines, and a noted proponent of artificial intelligence.

He has been fiddling with computer generated poetry for decades. This latest attempt writes poetry largely indistinguishable from that written by humans – it passes what Kurzweil calls “ a kind of a Turing test”. It is especially good at haiku:
An old yellow tomcat
lies sleeping content,
he rumbles a heart
And the other freeform stuff is also pretty good. Have a look at www.kurzweilcyberart.com/poetry
But it’s all blank verse. It’s a bit like the Ern Malley hoax. Let’s take some rules and some snippets and throw them all in a pot, and eventually an infinite number of monkeys will type the world’s greatest literature. (“To be or not to be, that is the bxzhgjrd”).
But there is a problem. Some computer poetry may scan OK, but nowhere have I found any that is capable of even elementary rhyme, rhythm or assonance. Irony, humour, beauty and wit are nowhere to be found. It is formularised pap. A read through Kurzweil’s 20 page patent application, in which he explains in excruciating detail the algorithms used to write this stuff, soon disabuses you of any fantasies you may have that this stuff is in any way true poetry. Kipling and Coleridge’s reputations are safe.
The white foam doesn’t fly, and the furrow certaionly doesn’t follow free. Ozymandias does not stir, his vast and trunkless legs of stone still silent in the desert. I am reminded of the old story of the missionary who asked the native chief what the drums were saying.
“They say dum-di-dum-dum, dum di-dum-dum, sir,” was his considered reply.
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