
Ekphrasis: Poetry Confronting Art   
  

Assignment: Write an Ekphrastic poem in response to one of these works of art or find one of your own. 
Ekphrasis comes from the Greek for "a vivid description of a thing."  During the Greek period, ekphrasis included descriptions of such battle implements, as well as fine clothing, household items of superior craftsmanship (urns, cups, baskets), and exceptionally splendid buildings.

In the twentieth century, W. H. Auden re-envisioned a Homer story from The Illiad in his poem "The Shield of Achilles," replacing Hephasestus's grand images with apocalyptic ones: barbed wire and bare fields, rape and murder, bureaucrats and sentries.

Auden's poem is an example of how ekphrasis has changed in modern times. ekphrastic poems are now understood to focus only on works of art—usually paintings, photographs, or statues. And modern ekphrastic poems have generally shrugged off antiquity's obsession with elaborate description, and instead have tried to interpret, inhabit, confront, and speak to their subjects.

"Particularly in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries there is a good deal of such poetry, addressing a wide range of good and bad, great and obscure, unglossed or overinterpreted works of art, and taking up a range of stances toward their objects," wrote John Hollander in The Gazer's Spirit, a collection of ekphrastic poems and the artworks they confront. Some of the ways modern poets have faced works of art, Hollander wrote, "include addressing the image, making it speak, speaking of it interpretively, meditating upon the moment of viewing it, and so forth."

For example, both Auden and William Carlos Williams were inspired to write about Pieter Bruegel the Elder's sixteenth-century masterpiece Landscape with the Fall of Icarus. In the painting, the focus is on a farmer plowing his field; meanwhile, in the bottom-right corner of the painting, one can barely see the legs of Icarus as he plunges into the sea. Auden and Williams were drawn to Bruegel's treatment of the Greek myth, how he played down the death of Icarus and instead emphasized the workaday efforts of the farmer. In the poem "Landscape with the Fall of Icarus," Williams wrote:

    unsignificantly

    off the coast

    there was

    a splash quite unnoticed

    this was

    Icarus drowning

Similarly, in "Musée des Beaux Arts," Auden wrote:

    In Brueghel's Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away

    Quite leisurely from the disaster, the ploughman may

    Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,

    But for him it was not an important failure

See http://records.viu.ca/~lanes/english/icarus.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:The_Scream.jpg
http://www.paintingmania.com/pretty-housewife-52_2301.html
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Musee des Beaux Arts 

About suffering they were never wrong,

The Old Masters; how well, they understood

Its human position; how it takes place

While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along;

How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting

For the miraculous birth, there always must be

Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating

On a pond at the edge of the wood:

They never forgot

That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course

Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot

Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer's horse

Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

In Breughel's Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away

Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may

Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,

But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone

As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green

Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen

Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,

had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on. 


WH Auden

Modigliani's "The Pretty Housewife"

True, she seems to be smiling,

but pretty?

Each morning she pulls her stringy

hair into a knot,

adjusts a little lace collar around the neck

of her worn black work dress.

One-eyed from birth, she is stoic.

She accepts her lot.

Her husband wants supper and sleep.

Supper and sleep.

He is a kind man.

He never looks directly at her,

avoids staring at the empty socket.

He never touches her, unless his hand

brushes hers while she is serving him.

She believes that she is plain,

not ugly, but plain.

Today she is amused

that the butcher came from behind

his fly infested market stall

to whisper in her ear,

"A small favor for an extra nice

piece of mutton?" while pinching her

ample behind with his fat

blood-stained fingers.

She is thinking about the butcher,

about his smell,

about an extra nice piece of mutton,

about being touched,

and she feels quite pretty.


Anita Pulier
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Stealing The Scream   
  
by Monica Youn

It was hardly a high-tech operation, stealing The Scream.

That we know for certain, and what was left behind--

a store-bought ladder, a broken window,

and fifty-one seconds of videotape, abstract as an overture.

And the rest? We don't know. But we can envision

moonlight coming in through the broken window,

casting a bright shape over everything--the paintings,

the floor tiles, the velvet ropes: a single, sharp-edged pattern;

the figure's fixed hysteria rendered suddenly ironic

by the fact of something happening; houses

clapping a thousand shingle hands to shocked cheeks

along the road from Oslo to Asgardstrand;

the guards rushing in--too late!--greeted only

by the gap-toothed smirk of the museum walls;

and dangling from the picture wire like a baited hook,

a postcard: "Thanks for the poor security."

The policemen, lost as tourists, stand whispering

in the galleries: ". . .but what does it all mean?"

Someone has the answers, someone who, grasping the frame,

saw his sun-red face reflected in that familiar boiling sky. 
Adapted from http://www.poets.org/viewmedia.php/prmMID/5918

