
“IMAGINING THE LEMON” 
 
INTRODUCTION 
A good story or poem is often made better by the incorporation of sensual detail and 
imagery. I like to begin a class early in the semester (or session) by having the students close 
their eyes and imagine a lemon. I ask them to think about its color and contours, its heft and 
aroma. Then I ask them to keep their eyes closed as I move to describing the particulars of 
the taste of a lemon, the sharp tang of its juice, its tear-inducing tartness. I then ask them if 
they’ve noticed that they have started to salivate. Chances are, they have. I then explain how 
the brain’s power of sensory suggestion keys their flavor receptors into being fooled that 
they are about to eat a lemon. Ta-da! The power of sensory description. 
 
CLASS DISCUSSION  
The importance of sensory detail extends to all facets of writing, from poetry and prose to 
academic and prosaic writing. A writer's ability to create a memorable story or striking poem 
has a lot to do with the ways in which the writing engages with the five senses. When 
sensory details are used, readers can personally experience the specific experience or effect 
that is being described, reminding them of their own experiences, thus lending the piece of 
writing a universal feel and allowing the reader to connect with the piece on the page. 
 
Enmeshed in this discussion of sensory detail, I often like to describe the phenomena of 
synesthesia to my students. I go on to explain that writers employ this device to be creative 
in communicating their ideas to the readers, while helping to make their ideas more vivid 
and adding more layers of meaning to a text for the readers’ pleasure. By blending different 
senses, writers make their works more interesting and appealing. 
 
I then ask the students for examples of sentences that lack sensory details then ask them the 
addition of sight, smell, taste, sound or texture enrich a piece. Now for synesthesia—how 
have they maybe used the concept in their lives without knowing what it was called? 
 
CLOSE READING 
Here, I’ll pull out several pieces by traditional and contemporary poets and writers that play 
with sensory detail and synesthesia. We’ll look at Robert Hayden’s “Those Winter Sundays” 
to introduce students to the use of sensory detail to enrich a poem and enliven the poetic 
moment. We will also look at the opening scene of Jessica Shattuck’s story “Bodies” to 
discuss the ways in which sensory details may be used in fresh, unexpected ways to heighten 
the text’s imagery. We’ll then examine Emily Dickinson’s poem “I Heard a Fly Buzz,” as 
well, we’ll look at a translation of Arthur Rimbaud’s “Vowels” to talk about how a sound can 
have associative colors. 
 
We’ll discuss these examples, which will then lead to a discussion of the ways in which we 
may use sensory details in our everyday lives to enrich our own experiences and storytelling. 
 
 
 
 
EXERCISE 



The exercise for this lesson is in two parts: First, I will spread out a range of paint chips and 
ask each student to select a color that speaks to them. Once their selection has been made, I 
will ask students to take out a piece of paper and fold it lengthwise to make three columns. 
In the first column, I will ask them to write down 10 synonyms for their color—if it is a 
redish hue they might write “crimson” or “apple red”—and number them one to 10. Next, 
in the second column, I will ask them to write down 10 tastes or flavors and number them. 
In the last column, they will write down 10 sounds.  
 
I will then ask them for students to call out a number, between one and 10. I will do this 
three times. The resultant combination will be a snippet of synesthesia that they will be asked 
to incorporate into a poem or piece of flash fiction. I’ll give the students about a half hour to 
work on their writing. 
 
The students will read their poems or flash fiction pieces out loud; after each reading, the 
class will give feedback on their favorite aspects of each piece. 
 
NOTES 
This lesson works especially well in the beginning or middle of the semester, when students 
are being introduced to the importance of the fundamentals of writing creatively. 
Furthermore, engaging in and sharing the exercise helps to build a sense of community 
where students might be first getting to know one another. 
 
This exercise runs about two hours. 
 


