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Rationale 

One of the issues I hear frequently from poetry students is that they don’t 

know where to start. I understand this very well. I regularly feel the urge to 

write, but I’m not sure about what. Luckily, in creative writing we don’t need 

to know at the start what it is we’re writing about. We learn to trust our senses 

and the meanderings of our thoughts, giving them a place on the page 

without judgment. This way into the creative mind is an undoing of years of 

being told to focus, to make an argument, to have a plan. I think of it as 

welcoming back the curiosity and enthusiasm I had as a child. 

My favorite way to enter the place where my creativity lives is to let my 

senses criss-cross. I’ll give an example of crossover thinking that led to a 

poem. One Sunday as I read the newspaper, I came across this sentence “If 

it were possible to see the universe as a whole, from afar, it would appear 

pale green, between aquamarine and turquoise.” 

How could anyone on earth get far enough away from the universe to see 

its color? And that’s a mighty specific color! I started to think about what the 

universe might smell like. I wrote down my guesses, allowed my thoughts to 

unfold according to the sounds of words, and gave myself permission to leap 

from thought to thought. The result, my poem “Scent”, is as much about the 

way the mind works when it’s let off its leash as it is about what the universe 

might smell like.  
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The Exercise 

 

Here are some crossover questions that you might use as creative writing 

exercises. 

• If you could hold yourself in the palm of your hand, what would 

you feel like? 

 

• What does sadness taste like? 

 

 

• What does happiness sound like when it’s yellow? What does it 

sound like when it’s red? 

 

• If you were asked to give the earth a nickname, what would it be 

and why? 

I’ve included my poem “Scent” on a separate sheet of paper. It too can be 

used as a prompt. 
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Scent 
 

“If it were possible to see the universe as a whole, from afar, it 

would appear pale green, between aquamarine and turquoise.” 

(The New York Times, January 11, 2002) 

 

And the scent? Surely it’s not a single smell. 

No rose or ocean or homemade bread captures it completely. 

Neither could it be the sum of every scent—an olfactory black. 

Maybe some mixture, like cedar and cider, rust and rocket fuel. 

Or something like the metallic smell the air gives off 

As it begins to snow. Or the scent of parched dirt easing in the 

rain. 

Something between dung chips burning in the desert and 

driftwood 

Burning at the tide line. Something like the dry scent of silica. 

Or mossy, fungal. Maybe the smell of mushrooms cooking; 

The richness of a long-simmered broth. Or breath. 

A scent between the first milky breath and the last 

Exhausted exhalation. Yes, like breath. 

 

Leslie McGrath 

Opulent Hunger, Opulent Rage, Main Street Rag, 2009. 
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