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Welcome to Writer’s Eye 2019  
We invite you to participate in Writer’s Eye 2019 , the 33 rd 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 2019 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 poet Gregory Orr, and the Distinguished Judge for Prose is Micheline Aharonian 
Marcom, 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: https://uvafralinartmuseum.virginia.edu .  
 

About the selections  
Art selections for Writer’s Eye 2019 have been drawn from an exhibition organized by the National 
Museum of Mexican Art in Chicago— Time to Get Ready: Fotografía Social —as well two other 
exhibitions, Otherwise and Asian Art from the Permanent and Select Private Collections , and the 
museum’s permanent collection. 

 
 

 
We hope these Writer’s Eye  selections  

inspire you to make your own contribution 
to the longstanding tradition of ekphrastic writing! 
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Torii Kotondo  
Japanese, 1900-1976 
Misty Spring (Obror Haru), 1933 
Color woodblock print, 
15⅞ x 10 in (40.39 x 25.4 cm) 
Courtesy of Eugene Pollock Collection 
 
 

 
Nakabayashi Chikkei  
Japanese, 1816-1867  
Scholar in a Mountainous Landscape, n.d.  

Ink and slight color on paper, mounted on silk, 
53¼ x 23 in (135.26 x 58.42 cm) 
The Fralin Museum of Art at the University of 
Virginia, Museum purchase, 1982.88.1 

 
1. Torii Kotondo (1900-1976) was a Japanese 
printmaker and a master of bijin-ga , paintings of 
beautiful women. Moku-hanga , translated to English as 
“woodblock print,” has a rich tradition in Japanese art. 
The multi-step, collaborative process begins with an 
artist producing a design in ink on a thin paper proof for 
the printing workshop. Next, a carver copies the design 
through a laborious process of high-precision carving 
into a wooden surface. Each color required a carved 
block of the same design. The printer then transfers 
each layer, first the outline of the design in black ink, 
then each individual color. In Misty Spring , we see an 
elegantly dressed young woman in a colorfully 
patterned kimono, with delicate kanzashis , Japanese 
hairpins, ornamenting her elaborate hairstyle.  
 

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

● Look again—what do you notice about the 
figure’s facial expression and body language?  

● Imagine you could ask this woman about her 
life—what might you ask her?  
 
 

2. Scholar in a Mountainous Landscape is a kakejiku or 
“hanging scroll” by Japanese artist Nakabayashi 
Chikkei (1816-1867). With its pastoral setting and 
expressive brushstrokes, this painting represents the 
Nanga “Southern Painting” School tradition from the 
Edo Period (1600-1868) in Japan. Nanga School 
paintings focused on nature and introspection, and 
modified Chinese literati painting ( wenrenhua ) 
techniques. The ideal Nanga artist aspired to personal 
expression of a state of inner quietude through their 
painting, and sought to successfully “distance the 
viewer from the object in order to create the 
contemplative space.” 
 

● Look closely—how has the artist used 
brushstrokes to portray the richness of the 
landscape? 

● Can you see the scholar? What do you notice 
about the figure? 

● What parts of this landscape look realistic or 
unrealistic to you? 
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Suzanne McClelland 
American, b. 1959 
Blind Contour (Supine Spot),  2009  
Pastel, acrylic and oil on canvas, 
72 x 72 in, (182.9 x 182.9 cm) 
The Fralin Museum of Art at the University of 
Virginia, Gift of Sue Scott and Michael C. Stanley in 
honor of University of Virginia President Teresa 
Sullivan, 2018.6 © Suzanne McClelland, Courtesy 
Shane Campbell Gallery, Chicago 
 
 

 
Allison Saar 
American, b. 1956 
Snake Man , 1994 
Woodcut and lithograph, 
28 x 37¼ in (72.12 x 94.62 cm) 
The Fralin Museum of Art at the University of 
Virginia, Museum purchase with support from the 
FUNd, 1995.5.2 © Allison Saar, Courtesy LA 
Louver Gallery, Los Angeles 
 
 
 
 

3. American artist Suzanne McClelland  (born 1959) 
specializes in large-scale abstract painting. In Blind 
Contour (Supine Spot) , McClelland embraces the 
inexactness of blind contour drawing—usually 
employed as a technique to teach drawing—as an 
element of her painting. McClelland drew inspiration 
from Robert Lopshire’s Put Me in the Zoo , a children’s 
book featuring a yellow dog-like creature covered in 
magical spots. The pastel smudges and lines of Blind 
Contour (Supine Spot)  emulate the crayon-like 
illustrations in Lopshire’s book. McClelland described 
the work as “a combination of marks and stains and 
smudges and spills—all those things that can be 
considered mistakes,” and turned those marks into 
figures, shapes, and words hidden among the lines and 
colors. 
 

● Describe the different kinds of marks you see. 
● Write five words or phrases about McLelland’s 

use of shape or color. 
● Use these words and phrases to create a simple 

descriptive sentence or poem. 
 
4. Snake Man  by American artist Allison Saar (born 
1956) reflects the artist’s concern with themes related to 
the African diaspora. The image points viewers to 
multiple cultural references—West-African masks, 
Greek kouros  figures, and the biblical creation story. 
Inspired by her 1985 sculpture Snake Charmer, Saar 
made this richly textured print using two different 
print-making techniques—woodcut and lithograph. The 
figure’s empty eye sockets, cropped head, and cracked 
skin evoke a mask-like quality, while its jagged teeth 
grip the snake firmly and invite viewers to wonder what 
their relationship might be. Saar said, “I wanted to 
make art that told a story; that would engage people. I 
wanted them to be moved by my work, whether it was 
specifically what my intentions were, or not, did not 
matter.” 
 

● How do you imagine the relationship between 
the figure and the snake? 

● Notice the different textures created in the 
print—how might those textures contribute to 
an overall mood or feeling? 

● Use your observations and imagination to 
create  Snake Man ’s story. 

4 
 



 
Maria Varela 
American, b. 1940 
SNCC Cultural Worker,  Children Learning 
‘Black is Beautiful’ through African roots 
Canton, Mississippi, 1966 
Archival inkjet print, 24 x 30 in (60.96 x 76.2 cm) 
© Maria Varela, Courtesy of the artist and the 
National Museum of Mexican Art 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Maria Varela 
American, b. 1940 
Hand Spinning, Village of Los Ojos, NM 
1985 

Archival inkjet print, 24⅛ x 30⅛ in (61.28 x 76.52 
cm) 
© Maria Varela, Courtesy of the artist and the 
National Museum of Mexican Art 

5. In 1965, Maria Varela (born 1940) was the only 
Latina and woman staff photographer for the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). Initially 
assigned to Selma, Alabama, to help organize a voter 
literacy program, Varela then moved to Mississippi to 
develop “reading materials portraying African 
American heroes.” She quickly realized she would need 
photographs to illustrate the literacy manuals and found 
“nothing in the published world that showed black 
people taking leadership to change their communities.” 
As a result, she spent a week in New Orleans with 
SNCC photographer Matt Heron, learning how to “to 
shoot and to print.” Her photos of Deep South 
communities marching, organizing, and building black 
political power are a priceless archive of events and 
people who struggled in this chapter of the U.S. Civil 
Rights Movement.  
 

● What do you notice about the facial expressions 
and body language of the people in this picture? 

● What can you see in the photograph’s 
background that tells you where the figures are? 

● Imagine the daily activities, thoughts, and 
feelings of one of the figures in the photograph. 

 
6. Starting in 1967, Maria Varela devoted herself to 
photographing the New Mexico Land Grant movement, 
which advocated for the repatriation of traditional 
lands, Native and Mexican American citizenship, 
economic equality, and cultural preservation. In this 
image, Varela captures a cluster of five hands from four 
people illuminated by intense sunlight as they jointly 
engage in hand-spinning wool into yarn. Preserving and 
documenting traditional farming practices such as 
raising and shearing sheep, and processing, spinning 
and weaving wool were an integral part of the New 
Mexico Land Grant movement’s activities. As Varela 
said, “African Americans, Native Americans and 
Mexicanos are, at origin, ‘people of the land’. We have 
no future in this country or on this continent if we lose 
our homelands.”  
 

● Describe the light in this photograph. 
● Imagine the conversation that would take place 

between the people in this picture. 
● What other scenes can you imagine where 

people use their hands to complete tasks 
together? 
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Kiki Smith 
American, b. 1954 
For David Wojnarowicz , 2000 
Etching, drypoint, and aquatint, edition 10/75 
23¼ x 19¼ in (59.1 x 48.9 cm) 
The Fralin Museum of Art at the University of 
Virginia, Gift of the Mad Tom Society, 2016.5 
© Kiki Smith, Courtesy Pace Gallery 
 

 
 
Fred Wilson 
American, b. 1954 
Arise!, 2014 
Spit bite aquatint in black and direct gravure,  
edition 5/25, 33½ x 37⅞ in (85.09 x 96.2 cm) 
The Fralin Museum of Art at the University of 
Virginia, Bequest of Suzanne Foley, 2007.7.46 
© Fred Wilson, Courtesy Pace Gallery 
 
 
 

7. American artist Kiki Smith  (b. 1956) is well-known 
for her sculptural and pictorial investigation of the body 
and the natural world. This print is dedicated to the 
American artist and activist David Wojnarowicz, who 
died from AIDS-related complications. Smith and 
Wojnarowicz were friends and collaborators. In this 
print, Smith renders two invertebrates in great detail but 
out of scale. An octopus occupies the upper register of 
the print, its tentacles sprawled akimbo. Below, there is 
a spider with four appendages extending from either 
side of the thorax, and a small white flower in the 
center. Smith reused an old etching plate for this print, 
and faint remnants of the prior image can be seen 
throughout. Of this, Smith says,  “I like that you can have 
this energy come into [the work] that you yourself could 
never do alone.” 
  

● Look carefully—what similarities do you notice 
between the spider and the octopus?  

● Look again—what details do you notice about 
the bodies of the creatures?  

● What “energy,” if any, do you see in this image? 
 

8. Fred Wilson (b. 1954) is a contemporary 
African-American artist who uses curation and 
institutional criticism to create his art. His installations 
challenge typical museum narratives by juxtaposing 
seemingly benign objects, like silver serving pieces, 
with symbols of racial oppression, like slave shackles. 
Arise! is an example of Wilson’s printmaking, and it 
too inspires critical thinking. Wilson chose this etching 
method out of an interest in oil, ink, tar, and those 
substances’ connections to Blackness in Western 
culture. Surrounding the black ink spots, ten 
conversation bubbles feature quotations spoken by 
fictional black characters created by white authors. 
Wilson calls these characters “surrogates for the 
representation of blackness in Western culture.” He 
encourages the viewer to challenge characters like 
Othello and Tituba, and contend with their cultural 
significance. 
  

● Read the quotations carefully. What biases do 
you notice, and how do they make you feel? 

● Can you arrange these conversation bubbles 
into a dialogue between two characters? What 
is the result? 

● What “hidden histories” does Arise! reveal? 
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