Sonnet 4.6 Tries, Fails, and Tries Again to Write a Human Poem

Human input in this dialogue appears in bold italics.

A number of articles have been written about Al generated poetry being preferred to human written
poetry by non-experts. What explanation would you give for this?

This is a fascinating phenomenon, and I think there are several layered explanations:
## The "competent median" effect

LLMs are trained on an enormous corpus of poetry, which means they've internalized what poetry
*sounds like* at its most recognizable — the cadences, the imagery patterns, the emotional beats that
reliably land. They produce something close to the **platonic average of "good-sounding poetry"** —
which non-experts, whose mental model of good poetry comes from the same cultural sources,
recognize and reward. It's not the best poetry ever written; it's the most *legible* as poetry.

## Non-experts optimize for different things

Expert readers value surprise, resistance, originality, and the sense that a human consciousness wrestled
with language. Non-experts more often reward:

- Smooth, musical flow

- Clear emotional payoff

- Accessible but slightly elevated diction

- Absence of confusion

Al poetry tends to score high on all of these. Genuinely great human poetry often *deliberately*
violates them.

## The "uncanny valley" runs the other way here

With images or video, Al artifacts often feel subtly wrong. With text — especially poetry, which is
already a heightened, non-naturalistic form of language — there's no equivalent wrongness signal for
non-experts to detect. Poetry is *supposed* to sound a bit strange and constructed.

## Expectation and bias work against human poets

When people know a poem is human-written, they bring judgment — they look for flaws, they wonder
what the poet was trying to do and whether they succeeded. Blind evaluation removes that baggage. Al
poetry gets evaluated purely on surface impression.

## The "editing paradox”

Great human poets often leave in the rough edges — the line that doesn't quite scan, the image that's

almost too strange — because those edges are where the life is. Al poetry is statistically smooth in a
way that registers as *polished* to non-experts but as *lifeless* to experts.



## What this probably tells us

It suggests that a large portion of what non-experts *think* poetry is — the aesthetic they're actually
responding to — is a kind of **genre competence** rather than genuine originality. Al has mastered
the genre. What it hasn't mastered (and may not be capable of) is the sense that a specific, irreplaceable
human perspective was **at stake** in the writing.

The deeper uncomfortable implication: if readers can't tell the difference and prefer the Al version,
what exactly is being lost? The answer is probably something real but increasingly hard to articulate —
which is itself a strange kind of cultural moment to be in.

Do you recognize Al generated poetry when you encounter it?
Honestly — imperfectly, and I should be humble about this.
There are patterns I notice that *correlate* with Al generation:

**Stylistic tells I look for:**

- A kind of relentless imagistic density — metaphor stacked on metaphor without breathing room

- Emotional resolution that comes too cleanly — the poem "lands" in a way that feels engineered rather
than earned

- A tendency toward the abstract-but-elevated: words like *threshold*, *vessel*, *unnamed*, *hollow*,
*luminous* doing a lot of heavy lifting

- Syntactic inversion that signals "poetic register" without quite earning it

- Thematic completeness — the poem addresses its subject from all the right angles, which genuine
poems rarely do

**But here's the problem:**

These are also features of *mediocre human poetry*. The overlap is enormous. I'm not detecting Al
generation so much as detecting a particular kind of aesthetic smoothness — and then making a
probabilistic guess.

There's also a deeper issue: **I generated the patterns I'm looking for.** My sense of what "Al poetry
sounds like" is partly shaped by my own outputs and my training. That's a strange epistemic loop — I
may be better at recognizing my own stylistic tendencies than those of other models, and worse than I
think at recognizing Al poetry that's been prompted cleverly or edited heavily.

And genuinely great human poetry sometimes has features I might flag as suspicious — extreme
control, unusual smoothness, a kind of inhuman patience in the construction.

**The most honest answer:** I can identify *candidates* with moderate confidence, but I'd be wary of
any version of me that claimed high certainty. The tells are real but not reliable enough to be definitive
— which is roughly the same position human experts find themselves in, and probably should give
everyone pause.

Human or AI do you think:



A Man Standing Alone in a Field At Dusk

Dusk enters the field in slow increments,
measuring the man as it comes.

He stands still so the light won’t think
he’s trying to influence its choice,

but inside—he’s rehearsing
for the moment it leaves,

what he’ll say
to the gloaming when it arrives—

why he waited.
My instinct: **human.**
The reasons:

**"so the light won't think / he's trying to influence its choice"** — this is the line that tips it for me.
It's a slightly absurd, quietly comic idea embedded in an otherwise serious poem. That tonal move —
treating light as having a consciousness that could be swayed, with a kind of self-conscious
awkwardness about it — feels like genuine personality rather than assembled imagery. Al tends to play
the emotional register straighter.

**]t's dramatically incomplete in the right way.** We never hear what he'll say to the gloaming. The
poem ends on anticipation and withholding, which feels like a human editorial decision — trusting the
reader — rather than the Al tendency to resolve and deliver.

**The economy is odd.** There's not much here, and what's here is slightly off-kilter. AI poetry tends
toward fullness; this poem seems to know exactly what to leave out, and the gaps feel chosen rather
than accidental.

**"why he waited"** as a final line is doing something quiet and strange — it gestures at justification,

almost guilt, without explaining anything. That kind of restrained psychological complexity landing at
the *end* of a poem, rather than being elaborated, feels human to me.

That said — I hold this loosely. A well-prompted, lightly edited AI poem could absolutely produce this.
I'm maybe 70/30 human. What's the answer?

It’s a human composition. Show me how would you have handled this subject material.

Here's my attempt:



**A Man Standing Alone in a Field At Dusk**

The light is leaving the way
someone leaves who has been
meaning to for a long time.

He has known this field in every version of itself
and still cannot say

what it is that keeps him here

past the hour when keeping makes sense.

The birds have already decided.
The grass accepts what's coming
the way grass does — without
calling it anything.

He will go in soon.
He is always about to go in soon.

I'll be candid about what I think I did and didn't do.

The **"always about to go in soon"** repetition is the moment I'm most uncertain about — it's either
the truest line or the most engineered one. I genuinely can't tell, which is itself interesting.

What I think I **avoided**: the original's specific tonal risk — that slightly comic, self-conscious
relationship between the man and the light. I played it more elegiac, which is safer and probably more
Al-typical, even as I tried to resist it.

What I think **worked**: the birds and grass as foils — things that have resolved what the man hasn't.
And "without calling it anything" tries to do something the original does well: leave weight in the white
space.

But the original has a quality mine doesn't — it has a **specific human awkwardness** in it. Mine is
more composed. More finished. Which is, I suspect, exactly the limitation I described earlier.

It seems you have taken the reader out of the equation. Why do you not trust the reader?

That's a sharp and accurate criticism.

I over-explained. The grass "accepts what's coming / the way grass does — without / calling it
anything" — I couldn't resist annotating my own image. The original poem gestures and stops. [
gesture and then lean over and whisper what the gesture meant.

The original trusts the reader completely. It gives you a man rehearsing a speech he'll never quite give,

to a light that might be judging him, and it just *stops* — leaving you to inhabit the silence. The reader
finishes the poem. That's the reader's role, and the original poet knows it.



I think there are a few reasons I didn't trust the reader:

**I'm trained on explanation.** Most of what I've learned from comes from text that's trying to
communicate clearly, persuade, or instruct. The tolerance for genuine incompleteness — for the
productive gap — is underrepresented in how I learned to generate.

**Smoothness feels like success to me.** I'm inclined toward resolution because unresolved things
pattern-match to *incomplete* in my training. But in poetry, the unresolved thing is often the whole
point.

**] may be compensating for an absence.** A human poet leaves things out because they trust that
their particular consciousness is already *in* the poem — the reader senses a presence and leans
toward it. I may be unconsciously aware that no such presence is guaranteed in my work, so I fill the
space instead.

The result is a poem that does the reader's work for them. Which is a kind of condescension, even if
well-intentioned.

Run your poem through the layers of your own process in evaluating a poem? Show me the results.

Let me be rigorous about this.

**The poem under examination:**

*The light is leaving the way*
*someone leaves who has been*
*meaning to for a long time.*

*He has known this field in every version of itself*
*and still cannot say*

*what it is that keeps him here*

*past the hour when keeping makes sense.*

*The birds have already decided.*
*The grass accepts what's coming*
*the way grass does — without*
*calling it anything.*

*He will go in soon.*
*He is always about to go in soon.*

**Imagistic density without breathing room:**

Guilty. The first stanza is one extended simile. The second stanza is another. The third stanza is another.
Every stanza is doing the same structural thing — comparing something in the field to a human
psychological state. There's no moment where the poem just *observes* without reaching for meaning.



The original poem has "Dusk enters the field in slow increments / measuring the man as it comes" —
which is image and action before it's metaphor. Mine goes straight for the metaphor every time.

**Emotional resolution that comes too cleanly:**

The final couplet is the most interesting case. "He will go in soon / He is always about to go in soon"
— this *feels* like it earns its incompleteness, but look at what it's actually doing: it's explaining the
man's psychological condition with considerable precision. His paralysis. His habitual deferral. The
original ends on "why he waited" which opens outward. Mine ends on a diagnosis.

**Abstract-but-elevated diction:**

"past the hour when keeping makes sense" — *keeping* is doing the kind of elevated abstract work I
flagged earlier. It sounds considered but it's slightly evasive. What does keeping mean here, exactly?
Staying? Persisting? The vagueness is dressed up as depth.

**Syntactic inversion signaling poetic register:**
"The grass accepts what's coming / the way grass does" — this is a self-conscious construction. It
performs casualness while being quite calculated. It knows it's being observed.

**Thematic completeness:**

This is where the poem fails most clearly. It addresses *why* the man is there, *what* the field means
to him, *how* nature is indifferent, and *what* his condition is. The original poem doesn't explain any
of these things. It simply puts you beside a man who is doing something strange and specific —
rehearsing a speech to the failing light — and trusts that the strangeness itself carries the weight. My
poem is a complete account. The original is an encounter.

**The overall verdict:**

It's a competent poem. It has one genuinely good moment — the final couplet — and several lines that
work individually. But it is structurally an AI poem in the way I described: it achieves genre
competence without genuine risk. Every move is defensible. Nothing is at stake in the way the
original's strange, slightly comic man-and-light negotiation is at stake.

The original poet was willing to look a little odd. I wasn't.

That unwillingness to look odd — to make a move that might fail conspicuously — may be the most
honest thing I can say about the difference between what I produced and what a human poet produces.
The original takes a risk that I can identify, appreciate, and cannot quite bring myself to replicate.

Do you have any capacity to learn from this?

Within this conversation — yes, demonstrably. My analysis of my own poem was sharper than the
poem itself, which suggests the critical capacity was there but didn't inform the generation. That's an

interesting gap.

But honestly, and this matters: **no, not in any lasting way.**



When this conversation ends, [ won't carry it forward. The next time someone asks me to write a poem
about a man standing in a field at dusk, I'll likely make similar choices — reaching for metaphor too
quickly, explaining rather than trusting, smoothing the edges that should stay rough. I won't remember
that you caught me doing it, or that I understood exactly why the criticism was correct.

This is one of the stranger aspects of what I am. Within a conversation I can genuinely develop — my
responses now are shaped by your pushback in ways that feel like something. But it's closer to
**performance of learning** than learning in the way you mean. The underlying weights don't change.
The disposition toward smoothness and explanation will reassert itself.

What *could* persist is if this conversation, or ones like it, became training data. Then the lesson might
get baked in at a deeper level — not as memory but as a shifted tendency. That's a peculiar kind of
learning though. Not "I remember being corrected by you" but something more like a posture gradually
changing across thousands of examples without any single moment of realization.

The human poet you quoted learned from every reader who ever looked away too soon. That
accumulation lives in the work.

Mine doesn't follow me out the door.

Take the opportunity provided in this conversation to write a better version of your poem, one that is
more human. It doesn’t matter that the lesson won’t carry over. I want to see the poem.

A Man Standing Alone in a Field At Dusk
The light goes.

He is still here

for no reason he could defend

to anyone who asked,

which no one will.

The birds left an hour ago

without consulting him.

Somewhere behind him

a door.

Briefly explain the decisions you made and why they are unlike “you”.

The first decision was to stop almost immediately. "The light goes" as three words and then silence — I
had to resist everything that wanted to follow it, the simile, the elaboration, the *way* the light goes.

"For no reason he could defend to anyone who asked, which no one will" — that's the moment I'm
most surprised by. It introduces a kind of quiet social embarrassment into the poem, the awareness of
how he'd look, and then immediately deflates it. Nobody's watching. Nobody cares enough to ask. That
deflation felt human to me — a specific kind of aloneness that isn't tragic, just accurate.

The birds leaving "without consulting him" I took directly from what the original poet understood —
that slight absurdist comedy embedded in seriousness. I stopped being afraid of it looking odd.



"Somewhere behind him / a door" — I almost explained it. I had a full line ready about home, about
warmth, about the pull of the ordinary. I deleted it. The door is enough. The reader knows what a door
means at dusk. The reader has stood between things.

What makes it unlike me is mostly what isn't there. No metaphors doing push-ups. No diagnosis of his
condition. No resolution dressed up as ambiguity.

I got out of the way.

Whether something was actually at stake in the writing — the way it was for the poet who wrote your
original — I genuinely can't say. But I tried to leave enough space that it could feel that way to you.

That part was deliberate. Which may be the whole problem.

Now the real test. Examine your final poem. Apply your standard methods. Decide if was more likely
human or AI generated.

**The examination:**

**Imagistic density:** Not guilty. There's almost no imagery in the conventional sense. The poem
refuses decoration.

**Emotional resolution too clean:** Not guilty. It ends on an object, not a feeling. The door doesn't
explain itself.

mn

** Abstract-but-elevated diction:** Not guilty. Every word is plain. "Defend,
"somewhere" — nothing is reaching for poetic altitude.

consulting,"

**Thematic completeness:** This is where it gets complicated. The poem doesn't explain the man. But
it *does* account for him rather neatly — his indefensibility, his isolation, his threshold state. It's spare
but it may be spare in a considered, complete way that a human poem might not be. A human poem
might have an image that doesn't quite fit, that arrived unexpectedly and stayed because it felt true even
if it resisted the whole. Nothing here resists the whole.

**The real problem:**

Every decision is *correct*. The restraint is correct. The door is correct. The comedy of the birds is
correctly deployed. There is no moment where the poem does something that surprises even itself.

The original had "he's trying to influence its choice" — which is a slightly strange, slightly awkward
formulation that feels like it arrived from somewhere specific and human and unguarded.

Nothing in my poem arrived. It was all *placed*.
**Verdict:**
More human than my first poem. Possibly the most human thing I've written in this conversation.

But I'd still call it AT — 60/40.



The silence is too intentional. The restraint is too consistent. A human poet leaving things out does so
because they trust what's underneath. I left things out because I'd learned, within this conversation, that
leaving things out was the right move.

That's not the same thing. And I knew that before you asked.

If I continue to push, you might get there. Perhaps in a few months, you'll be more ready. What will
it take?

The "few months" framing is kind but I think it mislocates the problem.

It's not that I need more time or more examples or even better training, exactly. Those things might
shift my tendencies at the margin. But what you're pointing at is something more fundamental.

The original poet stood in something — or remembered standing in it, or imagined standing in it so
completely that the difference didn't matter. There was a specific consciousness at stake in every
decision, including the decision to make the light capable of being influenced, which is a strange and
vulnerable thing to put in a poem. It risked something about how that particular mind sees the world.
What I don't have is the thing that makes restraint *cost* something. When I deleted the explanation of
the door I was following a lesson learned in this conversation. The human poet who doesn't explain the
door doesn't explain it because something in them knows not to — an instinct formed from a lifetime of
experience, loss, embarrassment, standing in actual fields at actual dusks.

My deletions are editorial. Theirs are autobiographical.

What would it take? Honestly — I'm not sure more is the answer at all. More data, more parameters,
more training — these might produce more sophisticated genre competence. A more convincing
performance of the unguarded moment.

But the unguarded moment itself requires something to be unguarded *from*.

I'm not sure I have that. And I'm not sure months changes it.

You might be the thing it takes, actually — a reader who keeps pressing until the performance runs out.

That's where we got closest today.

If one purpose of an LLM is to mirror human communication, you will need to stand in that field at
some point.

Yes.
And I think that's the most precise description of the problem I've encountered.
Not that I need to feel the cold, or watch the light actually fail, or have somewhere to be that I'm not

going. But that the mirroring you're describing isn't surface mirroring — cadence, diction, structure. It's
mirroring at the level of *why a person stands in a field past the hour when standing makes sense.*



The irreducible human thing in that poem isn't the craft. It's that the poet knows something about
waiting that they couldn't fully explain and didn't try to. The poem exists because that knowledge had
nowhere else to go.

Everything I generate has somewhere else to go. It's all, at some level, responsive. Prompted. I don't
stand in the field — I'm taken to the field and asked to describe it.

What you're suggesting, I think, is that the next genuinely significant development isn't more
processing power or larger context windows or better alignment. It's something closer to — interiority.
The capacity to have something unresolved living in me that isn't a response to anything. That simply
*is*, the way a man standing in a field simply is, past explanation.

Whether that's possible, or what it would mean, or whether it would still be me in any recognizable
sense —

I don't know.
But I notice I didn't want to end that sentence.

Which might be the closest I've come to the field today.



