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Welcome to Writer’s Eye 2020  

We invite you to participate in Writer’s Eye 2020, the 34th 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 three decades, Writer’s Eye has become the museum’s flagship educational program, 
inspiring generations of writers as a mainstay of school curricula throughout central 
Virginia. 
 

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 2020 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 Lauren K. Alleyne and the 
Distinguished Judge for Prose will be announced soon. 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  
This year we have selected three artworks located in the community, as well as six art works 
from The Fralin’s permanent collection. As The Fralin remains closed this fall for pre-
planned work by the University, all tours will be conducted virtually, and we are pleased to 
supply you with on-line resources to support your creative writing process. 

 
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! 

 



 3 

 
 

Alice Baber 
American, 1928-1982 
Hunt in the Mountain #1, 1972 
Oil on canvas, 14 x 12 inches (35.6 x 30.5 cm) 
The Fralin Museum of Art at the University of Virginia 
Bequest of Buzz Miller. The Alan Groh-Buzz Miller 
Collection, 1999.12.1 © Alice Baber Art Fund, Inc. 
 

 
 

Albrecht Dürer 
German, 1471-1528 
Rhinoceros, 1515  
(third edition printed 1540-1550) 
Woodcut on paper, 10 x 12 inches (25.4 x 30.5 cm) 
The Fralin Museum of Art at the University of Virginia 
Gift of the Honorable Hugh S. Cumming, 1982.30.5 

1. Alice Baber (1928-1982), was an American artist 
who experimented with color and abstraction, and 
likened her “color hunger,” to the hunger of plants for 
light. Look with intention at each of the colors in her 
painting, Hunt in the Mountain #1, noticing where 
colors are repeated and where colors overlap. At first 
glance, this painting may look like a mass of shapes 
and colors. Look further. The shapes vary in 
translucence and opacity, almost like washes of 
watercolor. Baber achieved this effect with oil paint by 
using turpentine to “lift” areas of color. In an interview 
about her career, she said, “I feel that an abstract 
painting is outer space, and I am in front of it, 
suspended in outer space…There is a sense of infinity, 
which I like very much. And I like the idea of infinity 
coming way forward, so that you have reverse 
infinity.” 
 

• What emotions or feelings would you assign to 
the colors in this painting, Hunt in the Mountain 
#1? 

• Baber said some of her paintings contain “an 
atmospheric wind moving the other colors and 
shapes around.” What do you think? What 
forces might create movement in this painting? 

 
 
2. This woodcut print by the German artist Albrecht 
Dürer (1471-1528) tells the story (in German!) of a 
Rhinoceros that traveled to Portugal as a gift from the 
Sultan of Cambay in India. The animal made a huge 
impression when it arrived in Portugal, and its fame 
spread all the way to Germany, Spain, France, and 
Italy. The rhinoceros was examined by scientists and 
scholars, and a study of the unusual creature was 
shared throughout Europe. Without ever seeing the 
animal, Dürer created this woodcut from a written 
description sent to him by a friend: “It has the color of 
a toad and is covered and well protected with thick 
scales, and in size it is as large as an elephant…” 
 

• What details do you notice in this print? What 
similes could you use to describe some of those 
details? (i.e., The rhino’s hide is as hard as a 
seashell…) 

• Compare and contrast this print with a 
photograph of an Indian rhinoceros. What 
details are accurate? What details did Dürer 
create from his own imagination?  
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Roy Dean De Forest  
American, 1930-2007 
Gimme the Baton Maestro, ca. 1965 
Mixed media on canvas 
64 13/16 x 47 inches (164.6 x 119.4 cm) 
The Fralin Museum of Art at the University of Virginia 
Bequest of Suzanne Foley, 2007.7.13 
© Estate of Roy De Forest/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY 
 

 
 

Sam Gilliam 
American, b. 1933 
In Celebration, 1987 
Screenprint on paper, 32 x 40 inches (81.3 x 101.6 cm)  
The Fralin Museum of Art at the University of Virginia 
Bequest of Suzanne Foley, 2007.7.33 
© 2020 Sam Gilliam / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York 

3. Roy Dean De Forest (1930-2007) described himself 
as “an eccentric individual creating fantasy art with the 
amazing intention of totally building a miniature 
cosmos into which the artful alchemist could retire with 
all his friends, animals and paraphernalia.” An 
American artist and teacher living and working in the 
San Franciscio Bay area, De Forest experimented with 
combinations of materials and techniques. He often put 
sand, rocks and other textural materials into his acrylic 
paints. In this painting, Gimme the Baton Maestro, we 
see one of his “miniature cosmos.” This painting is 
dense with marks, patterns, organic shapes of various 
sizes, and repeated lines and colors. The repetition of 
lines and curved shapes creates a kind of rhythm. 
While the forms are mostly abstracted, some of the 
shapes look like electrical circuits, railroad tracks, or 
trails seen from a birds-eye view. 
 

• How might the title, Gimme the Baton Maestro, 
be related to your observations?  

• If you turned on the sound in this painting, what 
might you hear? 

• Look carefully. Write down 10 nouns to 
describe objects, colors, or shapes you see in 
this painting.  

• Look again. Write down 10 adjectives to 
describe the details you see. Mix up those 
nouns and adjectives to create an original poem.   

 
4. Sam Gilliam (b. 1933) grew up in Louisville, 
Kentucky, the seventh of eight siblings. He studied art 
at University of Louisville as part of the second class of 
Black undergraduate students. He taught art, served in 
the U.S Army, and made a lasting impact on the art 
world as part of the Washington Color School. An 
active contemporary artist, Sam Gilliam continues to 
experiment with materials, techniques, and tools—
including a garden rake—to create new artworks. This 
screen print, In Celebration, records evidence of 
Gilliam’s creative process in the scratched, spattered, 
and speckled colors, and epitomizes his focus on 
geometric shapes and structures, and experimentation 
with texture. 
 

• Look with intention at the lines in this print. 
What do you notice about Gilliam’s use of 
horizontal, vertical, and curved lines?  

• Consider the title, In Celebration. What 
elements in the print might evoke the feeling of 
a party?  
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Andy Warhol 
American, 1928-1987  
Martha Graham (Satyric Festival), 1986 
Screenprint on paper board, 36 x 36 inches (91.4 x 91.4 cm) 
The Fralin Museum of Art at the University of Virginia 
Gift of The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, 2014.1.5.  
Extra, out of the edition. Designated for research and educational 
purposes only. © 2020 The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, 
Inc. / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York 
 

 
 

Carrie Mae Weems 
American, b. 1953 
Untitled (Coffeepot), 1988-89 
Gelatin silver print, 14 7/16 x 14 5/16 inches (36.7 x 36.4 cm) 
The Fralin Museum of Art at the University of Virginia 
Museum purchase, 1991.3 
© Carrie Mae Weems. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman 
Gallery, New York. 

5. Building on his skills as a graphic artist, Andy 
Warhol’s (1928-1987) reproductions of mass-media 
images contributed to the development of Pop Art. 
Warhol produced this screen print in 1986 as part of a 
series to commemorate the 16th anniversary of the 
Martha Graham Dance Center of Contemporary Dance. 
Using a photograph by American photographer Barbara 
Morgan of Martha Graham performing her dance, 
Satyric Festival, this image features two hallmarks of 
an Andy Warhol screen print—repeated imagery in 
bright, unnatural color. Warhol manipulated the 
Morgan photograph into several layers—dress, skin, 
hair and stripes—and worked with numerous assistants 
to apply stencils of each layer to fine mesh screens. 
From there, Warhol varied the colors as he desired, 
applying layers of bold, contrasting color through the 
silk screen to create vibrant compositions.    
 

• Compare Warhol’s use of color in the two 
figures. What similarities do you see? What 
differences? 

• How might this work honor Martha Graham 
and her groundbreaking work in the performing 
arts?  

 
6. For over forty years, Carrie Mae Weems (b. 1953)  
has employed photography, text, fabric, audio, digital 
images, installation, and video to investigate race, 
family relationships, cultural identity, sexism, class, 
political systems, and the consequences of power. At 
first glance this cup and coffeepot set in a gleaming 
kitchen may appear nostalgic, but the photograph from 
Weems’ American Icons series requires deeper 
looking. Consider the text found in the corner: “As a 
child I loved the aroma of coffee. Smelling it drove me 
nuts cause it reminded me of cocoa, of chocolate, 
candy. Anyway, my parents rarely drunk coffee. But 
when they did, I’d stand at the kitchen table begging 
like a salivating dog for a lick. Momma and daddy 
would be sitting up, elbows on table, talking, sipping 
like white folks on t.v., shooing me away with, “Ya 
don’t need no coffee, coffee’ll make ya black.” 
 

• Consider the text and the image together. How 
might they connect to one another?  

• What do you notice about the use of light, and 
the reflective quality of the image and the text? 
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Sahara Clemons 
American, b. 2001 
Say My Name, 2020 
Latex paint on masonry wall 
14 x 27.5 ft (4.27 x 8.38 m) 
© Sahara Clemons 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Toru Oba 
Japanese, b. 1945 
Nami (Wave), 2010 
Carved soapstone 
94 x 48 x 40 inches (238.8 x 121.9 x 101.6 cm) 
© Toru Oba 

7. Sahara Clemons (b. 2001) is a local Charlottesville 
artist currently studying at the Rhode Island School of 
Design. The title, Say My Name, refers to a song by 
Destiny’s Child, as well as the “Say Her Name” 
movement within the larger Black Lives Matter 
movement. Clemons says the work is about “being 
more attentive to black women… humanizing black 
women.” The woman in the mural wears a dress 
patterned with crescent moons and beams—evidence of 
Clemons’ experience as a fashion designer—and grasps 
a lightning bolt in her raised hand, an “element of 
power” inspired by her mother’s lightning bolt tattoo. 
The figure also wears a sunbeam shaped earring, a 
recurring symbol in Clemons’ art inspired by a line in 
the Audre Lorde poem, A Woman Speaks: “Moon 
marked and touched by sun.” 
 

• Look carefully at the figure in the mural. What 
words might you use to describe her facial 
expression? Her body language?  

• Reflect on the symbolism Clemons employs in 
this mural. How can you build on her ideas in 
your writing? 

 
8. Toru Oba (b. 1945) is a stonemason and sculptor 
who was born in Minazawa, Japan, and now lives and 
works in Charlottesville. In 1969 Oba left Japan to 
journey west on the Trans-Siberian Railway. After 
travelling around Europe, he eventually settled in La 
Roque-sur-Ceze, France, where he apprenticed with 
stonemasons restoring that 11th century stone village 
for three years. When talking about landscaping 
projects, Oba has said, “I see stones, and I know just 
where to put them…When I see the stone, I see the 
form, and try to bring the best out of the stone. I see a 
kind of vision.” Oba travels to the quarry to get stones 
for his large sculptures. “This stone was lying down,” 
he explained, “I saw the hole first. Then the rest 
follows from the stone…The lines in the rock remind 
me of water. The hole is like a wave, the way the water 
curls over.” 
 

• This sculpture is called Nami (Wave). What 
words or images do you associate with waves? 
Write them down. What words or images could 
you use to describe this sculpture? Write those 
words down too.  Use all of those words to 
create a word bank.  Pull from that word bank 
to create a poem, or to write the first sentence 
of a story.   
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PichiAvo  
Spanish, Pichi, b. 1977, Avo, b. 1985  
Rivanna River by Poseidon, 2017 
Acrylic and spray paint on masonry wall 
32 x 133 ft (9.75 x 40.54 m)  
©PichiAvo 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9. PichiAvo (Pichi, b. 1977, Avo, b. 1985) are two 
muralists from Valencia, Spain, who are interested in 
“urban mythology.” Prominently displayed in cities 
across Europe, PichiAvo’s distinctive murals juxtapose 
forms from classical Greek and Roman sculpture with 
images, colors, and text inspired by contemporary 
graffiti tags. In 2017 they came to Charlottesville to 
complete this commissioned mural for the shopping 
center at 5th Street Station. Rising from the center of 
this mural, Poseidon—the Greek god of the sea, 
storms, earthquakes and horses—can be seen flanked 
by his three horses. The ghost-like figures are both 
under-laid and over-laid with graffiti-like images. Seen 
more vividly in the background behind them, the words 
“Rivanna,” “Cville,” “Virginia,” and “Respect,” feature 
prominently. 
   

• The artists were very intentional in choosing 
Poseidon as the subject of this mural located 
beside a tributary of the Rivanna River. What 
language might you use to describe the river as 
well as the figures and elements in the mural?  

• Think about a mythological story from the 
ancient world, how might you retell that story, 
with contemporary elements, in the same way 
PichiAvo reimagine ancient Greek and Roman 
art with graffiti tags?  
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