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POETRY NOW

“WRITE IT” EXERCISE/PROMPT

Using Chance Images from a Deck of Cards as Triggers
In spite of all of our planning, life presents us with many surprises.  Some of us view these unforeseen circumstances and events as fate or destiny; others of us view them as ordained by God.  In any case, we find that we possess no control over many things that happen to and around us.  Some poets center the scope of their work within the familiar territory and landscapes of their lives, and rarely if ever venture forth into imaginary or unsurveyed terrain.  They may even lose sight of how much chance and arbitrariness played a part in some of the seemingly static “givens” of their lives.  If each of us examines how our ancestors came to the United States, how our parents met, where they decided to raise us—for many of us, the background stories we learn did not follow planned-out courses.
This exercise provides us with opportunities to respond creatively to the unexpected and the chance result.  I have found that writers who participate in this exercise with an open mind are often surprised by the depth of their responses, and encouraged to witness the versatility of their imaginations.  

Obtain a deck of cards with evocative images, like a tarot deck or Lynn V. Andrews’ The Power Deck: The Cards of Wisdom.  Although you may for whatever reason have a knee-jerk negative reaction to these cards, try to set aside those critical thoughts and be open to what comes your way.  Decide beforehand how long you will write in response to the card you pick, and whether part of the process of responding to the card will involve reading about that particular card’s traditional meanings (e.g., the meanings attached to the tarot deck’s Nine of Pentacles). Shuffle the deck, place the cards before yourself face down, and pick out one card.  Carefully examine the image on the face of that card, and respond to it in writing.

Surprisingly often, writers report that the card they choose corresponds with something they need to think or write about.  This begs the question: do we perceive in the card we select what we need to see at that point in our lives, or are we given what we need, even if it is more than we understand we need, so the card enables us to discover something?

I responded to one card from The Power Deck as follows:

But desire rises out of our upturned beaks,

and we entreat you, Buddha, to deliver us.

Snow barely cools this upswept gesture.

The ice-clad branches still claw for sun.
Boulders may sleep heavy, drifted sleep

but their crystal cores burn lava-bright.  Soon
lotus petals will arch past pad, awake with ache.

Surely you gaze knowingly at this.

I cannot say for sure whether this is the beginning of a poem, but it brought me to a new place.  I was interested to note that I automatically brought a recurrent theme in my work (the dialogue between desire and organized religion) into a very different context from my usual, inherited one.







--Steven Riel, Collective Member

