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Welcome to Writer’s Eye 2018  

We invite you to participate in Writer’s Eye 2018, the 32st annual literary competition organized by 
The Fralin Museum of Art at the University of Virginia. Introduced by docents Carole Armstrong and 
Valerie Morris in 1986, this annual ekphrastic writing competition challenges writers of all ages to 
create original poetry and prose inspired by works of art. Over the past three decades, Writer’s Eye has 
become the Museum’s flagship educational program.  
 

What is ekphrasis?  
Both visual art and creative writing are forms of expression that give voice to the human experience, 
and poets have used visual art as inspiration for centuries. The word ekphrasis is a direct transcription 
from the Greek ek, “out of,” and phrasis, meaning “speech” or “expression,” and originally applied to 
verbal description of the visual aspects of a real or imagined object or work of art. Homer’s description 
of Achilles’ shield in Book 18 of the Iliad is the earliest recorded example of ekphrastic writing. Over 
time the concept of ekphrasis evolved from simple description of an artwork to any poetic expression 
or narrative inspired by a work of art. Published in 1820, John Keats’ Ode on a Grecian Urn is one of 
the most famous examples of ekphrastic writing. More recently, poet Jan Greenberg has talked about 
her belief in “the power of art to inspire language,” and author and educator Georgia Heard calls 
language “the poet’s paint.” Thus, ekphrastic writing is an ancient tradition that continues to inspire 
writers today!  
 

About the competition  
Compositions for Writer’s Eye 2018 can be submitted in the categories of Prose or Poetry, for grades 
3–5, 6–8, 9–12, and University/Adult. Entries for grades 3-8 are judged anonymously by panels of 
local teachers and writing professionals. Each year two published writers from Virginia are invited to 
judge the high school and university/adult entries. This year the Distinguished Judge for Poetry is 
award-winning art historian Paul Barolsky, and the Distinguished Judge for Prose will be Jane Alison, 
professor of creative writing at UVA. Winners are honored at a ceremony in the spring, and first, 
second, and third-place winning entries are published in the annual Writer’s Eye anthology. More 
information is available at: www.virginia.edu/artmuseum/edu.  
 

About the selections  
Art selections for Writer’s Eye 2018 have been drawn from a number of special exhibitions on view at 
The Fralin this fall, as well as a few works from the Museum’s permanent collection.  

 
We hope this self-guided tour of this year’s 

Writer’s Eye selections inspires you to make your own contribution 
to the longstanding tradition of ekphrastic writing! 
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Julie Mehretu 
American, b. Ethopia 1970 
Entropia (review), 2004 
 

Lithograph and screenprint on Arches paper,  
33½ x 44 in (85.1 x 111.8 cm)  
Courtesy of Highpoint Editions and Julie Mehretu © 
Julie Mehretu 
 
 
 

 
 
Julie Mehretu 
American, b. Ethopia 1970 
Diffraction, 2005 
 

Sugar-lift aquatint with aquatint, spit-bite aquatint, 
and etching on Japanese gampi paper chine collé, 
35½ x 46¾ in (90.2 x 118.7 cm)  
Courtesy of Highpoint Editions and Julie Mehretu © 
Julie Mehretu 
 

1. Artist Julie Mehretu (born 1970) immigrated to the 
US in 1977 with her American mother and Ethiopian 
father, a geographer who accepted a faculty position at 
Michigan State University. In her work, Mehretu is 
influenced by geography, archaeology, architecture, and 
topography, and utilizes systems of organization such 
as maps, diagrams, cityscapes, and even restaurant 
menus as source material.  
In her print Entropia, Mehretu’s colorful composition is 
characterized by contradictions—ordered chaos, 
soothing vigor, instructive wandering—which create 
aesthetic tension in her work. Mehretu offers us bits of 
the recognizable world, underlined with architectural 
skeletons and weightless atmosphere.  
 

• One definition of entropy is a gradual decline 
into disorder. What do you see here that reflects 
order, and what aspects reflect disorder? 

• Mehretu works in layers. What layers can you 
distinguish in the composition?  

• What sounds might accompany this image? 
 
2. Artist Julie Mehretu (born 1970) received a 
MacArthur Fellowship “Genius Grant” in 2005, the 
same year she created this print, Diffraction. Although 
Mehretu continues to be known primarily for her large-
scale paintings, she also returned to printmaking in the 
early 2000s. She made Diffraction, along with Local 
Calm and Circulation, following the devastation of the 
US gulf coast by hurricanes Katrina and Rita, and 
exhibited the prints as part of the Heavy Weather show 
in San Francisco in 2006. In Diffraction, clusters of 
dark, calligraphic marks draw our attention from 
layered lines and ink marks, curves, and rays of color 
extending from the left side of the composition. 
 

• Look carefully. What, if anything, reminds you 
of “heavy weather?”  

• Diffraction is the physical phenomena when 
light bends, moves, or spreads through space 
because of an obstacle or an opening. Why 
might the artist have entitled this print 
Diffraction? 

• Imagine entering this image—where might you 
go? How might it feel, sound, smell, or taste?  
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Rozeal 
(formally known as iona rozeal brown) 
American, b. 1966 
One for the Money, Two Faux the Show 
(Still Pimpin') after Katsukawa Shun'ei's 
The Actor Ichikawa Komazo III, 2006 
 
Acrylic and gold leaf on panel,  
61 3/8 x 49 1/4 in (155.6 x 125.4 cm) 
Museum purchase with funds from an anonymous 
donor, 2007.1 © Iona Rozeal Brown  
 

 
 
Liliane Lijn 
American, b. 1939 
Koancuts I from the series Koancuts, 1971 
 

Screen print and collage,  
22 x 31 3/8 in (55.9 X 79.7 cm)   
Gift of Dr. Edward Zucker 1980.46.16.1 
© 2018 Liliane Lijn/ Artists Rights Society (ARS), 
New York 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Rozeal (born 1966) is an African-American artist 
and DJ. In her painting, One for the Money, Two Faux 
the Show (Still Pimpin’) after Katsukawa Shun'ei’s 
“The Actor Ichikawa Komazo III,” Rozeal points 
viewers to the complexity of art and cultural 
appropriation. Curious and concerned by the Japanese 
practice of Ganguro— translatable as “blackface”—
Rozeal raises complex questions around race and 
identity. She has said: “Being African-American, I’m 
flattered that our music and style is so influential, but I 
have to say that I find the ganguro obsession with 
blackness pretty weird, and a little offensive. My 
paintings come out of trying to make sense of this 
appropriation.”  
 

• Look closely—what do you notice about the 
figure’s clothing and accessories?  

• Look again—what assumptions, interests, or 
personal connections shape the way you see 
this?  

• What other perspectives can you look at this 
from, and how might a different perspective 
shape the way you understand this painting? 
 

 
 
4. Liliane Lijn (born 1939) is an American-born artist 
currently working in London. Renowned for her work 
with kinetic text—machines that move and project 
words and poetry—Lijn’s artworks address the 
intersections of art, science, technology, poetry, and 
Zen Buddhism. Once an artist in residence for the 
Space Science Laboratory and a collaborator with 
NASA, Lijn has said: “I often make use of new 
technologies to create works that represent the world as 
energy. A constant dialogue between opposites, my 
sculptures use light and motion to transform themselves 
from solid to void, opaque to transparent, formal to 
organic.” In Zen Buddhism, a Koan is a story or 
question meant to provoke doubt. Lijn made this print 
at the same time as a series of conical sculptures 
inspired by the vertically stacked umbrella forms of 
Buddhist votive stupas. 
 

• Look carefully at the shapes in Koancuts I. Can 
you imagine these shapes as interactive 
sculptures?  

• If a Koan is a story or question meant to 
provoke doubt, how might these shapes create a 
sense of doubt or disbelief? 
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Nancy Graves 
American, 1939-1995 
Il Fra Mauro Region of the Moon, 1972 
 
Lithograph on Arches cover white paper,  
22½ x 30 in (57.2 x 76.2cm) 
Museum purchase 2000.13.2 
© 2018 Nancy Graves / Artists Rights Society 
(ARS), New York 
 
 

 
 
Becky Suss 
American b.1980 
Home Office, 2016 
 

Oil on canvas, 84¼ x 59¾ in (214 x 151.76 cm) 
Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, 
New York  
© Becky Suss 
 
 

5. Like Lijn, internationally known painter and sculptor 
Nancy Graves (1939-1995) was interested in the 
intersection of science and art, and inspired by natural 
history, archaeology, and topography. In 1972, Graves 
made her first series of prints. Using material from 
maps, charts, and satellite imagery of the moon, 
Graves’ work questions ideas about realism and 
abstraction. What is a map but a representation of 3-D 
space in two dimensions? Here Graves abstracts further 
what is already abstracted, a specific sight in space. 
Taking the cartography and geography of the actual site 
of the Apollo 14 moon landing, Graves uses a pointillist 
technique to create a bright cacophony of color. Her 
title, Il Fra Maura Region of the Moon, is what grounds 
us to the source. 
 

• Are there aspects of this image that remind you 
of a map?  

• Lunar landscapes are often seen in light and 
shadow, white and black. What here, if 
anything, reminds you of the moon?  

• List ten words or phrases to describe this work 
of art. Use these words to create a simple 
descriptive sentence or poem.   

 
6. Becky Suss (born 1980) is an American artist from 
Philadelphia, PA. This painting is part of Suss’ 
Homemaker series, large-scale paintings of interiors 
that equate women with the domestic sphere, and 
challenge traditional notions of gender and power. She 
uses flattened space and specific art and craft objects to 
create imagined portraits of spaces that exist in her 
memory. In Home Office, Suss depicts collections; 
books and objects organized on the shelves of a room. 
While the objects are specific—an antique glove mold, 
geodes and fossils, even a replica of Earl Cunningham’s 
landscape painting, The Big Storm—the books are 
without titles. The objects in Home Office are both 
specific and vague, much like our memories.   
 

• Create an inventory of what you see. What 
categories might you use in order to group the 
objects? 

• What can you imagine about the person who 
uses this space? How do they dress? What do 
they do? What do they say? 

• Do you collect anything? How do you organize 
and display your collection? 
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Daniel Rich 
b. Germany, 1977 
Stadium, 2012 
 
Acrylic on Dibond,  
81 x 59 in (205.74 x 149.86 cm) 
The Alfond Collection of Contemporary Art, Cornell 
Fine Arts Museum, Rollins College, 2013.34.92. 
Courtesy of the artist and Peter Blum Gallery, New 
York, NY. 
 

 
 
Njideka Akunyili Crosby    
b. Nigeria, 1983 
Home: As You See Me, 2017 
 
Acrylic, transfers, colored pencil, charcoal, collage 
and commemorative fabric on paper,  
84 x 83 ¼ in (213.36 x 211.45 cm)  
Courtesy of the artist and Victoria Miro 
London/Venice © Njideka Akunyili Crosby 
 
 

7. Painter Daniel Rich was born in Germany in 1977, 
and relocated to the southern United States at age 19. 
Rich’s paintings focus exclusively on the built 
architectural environment, devoid of people. He states 
that he is “interested in the highly symbolic role 
architecture plays in politics and its power to function 
as an icon of our lived experience.” In this painting, 
Rich takes the viewer inside “The Big Eye,” the 
stadium constructed for the 2012 FIFA World Cup 
Soccer Tournament in Japan. With detailed precision 
and unexpected texture, Rich re-creates a vast space 
devoid of people, but full of windows, stairs, handrails, 
and innumerable stadium seats.  
   

• What do you notice about the stadium? What 
puzzles you about the space?  

• Imagine entering the stadium. What can you see 
from your vantage point? Are you alone or in a 
crowd? What are you watching, if anything?  

• What happens to a World Cup stadium when the 
crowds leave? Rich calls stadiums like this one 
“instantaneous ruins.” What do you think should 
happen to buildings created for a specific event 
after the event concludes?  

 
8. Njideka Akunyili Crosby (b. 1983) is a Nigerian 
artist currently working in the United States, who won a 
MacArthur Fellowship “Genius Grant” in 2017. 
Renowned for the specific ways she addresses her 
immigrant experience in her artwork, Akunyili Crosby 
creates mixed-media paintings of interiors using found 
images, fabric, personal family photographs, and details 
from Nigeria and America to populate domestic spaces. 
In Home: As You See Me, she invites us to enter a living 
room where images of her mother—prominent Nigerian 
politician Dora Akunyili— adorn the background wall, 
squishy golden-colored couches beckon us to sit, and 
photocopied images of Nigerian life—kitchen still-lifes, 
group photos, print advertisements—crowd the floor 
and wall.  
   

• Look carefully. What details do you notice 
about this painting? What details are repeated? 

• What might you ask the artist, Njideka 
Akunyili Crosby, if you had an opportunity to 
talk to her? 

• How might this artwork, the materials and 
processes, mirror the immigrant experience? 

• Do the furnishings of this room remind you of 
other rooms you have been in? 
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Jaune Quick-to-See Smith 
Confederated Salish and Kootenai Nation, b. 
Montana, 1940 
I See Red: Salmon Recovery?, 1992  
Acrylic, charcoal, and collage on paper,  
44 7/8 x 32 ¾ in (114 x 83.2 cm) 
Museum purchase with the Curriculum Support Fund, 
1999.24. Courtesy of the artist and Garth Greenan Gallery, 
New York  
© Jaune Quick-to-See Smith 
 

 
 
Teri Greeves 
Khoiye-goo (Kiowa), b. Wyoming, 1970 
Sunboy’s Women, 2011 
 

Glass beads, wood beads, Swarovski crystals on raw 
silk, canvas, wood, 
72 x 72 in (182.9 x 182.9 cm) 
Courtesy of the artist 
© Teri Greeves 
 
 

 
9. Jaune Quick-to-See Smith (born 1940) is a world-
renowned artist and activist. A member of the 
Confederated Salish and Kootenai Nation, Smith was 
born on the Flathead Reservation in western Montana. I 
See Red: Salmon Recovery? is a part of Smith’s I See 
Red series, made in response to the 500-year 
anniversary of Columbus landing in America. In this 
series, Smith uses red paint repeatedly, and refuses to 
satisfy the viewer with easily understandable imagery. 
In I See Red: Salmon Recovery? the Flathead Indian 
Reservation newspaper, The Char-Koosta News is 
central to the composition; surrounded and overlaid by 
paint and charcoal drawings of pictographic shapes and 
abstracted forms.   
 

• Notice the details in this work on paper.  Do 
you recognize any of the shapes or forms?  

• Newspaper text features prominently in this 
work. What themes or events in the headlines 
stand out to you?  

• In what ways is this art political? What is the 
legacy of Columbus’ invasion of America? 

 
10. Teri Greeves (born 1970) is an award-winning 
Kiowa beadworker. Working within a long tradition of 
women’s artistic achievement, Greeves’ beadwork 
creates strongly graphic imagery that tells stories about 
historical and contemporary Native American 
experiences, often delivered with a sharp sense of 
humor. In Sunboy’s Women, Greeves uses raw silk, 
glass and wooden beads, and Swarovski crystals to 
convey the story of Sunboy. In the Kiowa oral tradition, 
Sunboy is the son of an earth mother and sky father. His 
mother is killed as she tries to escape back to earth, and 
he is raised by his adopted grandmother, Spiderwoman. 
The women are situated across colored silk, within a 
delicately beaded hand. Attached is the story of Sunboy 
in the artist’s words. 
  

• Describe the materials of this artwork. What 
details do you notice about them?  

• What similarities and differences do you notice 
when you compare Sunboy’s Women to the 
nearby Kiowa cradleboards?  

• Read the story provided and look again at the 
object. What emotions or feelings does the story 
evoke for you? What family stories are of great 
importance to you? 
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Georgia O'Keeffe 
American, 1887-1986 
Pattern of Leaves, 1923 
Oil on canvas, 22 1/8 x 18 1/8 in (56.2 x 46 cm) 
 
The Phillips Collection, Washington, DC. 
© 2018 The Georgia O'Keeffe Museum / Artists 
Rights Society (ARS), New York 
 
 

 
 
Georgia O’Keeffe 
American, 1887-1986 
Anything, 1916 
Oil on board  
20 x 15 ¾ in (50.8 x 40 cm) 
Georgia O'Keeffe Museum, gift of The Georgia 
O'Keeffe Foundation, 2006.05.029 	
© 2018 Georgia O'Keeffe Museum /	Artist Rights 
Society (ARS), New York 
 
 
 
 

11. Georgia O’Keeffe (1887-1986) is one of the most 
original and dynamic American artists of the twentieth 
century. O’Keeffe is recognized for her ability to draw 
from the natural world—depicting landscapes, 
magnified flowers, or animal skulls—to construct 
sensuous abstract paintings. She famously said, 
“Nobody sees a flower really; it is so small. We haven’t 
time, and to see takes time—like to have a friend takes 
time.” In Pattern of Leaves, the stark edges of a dark 
maroon leaf contrast with the subtle grays of the leaves 
beneath, while a thin strip of yellow peeks from a tear 
like a streak of lightning.   
 

• Focus on the lines in the painting—what do you 
notice about the edges of the shapes? We’re told 
they are leaves, but what else might they remind 
you of?  

• Wonder about the use of yellow in the center of 
the composition—what might that be? How 
would the painting be different if the color 
yellow was absent? 

 
 
 
12. Georgia O’Keeffe (1887-1986) was born the oldest 
of seven children in Prairie, Wisconsin, and always 
knew she would be an artist. O’Keeffe spent several 
summers in Charlottesville, where her mother ran a 
boarding house on Wertland Street. In 1912, she 
attended summer art classes with UVA Professor Alon 
Bement and spent subsequent summers until 1916 
teaching art classes at UVA. The painting, Anything, is 
dated 1916, and was likely made during her time in 
Charlottesville. Large green and red shapes—
reminiscent of trees or a landscape—hover and pulsate 
in the picture plane, almost glowing in bold color.  

 
• This painting’s title is Anything. What might 

you call this painting if you were to give it a 
new title?  

• Look carefully. Find ten descriptive words to 
capture what interests you about this painting. 
Use a variety of words; verbs, nouns, and 
adjectives.   

• Spend more time than you would usually spend 
looking at Anything. What do you see when you 
look deeply? 
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Jamie Wyeth 
American, b. 1946 
Man Reading, Monhegan, 1974 
 

Watercolor on paper mounted on the artist’s 
construction, 21½ x 30 in (54. 6 x 76.2 cm) 
Collection of W. Heywood Fralin  
and Cynthia Kerr Fralin   
© 2018 Jamie Wyeth / Artists Rights Society (ARS), 
New York 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Edward Potthast 
American, 1857-1927 
The Balloon Vendor, c.1910 
 

Oil on canvas, 30 x 40 in (76.2 x 101.6 cm)  
Collection of W. Heywood Fralin  
and Cynthia Kerr Fralin 
 

13. Jamie Wyeth (born 1946), is an American artist 
from a long line of painters; his grandfather, N.C. 
Wyeth, was a famous illustrator, and his father, Andrew 
Wyeth, is one of the most famous American painters of 
the 20th century, and he studied painting with his aunt, 
Carolyn Wyeth, also a painter. The Wyeths lived and 
painted in both central Pennsylvania and coastal Maine, 
and the landscapes of these areas figure prominently in 
their work. In this watercolor, Man Reading, 
Monhegan, Wyeth depicts the exterior of a sun-
drenched coastal building, with a rocky outcropping in 
the immediate foreground and washes of blue ocean 
and sky in the background. Look carefully to discover 
the man reading. 
  

• What details do you notice about the setting of 
this watercolor? Imagine visiting this space—
what might it sound, smell, or taste like? 

• Let your imagination fill in the blanks with the 
elements of a story—what is the man reading? 
Who does the house belong to? What might the 
rest of the house look like? 

 
 
14. American Impressionist Edward Potthast (1857-
1927) was a prolific painter of scenes from Central 
Park, and the beaches of New York and New England. 
Once a lithographer, Potthast studied in Munich, 
Antwerp, and Paris. Upon his return to the U.S., 
Potthast embraced the thick application of color so 
beloved by the impressionists. In this painting, The 
Balloon Vendor, a small child toddles across bluish 
sand, and groups of figures recline along the seashore, 
shielded from the sun by their hats. In the background, 
a distant figure holds out a balloon.  
 

• Notice the lines in the painting—look for the 
shore line, the horizon line, and the lines of 
shadow across the sand.   

• Potthast is known for picking curious vantage 
points from which to paint—what do you notice 
about the perspective of this painting?  

• Does this painting remind you of a place you’ve 
been or an experience you’ve had? 

• Imagine a conversation between the figures in 
this painting—what are they talking about? 
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Sunboy’s Women 
 
Sunboy’s mother was an earth woman and his father was the Sun.  His father was a jealous man and 
didn’t want his wife to return to her people.  She lived alone with him and her son in the sky world.  She 
was lonely and missed her family. 
 
When she finally plotted her escape through the clouds and back to earth, she failed.  The rope she tied 
around herself and her child was too short and they were left dangling from the sky only to be discovered 
by her husband upon his return.  He was very angry and enraged; he threw a rawhide wheel at her and 
killed her.  She fell to the earth, dead.  Her baby was alive but now an orphan, his mother was dead and 
his father had abandoned him.   
 
Sunboy was left in this new world to nurse on his dead mother’s breast. 
 
Eventually he found Spider Woman’s camp next to a river.  She was an old lady and she knew who he 
was, the son of the Sun and an earth woman.  Half from this world and half from that world.  Eventually, 
he trusted her and she became his Taah, his grandma.  She raised him like only a grandma can.  She 
loved him like only a grandma can.  He became strong and powerful and eventually became the Sun 
Boys, two men, two halves of the same self. 
 
The Sun Boys’ story is as old as the beginning of our time yet it is a story I have heard many times 
among my own family and friends.  How many people do I know who were raised by their grandmas?  
How many people do I know whose father could not be a good father?  Whose mother was not able to be 
there for them?  Who were abandoned, orphaned and raised by the elders? 
 
The Sun Boys are us. 
 

¾ Teri Greeves 
2011 

Kiowa 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sunboy’s Women ©Teri Greeves, 2011 
 


