Pantoum (or pantoon) is the Western word for the Malayan pantun, a poetic form that first appeared in the fifteenth century in Malayan literature.  It existed before then.  Making up pantoums was highly popular, and the Malayans knew the most famous ones by heart.

The Western version of the pantoum is a poem of indefinite length made up of stanzas whose four lines are repeated in a pattern:  Lines 2 and 4 of each stanza are repeated as lines 1 and 3 of the next stanza, and so on, as shown below.

Lower Manhattan Pantoum

Always a bad sign
L1

people on the sidewalk looking up.
L2

A crowd forms, cars slow
L3

then stop,
L4

people on the sidewalk looking up
L5/L2

I step into a pool of them
L6

then stop.
L7/L4

I gape like the others.
L8

I step into a pool of them,
L9/L6

become the pool
L10

and gape like the others.
L11/L8

Mothers, peddlers, suits
L12

become the pool
L13/L10

of a wreck.
L14

Mothers, peddlers, suits,
L15/L12

my super, my neighbors
L16

a wreck 
L17/L14

unfolding, undone.
L18

My super, my neighbors
L19/L16

no one is not stunned.
L20

Unfolding, undone
L21/L18

we look at our watches,
L22

stunned.
L23/L20

Some one says let's pray.
L24
We examine our watches.
L25/L22

A crowd forms.  Cars stop.
L26/L3

Someone says let's pray​–
L27/L24
always a bad sign.
L28/L1
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Place Pantoum – After thinking of a lace or setting that is vivid in your memory or very familiar to you, create a poem that describes or, if narrative in nature, is set in that place.

1. Image of that place

2. Memory of that place

3. Movement or action of some kind

4. Sound, smell taste, or touch

5. Repeat line 2 of verse 1

6. General statement or summary

7. Repeat line 4 of verse 1

8. Element of surprise

9. Repeat line 6 (2nd line of verse 2)

10. Distant view, long shot

11. Repeat line 8 (4th line of verse 2)

12. What it all means to you

13. Repeat line 3 of verse 1

14. Repeat line 4 of verse 1

15. Repeat line 1 of verse 1

16. Repeat line 2 of verse 1

Pantoums: Page 2

Stillbirth   
 

On a platform, I heard someone call out your name:

No, Laetitia, no.

It wasn’t my train—the doors were closing,

but I rushed in, searching for your face.

But no Laetitia. No.

No one in that car could have been you,

but I rushed in, searching for your face:

no longer an infant. A woman now, blond, thirty-two.

No one in that car could have been you.

Laetitia-Marie was the name I had chosen.

No longer an infant. A woman now, blond, thirty-two:

I sometimes go months without remembering you.

Laetitia-Marie was the name I had chosen:

I was told not to look. Not to get attached—

I sometimes go months without remembering you.

Some griefs bless us that way, not asking much space.

I was told not to look. Not to get attached.

It wasn’t my train—the doors were closing.

Some griefs bless us that way, not asking much space.

On a platform, I heard someone calling your name.

Laure-Anne Bosselaar
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My Brother At 3 AM
by Natalie Diaz 

He sat cross-legged, weeping on the steps
when Mom unlocked and opened the front door.
O God, he said, O God.
He wants to kill me, Mom.

When Mom unlocked and opened the front door
at 3 a.m., she was in her nightie, Dad was asleep.
He wants to kill me, he told her,
looking over his shoulder.

3 a.m. and in her nightie, Dad asleep,
What's going on? She asked, Who wants to kill you?
He looked over his shoulder.
The devil does. Look at him, over there.

She asked, What are you on? Who wants to kill you?
The sky wasn't black or blue but the green of a dying night.
The devil, look at him, over there.
He pointed to the corner house.

The sky wasn't black or blue but the dying green of night.
Stars had closed their eyes or sheathed their knives.
My brother pointed to the corner house.
His lips were decorated with sores.

Stars had closed their eyes or sheathed their knives.
O God, I can see the tail, he said, O God, look.
Mom winced at the sores on his lips.
It's sticking out from behind the house.

O God, see the tail, he said, Look at the goddamned tail.
He sat cross-legged, weeping on the front steps.
Mom finally saw it, a hellish vision, my brother.
O God, O God, she said.

