Ekphrasis – Writing and the Visual Arts

‘Ekphrasis’ is a Greek term first denoting poetry or poetic writing that is either inspired by or concerned with the visual and plastic arts. Indeed, the Greek poet Simonides characterised painting as mute poetry, poetry as a speaking picture, highlighting the dialogue that has long existed between the two art forms.
Below, I have attempted to differentiate between some of the approaches taken by writers when responding to a painting or other artwork, although it should be made clear that each writer’s response tends to be highly individual and this is, therefore, by no means an exhaustive list:

Descriptive: Most examples of ekphrasis will make at least some attempt to convey to the reader what it is that the artist sees when s/he looks at the artwork that is her subject (which may not necessarily be identical with what the reader sees). In its simplest form, then, ekphrasis attempts to translate visual images into expressive language, but there is always a danger with such an approach of becoming merely mechanical or crudely reductive. A painting, after all, can rarely be reduced to a collection of brushstrokes on a piece of stretched canvas. Ekphrasis attempts to go beyond mere description by contributing to, or merely highlighting, the suggestiveness and complexity of successful works of art.

Meditative: The fact that people can sit or stand for many minutes (sometimes hours) in front of a particular painting or object suggests that visual art can act powerfully on our imaginations, provoking reflection and contemplation at some deep level. Many writers amplify this tendency in their responses by taking their chosen artwork as the starting point for a meditation on the issues, concepts, or ideas that it suggests to them.

Elaboratory: Another way of expanding upon the suggestive hints and glimpses that visual artworks often present to us is by focusing upon some small detail or minor character in a larger ensemble and bringing this aspect of the work to the foreground of your written narrative. In this way, writers may often delve deep into the recesses and gloomy backgrounds of a painting in order to unearth some hidden significance or to provide an energising shift in perspective. Similarly, by providing the subject of the painting (a female nude, for example) with a voice some writers have produced responses that effectively subvert the authority of artistic control and voyeuristic scrutiny.

Critical/Interrogative: Rather than simply describing what appears before them, many writers set out to engage more deeply with the work of art that is their subject, raising questions about composition, technique, intention and effect, and often posing these questions, either directly or indirectly, to the artist herself. In effect, then, this sort of response opens a dialogue between two artists (who may be both geographically and Historically distanced from one another) working in different mediums but often struggling with similar dilemmas or preoccupations.

In each case, it may be worth stressing the fact that ekphrasis does not merely involve a ‘response’ but often calls for a ‘translation’ or ‘transformation’. That is to say, that in making a visual artwork speak the writer is also often called upon to introduce some element of estrangement or shift in perspective so that the reader is forced to look at the artwork anew.

