
	



Oulipo	and	Constraint	
	 Oulipo,	 the	 Ouvroir	 de	 Littérature	
Potential	 or	 “Workshop	 for	 Potential	
Literature”,	was	founded	in	1960	by	math	and	
literature	 enthusiasts	Raymond	Queneau	and	
François	 Le	 Lionnais.	 The	 pair	 sought	 the	
development	 of	 literature	 and	 language	
through	 experimentation	 with	 constraint,	
recognizing	 that	 many	 of	 the	 literary	 forms	
that	have	produced	great	works	are	the	result	
of	 arbitrary	 restrictions	 (14-line	 sonnets	 and	
metrically-strict	 haikus	 and	 other	 poetry	
being	 examples).	 According	 to	 Oulipo’s	 First	
Manifesto,	 “restriction	 then	 becomes	 the	
mother	of	invention.”	
 

Queneau’s	Mille	Milliards	de	Poèmes	
	 Oulipo’s	 first	published	work	 is	 a	 book	
of	 10	 sonnets	 by	 Queneau,	 printed	 in	 such	 a	
way	 that	 their	 lines	 can	 be	 rearranged	 	 to	
produce	 1014	 poem	 variations.	 Every	 sonnet	
has	the	same	rhyme	scheme	and	all	relate	to	a	
general	 theme	 so	 that	 each	 combination	
makes	 literal,	as	well	 as	 figurative,	 sense.	My	
prototype	 aims	 to	 translate	 Queneau’s	 book	
from	print	to	the	fibre	medium.	



	

Literature	meets	Math	
	 The	strict	rules	of	a	sonnet	enable	it	to	be	
reduced	 to	 a	 series	 of	 mathematical	 patterns.	
To	convert	Queneau’s	book	 from	paper	poetry	
to	knitting,	I	thus	had	to	pare	the	sonnet	down	
to	 its	 basic	 segments:	 each	 of	 Queneau’s	
sonnets	has	14	lines	which	are	arranged	as	two	
quatrains,	a	couplet,	and	a	final	quatrain.	Being	
Alexandrine	 sonnets,	 they	 also	 follow	 the	
format	of	12	syllables	per	line	in	the	quatrains,	
with	 a	caesura,	 or	pause,	 after	 the	6th	 syllable.	
The	 couplet	 is	 typically	 10	 syllables	 with	 no	
pause.	These	sonnets	also	follow	a	strict	rhyme	
scheme	(ABABABABCCDEED).		

Math	meets	Kniterature	
	 In	translating	Queneau’s	book	to	knitting,	
I	 have	 represented	 every	 syllable	 as	 two	 knit	
stiches	 and	 the	 rhyme	 scheme	 as	 a	 repeated	
pattern	of	the	same	yarns	 for	the	ends	of	each	
line.	I	have	also	used	the	same	yarn	throughout	
for	each	couplet.	Just	as	the	meaning	and	text	of	
each	 line	 is	different	 in	 its	poetry	 form,	 I	have	
knit	 each	 quatrain	 in	 a	 different	 colour	 and	
weight	of	yarn.	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Does	it	work?	
	 I	 feel	 that	my	(kn)iteration	of	Queneau’s	sonnets	 captures	
some	 of	 the	 poetic	 elements	 that	make	 his	 book	 so	 interesting.	
The	 basic	 form	 of	 the	 sonnets	 has	 been	 translated	 through	 the	
mathematical	 pattern	 explained	 earlier,	 the	 vast	 multitude	 of	
poetry	 that	 is	 the	 book’s	 major	 aim	 is	 apparent	 in	 the	 circular	
infinitude	 of	 the	 knitting,	 and	 hints	 of	 poetic	 expression	 have	
been	preserved	in	the	expression	of	colour	instead.		
	
	 But	 where	 did	 the	 meaning	 go?	 Though	 the	 scarf	 can	 be	
read	 as	 an	explanation	of	 a	 sonnet’s	basic	 elements,	 a	 sonnet	 is	
arguably	 literary	 because	 it	 contains	 so	 much	 more.	 It	
communicates	art,	emotion,	and	figurative	and	literal	meanings	in	
a	way	an	abstract	pattern	of	stiches	cannot.		
	
	 Outside	 literature,	 constraints	 are	 simply	 instructions.	 To	
bake	 a	 cake,	 assemble	 an	 IKEA	 Grönkulla,	 or	 even	 knit	 a	
particular	scarf,	 I	 follow	a	pattern	 that	 tells	me	which	stiches	 to	
make	 where,	 just	 like	 Queneau’s	 pattern	 did.	 Where	 is	 the	
creativity	or	“invention”	though?	Oulipo	texts	 like	Queneau’s	are	
impressive	 because	 they	 meet	 the	 challenge	 of	 creating	
meaningful	 and	 artful	 (though	 this	 can	 be	 debated)	 literature	
within	heavy	restrictions	on	word	use	and	form.	Can	knitting	do	
that	 when	 its	 very	 construction	 is	 grounded	 in	 patterned	
constraint? 
	  
	



	

Oldipo	versus	Newlipo	
	 Oulipo	 was	 founded	 on	 the	 premise	 of	
consciously	promoting	the	development	of	literature	
through	 the	 discovery	 of	 new	 forms.	 In	 its	 first	
decades,	 the	 workshop	 produced	 phenomenal	 300	
page	 lipograms	 and	 novels	 structurally	 based	 on	
chess	 strategies.	 Recently	 however,	 Oulipean	
exercises	 have	 been	 relegated	 to	 the	 pages	 of	
McSweeny’s	 publications	 and	 blogs,	 and	 seem	 to	
produce	 work	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 entertainment	 rather	
than	 literature.	 Does	 this	 mark	 a	 failure	 of	 the	
movement?	 Have	 the	 constraints	 become	 too	
restrictive?	 Has	 the	 workshop’s	 mission	 become	
unpopular	or	have	we	just	gotten	lazy?	
	
	 Oulipo’s	 original	 members	 created	 the	
workshop	 out	 of	 a	 reaction	 to	 surrealism	 and	 the	
Romantic	 idea	 that	 art	 and	 literature	 could	 spring,	
formless,	straight	from	the	mind	of	 its	creator.	They	
tightened	 boundaries	 and	 enforced	 formulaic	
constraints	to	push	their	writing	to	new	limits.	While	
some	of	their	works	achieved	the	Oulipean	dream	of		

being	 recognized	 as	 great	 literature,	 most	 fell	 short	
and	 then	 fell	off	 the	 face	of	 the	earth;	 the	majority	of	
Oulipo’s	 works	 exist	 today	 only	 as	 ephemera,	
furthering	 the	 connection	 between	 their	 constraints	
and	the	simple	production	of	entertaining	exercises.		 	
	
	 Although	Oulipo	 still	 exists	with	 an	 official	 and	
select	 membership,	 today	 it	 is	 most	 popular	 as	 a	
hobby	 for	 people	 with	 free	 time	 and	 the	 desire	 to	
challenge	 themselves.	 It	has	spread	beyond	 literature	
as	 well,	 finding	 a	 home	 among	 coders,	 bakers,	 now	
knitters,	and	generally	anal	people	who	feel	like	trying	
to	 make	 stuff	 within	 incredibly	 strict	 guidelines.	 As	
such,	my	(kn)iteration	of	Quneau’s	book	resembles	the	
current	movement	more	than	its	earlier	iteration.	The	
question	arises	whether	these	new	variations	can	still	
be	 called	 works	 of	 Oulipo…perhaps	 the	 workshop’s	
actual	members	would	prefer	the	disclaimer	“inspired	
by.”	If	such	is	the	case	though,	Oulipo	is	still	achieving	
its	 project	 of	 invention—just	 paradoxically	 doing	 so	
beyond	the	constraints	of	literature.	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	

	

	
	

For	Further	Reading	
Italo	Calvino:	
If	on	a	winter’s	night	a	traveller	
Castle	of	Crossed	Destinies	
Anne	Garreta:	
Sphinx	
Jacques	Jouet:	
The	Great	Ape	Love	Song	
Warren	Motte:	
Oulipo:	A	Primer	of	Potential	
Literature 
Georges	Perec:	
A	Void	
Life,	A	User’s	Manual	
Winter	Journeys	
53	Days	
Raymond	Queneau:	
100,000,000,000,000	Poems	
Exercices	de	Style	
Jacques	Roubad:	
The	Great	Fire	of	London	


