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Poetry Blackout

Blackout Poetry is an established creative writing technique 
where a page of text is colored over except for a few words. The 
remaining words are the poem. Since this is slow work, "Poetry 
Blackout" simplifies the process by reversing and automating it:

1. A poem is randomly generated and its words are distributed on 
the page. Now, these examples are certainly not the world's 
greatest poems. In fact, they're not poems at all. I created 
them using Zufallsshirt (zufallsshirt.de), a random T-shirt 
print generator I wrote a few years ago. But when you compare 
them to published blackout poetry you may find it hard to tell 
the difference.

2. A fake book title (also from Zufallsshirt) and, in some 
cases, a page number are added.

3. More random text is distributed around the words. It will get 
blacked out later in the process. But like the painter in the 
Roald Dahl story who insists on painting his subjects first in 
the nude, then in their underclothing and finally fully clothed, 
I like to know it's there. For this underwear layer I use a 
Markov chain version of J.A. Baker's "The Peregrine" since I 
already had the English text (I'm using it for the @Wanderfelsen 
Twitter bot). The Markov chain is created using Evan Downings 
Markov text generator: github.com/evandowning/markov-text-
generator. 

4. The additional text is blacked out.

5. Art! It can be plotted with a pen plotter on real paper to 
make it look even more thoughtful. If you yearn to own some of 
these excellent, unique and probably even non-fading artworks, 
let me know. I want to recoup the cost of the pen plotter.



As for tools, I shopped around and realized that if you want to 
do anything remotely typographic the best (and maybe the only) 
way seems to be to generate your own SVG. SVG is an open vector 
image format that can be written like text, which is what I'm 
doing here, using Python. For the hand-blacked-out look I used 
the technique described in this paper: openaccess.city.ac.uk/
1274/1/wood_sketchy_2012.pdf. The authors use Catmull-Rom 
splines as implemented in Processing (processing.org, a graphics 
tool for artists) with the curveVertex() command. All this means 
is that you can tell a line to go through a set of points like a 
decent graceful curve instead of an unseemly zigzag. I copied 
the Catmull-Rom Javascript code from the Processing github and 
re-implemented it in Python (on a ferry to Scotland without 
access to the internet). Maybe there is an easier way. Please 
don't tell me. It was sad enough when Esther Seyffarth told me 
halfway through that several people have already made their own 
blackout poetry generative art. I had missed all of it when 
googling my own idea.

There's github.com/lizadaly/blackout by Liza Daly, written for 
NaNoGenMo ("National Novel Generation Month") 2016. She's using 
actual text from a newspaper or book, OCRing it, feeding the 
extracted text into a natural language parser, categorizing the 
parts of speech and then selecting words from that page that 
match the parts of speech of a random Tracery grammar. 
(tracery.io is probably the most widely used and novice-friendly 
generative text tool, written by Kate Compton.) Then there's 
Poemify by Max Kreminski: mkremins.github.io/blackout/
interactive/, and blackoutpoetry.glitch.me by Emma Winston, both 
tools for humans to co-author blackout poetry without all the 
hand-scribbling. The results look similar, but the concepts are 
different, so I decided to keep going. All these fine people put 
their code on Github which I am not going to do since my code is 
awful and must never see the light of day. Enjoy the results!
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