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Alexandra Chasin

Promptwise

Let’s say there are two kinds of prompts. There are not two kinds - there are many
many kinds, including hybrids of the two kinds in various proportions. But if there
were two kinds of prompts, they might be classified as form and content. A content
prompt is one in which the content is specified: write a dialogue between two
famous historical personages; or, write a coming out letter to your parents; or, write
a sequel to The Divine Comedy. Though the prompts include formal direction
(dialogue, letter, epic terza rima), that direction remains very general; the prompt’s
focus is on the content, the subject matter, the so-called what, who, where, when. By
contrast, formal prompts foreground formal parameters over content: write a
limerick, a sestina, a flash-fiction. 'm here to make a case for formal prompts they
can do much more than refer to inherited literary forms,

Among formal prompts, there are two kinds: arbitrary and nonarbitrary. An
arbitrary formal prompt disregards content entirely. For example, erase every third
letter. The prompt asks the writer to perform an operation on a text without any
attention to the meaning of the text. Write a limerick is an arbitrary formal prompt.

To the contrary, a nonarbitrary formal prompt, also called organic, designs an
operation that does attend to the meaning of the text. So, for example, the prompt to
write something without pronouns is arbitrary. The writer could adhere to the rule
and write a technical manual. The rule itself will present certain choices. Proper
names could take the place of pronouns. Blank spaces could. In English, pronouns
can carry or obscure gender; they can be ambiguous or nor with respect to number
(you and they being both singular and plural). So the prompt to write a love story
without pronouns is nonarbitrary or organic (at least so long as it is between
beings).

For prompt to become process, try toggling back and forth between form and
content.

Suddenly, in the fourth paragraph [ used an imperative. This followed a paragraph
about erasing pronouns. The imperative is a special tense, distinguished in part by
being conjugated with an implicit pronoun (in the order to Be quiet, the you who
should be quiet is not indicated by pronoun). We say the pronoun is understood.

But the prompt is imperative and therefore, Fuck you.

[ wanted to see a story arrayed on the page in a visual pattern. Kind of like concrete
poetry, only prose. I had, as a high school student, sent away to the publisher of my

math textbook to ask them to send me m to the 100,000t place. They kindly sent me
1t to the 10,000t place, which turned out to be long enough. Pi to the 10,000t place,



as represented by the mathbook company; filled several pages with digits, in batches
of five at a time on each line, and a space break after each fifth line. Arrays of digits
as good as forever. When I imagined a concrete story, it looked, on the page in my
mind, like that .

What would I have to do to make a story look like that? That vision, idea, question
became a prompt. I would have to write a story where all the words had the same
number of letters, and [ would need to use a font in which each character has the
same width. This second parameter is a fun reminder that language and writing are
material. One of the few fonts that would work is Courier, whose i is the same size as
its m. So that was settled.

Now comes the prompt I put to myself. Self, | commanded in the imperative, Write a
story in which all the words have four letters. This is a very formal prompt, and it is
utterly arbitrary, with no nod at content or meaning at all. This is one of the most
formal and arbitrary prompts there could be.

[ was standing on a train platform in Naples with a friend. We were waiting for a
train to Pompeii. I told her about my prompt, but she needed no prompting. We
began to play. We arrived very quickly at this: They came from Mars.

From the first word, then I could see how the prompt, formal as it was, would
immediately go to content. They and them are the only personal pronouns with four
letters in English (contemporary English, thou being a thing of the past). If they and
them are my operative personal pronouns, I'm probably not writing a love story. In
fact, what unspooled was a rant against the invasion of Martians, which soon
revealed itself as an allegory for an all-too-Earthly xenophobic rant, where
“Martians” stand in for immigrants.

And the words went marching across the pages, arrayed less like digits now than like
a force of invading Others, human or alien, the fearsome spectre that animates the
rant itself. Because the prompt was fundamentally visual, I realized I didn’t have to
use only four-letter words, I had choices. My rule, my actual textual operations,
shifted, though I kept the prompt in play. I could have a six-letter word straddle a
space break. I could have two two-letter words crammed together without space. So
while the visual constraint still ruled - that is, while the array maintained its
composure - the words, which is to say, the language began to break down, just
exactly as the narrator, the speaker of the rant, began to break down, and his
xenophobia reached its pitch, cracked, and finally revealed its twisted source.

To sum up. This is one possible way to think about prompts. I find it fruitful for me
to play with the relation between form and content even before beginning to
compose, and it’s never too late to attend to those dynamics, until the composition is
made public. You got your content prompts and your formal prompts, your arbitrary
and organic formal prompts. Don’t let anyone else tell you what to do.



