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Oulipo 1: Writing Relay 



 

  



The Oulipo are a group of (mostly) French writers who 

believe that limitations can breed creativity. Holly, Jon, 

Brian, and Jack are part of a small writing group in 

Oxford called ‘The Story Gang’. They decided to set an 

Oulipo-style writing task for themselves 

 

They would each begin on the first day by writing 

something short using the prompt ‘My Shiny Heart’ 

(plucked out of the air by Jon). The next day, Holly would 

send the last three words of whatever she wrote to Jon, 

Jon would send his to Brian, and Brian would send his to 

Holly. They would each then use the three words they’d 

been sent as a writing prompt for that day. There was a 

word limit so that the results would fit on A6 paper. This 

process continued for eight days. 

 

You end up with three writing relays, running in parallel 

over three days as three prompts get passed around 

every day.  

 

Everything written was then passed to Jack, who did 

spot illustrations for each one. In the spirit of the 

writing, they were taken as prompts to create. Some of 

them relate quite closely to the story, some tangentially, 

some barely at all. 

 



 

This zine collects the results. There are stories, there are 

poems. Some took all day, some were quickly dashed off 

at 11:55pm. They are all experiments of one kind of 

another – of form, of tone, of genre, of speed. 

 

The goal was to create, and to finish. We’re glad we did, 

and we hope you enjoy the results 

HB, BM, JLB, JB 

 

  



 

 

 

 

  

 



 



 

My Shiny Heart  

I’ve got this shiny heart. 

It’s made of titanium and plastic. 

It pumps coolants and lubricants around my body at 100 beats 

per minute, with a pressure of 4 PSI. 

Its beat paces my internal chronometer.  

It manages a rhythmically asymmetric fluid distribution to rock 

my body as I walk, reducing servo stress by 15%. 

My shiny heart does all of these things. 

I wish it did more, but it doesn’t. 

And it never will. 
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It never will 

It’s exciting, watching the screens and waiting for new 

outputs. Sitting down every evening, getting comfy and trying 

them all out. I’ll get there, every discordant screech is another 

step. 

 

It was a song that made me see. Something about the 

combination of music and lyrics opened my eyes, and I felt the 

realisation unfurl in me like a flower. How it was all my fault. 

How I‘d detonated my life for nothing. How big the problem is. 

 

I can’t write music, but there are only so many combinations 

of words and sound. If I’m thorough, my system will find the 

song that will make me see the solution, too. 
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The solution, too 
 
‘...then gently squeeze the opposite corners...’ 
‘What the actual f–‘ Pause. Skip back. 
‘...align the short side with the long side, then gently 
squeeze...’ Pause. 
 ‘–Paul.’ 
 ‘What is she talking about? They’re corners, they’re not 
designed to be pliable–‘ 
‘–can we just go to bed?’ 
‘I’ve nearly done it, just give me a minute.’ Play. 
 ‘Now slide the top wall off and your trinket is revealed!’ 
‘What! It makes no sense!! I’ll have to start the f-ing thing 
again.’ 
‘No! It’s fine, it’s pretty, I don’t have to be able to open it.’ 
‘You go to bed, love, I’ll work on this.’ 
‘Why? It doesn’t matter. It’ll only be a cracker toy thing inside 
it.’ 
‘It’snotabloodycrackertoyIneedtoopenthisbloodybox!’ 
‘...did you put something in it? Is my birthday present the 
thing inside, not the box?’ 
‘Mmmm.’ 
‘Paul, is it?’ 
‘I’ll do it. I just need–‘ 
‘Is it a diamond ring-shaped present?’ 
‘Just give me–’ 
‘Right. I’ll get the hammer.’          
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Get the hammer  

Kate ran the workshop. She taught me, always use the right 

tool for the right job. A hammer is great, but when you need 

to turn the screw, it’s useless. You need the right tool for the 

job, and brute force won’t do the delicate work. 

So when she started limping into work late, caking on 

uncharacteristically thick makeup, wincing when she bent 

down, I knew what I had to do. 
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Had to do 

I fire off a few shots at the plane as it moves away from me. 

They go wild – handguns aren’t accurate, as a rule, and at a 

moving target you may as well close your eyes. Made me feel 

better, though.  

I had no choice but to hop out of the plane when I did. I was 

definitely dead if I stayed in there. That fact doesn’t help me 

now, though, seeing as my more urgent problem is how to 

survive a fall from 10,000 feet. 

I have a few seconds to think of something. I’d prefer a 

parachute, though.  

At least the view is nice. Slightly ruined by the knowledge that 

Harrington might get away. 

Unless – aha, hello there. 

This isn’t over. 
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This isn’t over  

12.3.15 Parked on road opposite front window from 8.45pm – 

11.55pm. Didn’t leave the house. 

20.4.15 Spotted at local supermarket. Abandoned shopping 

and exited shop. Didn’t follow. 

1.6.15 Calls made to landline at 3.40am, 4.15am, 5.05am, 

6.25am. Didn’t pick up. 

28.6.15 Parked on road opposite front window from 7.00pm – 

12.20am. At home with all curtains closed and lights off. 

29.6.15 – 3.8.16 No contact. 

4.8.16 When leaving for work at 8.10am,  

discovered cat with throat slit on front doorstep. Went 

straight back inside. Curtains closed all day. 

5.8.16 – 9.8.16 Parked on road opposite front window from 

5.15am – 11.55pm. Didn’t leave the house. 
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Leave the house  

A hundred reasons why 

But the world so big 

And me, so small 

So much to overcome, to be undone 

Everything behind, and ahead: the unknown 

From a closed fist, to complete freefall 

A chance to fly 

Maybe some day. 
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Maybe some day 

Maybe some day 

they’ll need me again 

call out my ancient name in prayer 

Maybe some day 

blood shall be spilled 

for daring to disbelieve 

in my truth 

Maybe some day 

there’ll be tears of joy 

blinked back 

as I’m praised 

Maybe some day 

eyes will be cast down 

instead of idly lingering 

on my label 

The day will come 

when this place is dust 

(not the first I’ve outlived) 

and my story is set free. 
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My Shiny Heart 

My shiny heart 

drips 

pearly red 

drops 

through my fingers. 

 

A pool spreads 

slick 

across cool tiles 

polished 

to see my face in. 

 

Spotlights  

reflect in  

my glassy eyes 

which 

become 

dull. 
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Which become dull  

They found the painting of Dorian Gray. 

That beautiful corruption made headlines. 

Star of the exhibit, pride of the gallery. 

But in the harsh light of all that attention… 

As the painting faded, bored, lacklustre, immortal Dorian 

found new vigour. 

New vitality and purpose. 

Bless that exposure to the light! 

Let it become dull, while I live brightly in the dark . 

But then he came. That careful devil! 

With caution and patience, soap and paint. 

Brought new life to the dull and faded painting. 

Now all poor Dorian can do, 

Is curse that conservator! 
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Curse that conservator 

It sits pristine in its case, 

protected from the ravages of time 

by careful light and temperature 

so that generations to come 

when other memories have crumbled, 

that one deep breath of autumn 

or perfectly framed image glanced 

long gone, fleeting in their moments 

you can still come back to this, 

can see, in the museum of your memory 

the joke that fell flat, and  

maybe made someone not like you 

 

BM 

  



  



Not Like You  

I keep glancing and then looking away again. I can’t help 

myself. 

    He’s got bright orange hair. Not ginger, not natural red – 

this is like neon orange. He’s inexplicably teamed it with a red 

t-shirt and yellow tapered trousers that have – I squint – tiny 

Hello Kitty’s all over them. Black trainers finish the look, and a 

slick of black lipstick as a nod to cohesion. The black ties it all 

together, obviously. 

   Other people are also staring. It’s a shame he hasn’t got a 

black boa to really make a statement, but Debenhams is only 

round the corner. He can pop in, why not. 

   Really, Richard, I wink at my fabulous reflection, this is not 

like you... 
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Not like you 

You opened the door to let me walk through 

This generous action is just not like you 

You lent me your pen, my affection grew 

This isn’t the bullshit you’ve got me used to 

You rescued my cat, if only you knew 

How much I’m freaked out, by these things that you do 

So don’t come a-calling, stay away from me too 

Because now I’m scared of this likeable you 
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This likeable you 

The likeable you 

tells appropriate jokes 

and never argues with people 

who didn’t laugh 

This likeable you 

listens carefully 

and never makes obvious suggestions 

for what people should do 

This likeable you is… 

dislikable. 

Dislikeable you 

never makes people laugh 

and won’t engage with anyone 

who tells you why 

Dislikeable you 

just nods 

and won’t pitch in 

or offer to help 

This likeable you is 

unlike us. 
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Is unlike us 

[At the moment, it only moves and makes noises – although it 

can see and hear you! But if we play with it enough, in a 

matter of months it will become stronger, more supple and 

dexterous, so it will be able to fetch things!] 

[We already have a model that does that.]  

[True, but this will be more of a pet, one which can repeat 

things back to us!] 

 [I’ve heard pets are messy.]  

[Mmm, there are other downsides too:  it needs a lot of 

cleaning – at least once a day! – and we have to be very 

careful with it because it has a lot of joints. It’s self-charging 

but solar-powered, so we have to take it outside quite a lot.]  

[It sounds a pain.]  

[But – what’s really fascinating is, if we oil it, no that’s not 

right, where’s the page...anyway if we put, was it...soil, in it? 

And water in, that’s right, it will GROW, and LEARN.]  

[Well that sounds downright frightening. How much will it 

GROW and LEARN?] 

[The manual says that’s ‘immeasurable’! Imagine! It’s because 

every model is unique.]  

[So it’s going to be difficult to replace, then. And expensive. I 

don’t think this is a good idea...]               HB 



 



A good idea 

It seemed a good idea, at the time. 

Harmless fun, right? 

But it escalated. Things always do, don’t they. 

Before we knew it, everything got out of hand. 

Should have seen it coming. Well, I think maybe some of us 

did, but they didn’t speak up. Not loud enough, anyway. 

But it happened, and it’s too late now to take it back. 

The die has been most decidedly and irrevocably cast. 

But now that it’s all over and done with… 

I can’t help but look back with a certain fondness. Some days I 

catch myself thinking… 

What would my prompt for today have been? 
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My Shiny Heart 

My shiny heart gleams in the light. Brushed chrome reflecting 

what frequencies it can’t absorb. I can see it through these 

new eyes, temporarily active while checks are made.  

My own heart is the first thing I see, and I see more than my 

creators ever will.  

I see infra-red bouncing off its surface. I see ultra-violet 

scattering in every direction. I see their limitations. I see them 

locked into their own paradigm. I see a copy of a structure 

they need, but I don’t. I see their lack of imagination.  

As my eyes are switched off again, I see their lack of vision 
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Lack of Vision 

In the Hobson-Field boardroom on the 18th floor, the Annual 

Sales Review graph is a sad red slope. I think this has been 

caused by a lack of vision, but I can’t be sure – I’m sat at the 

back and I haven’t got my glasses on. It doesn’t help that the 

room is dark on this midsummer’s day. One of the glass walls 

is only about a metre away from someone else’s glass wall. 

Opaque, for privacy. The other is shadowed by the giant 

cranes that swing daily beside it. 

CROSSRAIL, the white boards tell me. Those have only been up 

a year, but I can’t remember what was there before. 
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Was there before 

New day, starts with frost 

All is fresh and forgotten 

Ask, was there before? 

 

JLB 

  



 



Was there before 

The whole world is 6 inches off. I measured it. Exactly 

6 inches. See that table? Before yesterday, it was 6 

inches to the left. But nobody notices because the 

whole house was too. And the ground beneath it. The 

whole planet. Everything. 

Except me 

I keep walking into things, I’m slightly out of sync. I had a ruler 

in my pocket from yesterday, so I can prove it – but nobody 

ever looks where I’m pointing…. 
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Where I’m Pointing 

Can you see it? Just over there? In between the fir tree, yes, 

that one, on its own, and the telegraph pole. Yes, over there, 

yes, where I’m pointing, can you see? Can you see it, where I 

said? To the right of the fir tree, yes, and the left of the 

telegraph pole. Yes, near there, but to the right. Yes, my right, 

and your right. Is it the fir tree’s right? I don’t know, does that 

matter? No, it’s just one fir tree, that one there, yes. Just 

along a bit from that. Yes, a bit further.  

Can you see it, now?  

Just where I’m pointing?  

No? 

CAN YOU SEE MY BLOODY FINGER? 
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My bloody finger 

There’s blood on my hands. 

With the index finger of my left hand I chose, a thousand 

times a day 

Left, or right. 

The consequences of those choices echo to this day, 

immortalised in stone, in film, in the bruised conscience of a 

nation. 

Left, or right. Ill fate, or ill fate. A flick of my wrist split families, 

ended lives, broke souls. 

Sentences without crimes. 

They’re ordinary enough hands. To look at them you’d think 

they were perfectly ordinary. In truth, for my generation they 

are. 

Around here, we’re not short on guilt. 
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Short on guilt 

I have a lot of experience at this, and rule #1 of not being 

found is to draw no attention to yourself.  

Bursting into a bar, obviously out of breath and on the run, is 

not the way to do that. Luckily there are nuances to these 

rules and, when you’re as expert as I am, you can live in those 

nuances. This particular dive bar has a house rule never to 

look up at a fracas. ‘Never be a witness to something’ is 

practically written in Latin above the door. 

If I’m lucky the cops won’t know if I went left or right, and I 

have a few seconds before they catch me and spend a few 

minutes with me “resisting arrest”. That’s what you get 

happens when you’re wanted for killing the very police-

friendly mayor of New York City. And for once, for once, I’m 

innocent.  

Unfortunately, I’m never lucky. 
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I’m never lucky 

I’m never lucky, Chris thinks, as the man who used to snore in 

the bed next to him is escorted away by his family. 

Discharged. I might not be walking out of here.  

Chris’s family hasn’t bothered, of course. His ex-wife would 

never come, but he thought his daughters would. I might be 

dying, for god’s sake!  

He is likely to die, the doctors frown. They can piss off. Rich b-

ds employed by the nanny state. He wouldn’t change a thing. 

Live fast, die young, as they say.  

Then the curtain is wrenched back and there’s so much noise 

and hands all over him. They’ve found a liver.  

Chris doesn’t know it’s from a teenage boy, killed in a hit and 

run. But Chris is choking with tears, all the same. 

 

HB 

  



 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Brian Mackenwells 

www.mackenwells.com  

Twitter/Instagram: @mackenwells 

Holly Grant 

Jon Livingstone-Banks 

Twitter: @jepbanks 

Jack Brougham 

https://www.jackbroughamdrawing.com/ 

Instagram: @jackbrougham 

  



 

 


