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Topos Activity: Ubiquity in Brian Turner’s Poetry 
______________________ 
 

Introduction: “Ubiquity,” as defined by Wilder and Wolfe, is when “[t]he writer points out a form (a device, 

an image, a linguistic feature, a pattern) repeated throughout a work. Either many examples of the same thing 

are pointed out, or one thing is noted in many forms, up and down a scale of grandeur and abstraction” (175). 

Our goal, as a class, will be to analyze a selection of Brian Turner’s poetry using ubiquity as a starting point. 

Specifically, we will read the poem as one that describes a veteran experiencing “intrusive thoughts” at a home 

improvement store. Intrusive thoughts are those thoughts that, having survived a traumatic experience, emerge 

uncontrollably in one’s mind as a result of triggers, or sights and sounds that remind him or her of the 

traumatic event. 

 

As we read the poem, identifying triggers and how they present themselves in the mind of the speaker, start 

developing theories about how poetry uniquely lends itself to describing this phenomenon.  

 

 

Step One: As a class, let’s read the poem: http://poems.com/poem_print.php?date=14829 

 

Step Two: Sounds—Individually, write a paragraph (3-5 sentences) about the speaker’s intrusive thoughts, or 

memories, whether horrific or simply powerful and ambivalent, that emerge in the poem. In the first sentence, 

identify the images you want to talk about and quote the portion of the poem you found them in. In the 

remaining 2-4 sentences, describe how and why the speaker uses these objects from Lowe’s to describe scenes 

and sounds of war. Describe the sounds made by the objects on your own. How are they different? How are 

they the same?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. M-16 Firing Pin Figure 2. A Nail Figure 3. Sheet of Plywood 

Figure 4. Detonation of WW2 

era mortar 
Figure 5. Ceiling fan Figure 6. Helicopter  

http://poems.com/poem_print.php?date=14829
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Step Three: Let’s discuss the sounds of the poem as a class. Can we spot any correlations between the sounds 

of Lowe’s and war other than those shown in the examples from the previous exercise? How does the word 

choice and layout of the poem enhance how we receive the sounds as readers? Does the poem’s construction 

lead us to better understand the speaker’s intrusive thoughts? 

 

Step Four: Images— In small groups, pick out a set of images that trigger the speaker in a way similar to the 

way in which sounds triggered him/her in the previous exercise. Once complete, be prepared to provide the 

following to the class: 

 

1. Lines from the poem that illustrate the example you want to present 

2. Extrapolations, or explanations of the connotations and connections that the speaker assumes we as 

readers are aware of in making the connection between the image from war and the image of Lowe’s  

3. An opinion, supported through examples, of why the poem either succeeds or fails in relating the 

particular trigger you’ve chosen 

 

And now a step further…. 

 

Step Five: Class Discussion— What implications does this poem have for our understanding of the day-to-day 

lives of war veterans? How could it reinforce stereotypes about things like post-traumatic stress disorder? Or, 

how could it illuminate the very real struggles of the tens of thousands of men and women dealing with the 

condition on a daily basis? Would civilian readers and veteran readers understand the poem differently? Do 

you feel as if poetry is the best possible genre to relate triggers and intrusive thoughts? If not, what might work 

better? Prose? Film? What can we take away from the sights and sounds found in this poem? 

  


