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Triggering Town Exercise

The following is excerpted from Richard Hugo’s Triggering Town, a book about writing poetry. 

Nouns


Verbs


Adjectives
tamarack

to kiss


blue

throat


to curve

hot

belief


to swing

soft

rock


to ruin


tough

frog


to bite


important

dog


to cut


wavering

slag


to surprise

sharp

eye


to bruise

cool

cloud


to hug


red

mud


to say


leather

Using five nouns, five verbs and five adjectives from the above lists, construct three separate, distinct, unconnected paragraphs as follows: 

1. First paragraph: 1st person. Second Paragraph: 3rd person. Third Paragraph: No person.

2. No fewer than four and no more than six sentences to a paragraph.

3. New fewer than 30 and no more than 60 words to a paragraph.

4. Each sentence must be longer or shorter than the one that it precedes.

5. In your first two paragraphs, none of the required words can be used as any other part of speech (e.g., do not use bruise as a noun or waver as a verb). 

6. You’re free to reuse words from the lists in different paragraphs, but use at least 20 different words altogether. 

7. Write in clear grammatical English.

8. The sentences must be meaningless. 

Note: Students need to see an example before completing this exercise. The last instruction will be particularly confusing. In addition, it would help to see another poem such as Elliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.” Tell students to resist the urge to understand the poem and just listen to the sound the words make. 

The following is a student example of this exercise: 

I ruin these clouds, they bite at me, leather hard. They bite bite bite sharp. I clear my throat and they listen close. Hot blue heart pounds. It's their belief that this is just as important as our fire escape, basic slag, basic process. It's here in Tamarack that we swing sharp. Here, hungry girls kiss their scars and hug their mothers once every praise.

They cut well, they cut abruptly. Forget the mud, actually. They bruise. The dog's curve, the dog's surprise had his tough high red head running far, and running home. I watched close and said of it's importance. The frog's rocks listened, too cool. 

When is it, that the cows swing on home? Our eyes never met, our words never move. Blue sedentary chalky chalk. Never believe, never talky talk. Clouds block your wavering eyes and now we know you wouldn't have danced either way.

