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In my att empts to theorise the act of 
creation, particularly writing, I have al-
ways encountered this elusive, inexpli-
cable factor of an almost miraculous na-
ture, without which there would be no fi -
nal or, for that matt er, initial product. This 
is even more apparent in the case of collab-
oration, especially between two diff erent 
art forms – the equivalent of two foreign-
ers having a conversation in their respec-
tive native tongues, neither of them speak-
ing the other’s language and yet both man-
aging to understand each other and com-
municate eff ectively. 
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Essays and Reviews

The purpose of this essay is that of a 
search: a practitioner’s incursion into the 
sett ing out, workings and fi nal product as 
generated by the process of artistic lend-
ing and borrowing between writer and 
artist. This quest and its subsequent ques-
tions have been prompted by practice and 
experience: having produced text for il-
lustrations, having developed and nur-
tured a working relationship with an il-
lustrator, having found the apparently 
subliminal textual path into a psycholo-
gy of the image, having interpreted visual 
codes and then used these interpretations 
to decode a narrative, all these have inev-
itably led to a series of questions about 
the seemingly mysterious working ways 
of text reading image. 

Dwelling between the two statements: 
“seeing comes before words” (John 
Berger) and “I have a disease, I see lan-
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ing at The University of Edinburgh, 2015.
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guage” (Roland Barthes) has had a peculiar eff ect on my way of perceiving the two art 
forms. It has simultaneously deepened and narrowed the gap between the two, mark-
ing them both as distinct and as combined into one discrete entity. When merged, the 
miracle incessantly occurs: an intangible toing and froing that creates a three-dimen-
sional meaning – that of the text, that of the image, and that of their shared space. But 
which informs which? Where is the lending and where is the borrowing? There are no 
quantifi able measurements, and so the questions should not be how much, to what de-
gree, in what way. What then are the right1 questions? 

Without aiming to make theories out of my own practice, this incursion into the 
world of text and image with a careful observation of my own experience will inevi-
tably inform my conclusions. The personal quest and questions at the core of this es-
say are: What does the text achieve by reproducing/accompanying an image? What 
are the visible changes, what does it gain from this relationship and how, or bett er 
yet, into what does it evolve? And how does the viewer/reader experience the unity 
of the two forms?

One cannot observe the acknowledged working relationship between literary text 
and illustration without a close focus on ekphrasis, or the translation of image into 
words. The term ekphrasis originates in Ancient Greece, being defi ned as a rhetori-
cal device used in a literary text to describe a work of art. Ever since, there has been 
a struggle for power and dominance between the art of the image and that of (word) 
language, though each has the capacity – to a greater or lesser extent – to substitute 
and defi ne the other. Constantly changing and reinventing its parameters, the relation-
ship between the two arts, as embodied in ekphrasis, gives life to a new form of art. A 
closer look at words vs. space and time, as referred to in Gott hold Ephraim Lessing’s 
Laocoon: An Essay on the Limits of Painting and Poetry, and at his clear distinction be-
tween painting, which defi nes the object/subject in space, and poetry, which defi nes 
the object/subject in time, sets the two arts on opposing sides. In more recent studies, 
Murray Krieger and Stephen Cheeke have observed the interdependence of the two, 
the greater extent of their mutually reproductive capabilities, their dual “miracle and 
mirage” (Krieger, xvi).

For the purpose of this essay I will focus on the development of my own writing 
with respect to its encounter with illustration: from the initial form of collaboration 
– creating a textual response to an image without input from the illustrator – to writ-
ing a series of vignett es for a collection of animal portraits, to writing text for an illus-
trated novel. By mapping out the linear and temporal evolution of my writing in re-
lation to and collaboration with illustrator Via Fang and her work in the form of im-
ages/illustrations, I endeavour to grasp and defi ne – albeit subjectively – the miracle 
of the end result. 
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A view of my own

At fi rst you are scared; you gain confi dence and you get more ideas. You know what paint-
ings are trying to say to you. It comes alive to you and starts talking.2

There is a rush, a moment of disbelief, associated with producing words for an 
image. It is a laborious process, and the pressure is even greater due to a double 
responsibility of advocating both words and pictures, images that are actually there, 
alongside the text, and that are not imaginary. But eventually the visual representation 
speaks – it conjures up language, making any sort of doubt or resistance, on the part 
of the writer, futile. This is not to say that every image prompts a response. There are 
a number of variables which determine the writer’s need3 to engage with a picture, like 
subject matter, style, or artistic affinities, to name only a few, but for the purpose of this 
essay the focus will be on the production of the response rather than on its cause(s). 
The need implies something is missing. This, in turn, enables borrowing, which, in (re)
turn, leads to lending. 

This essay will focus on my own work alongside that of illustrator Via Fang, in an 
on-going and varied collaboration, with emphasis on the evolution of the fi nal product. 
My continued working relationship with the same illustrator aff ords this search a sol-
id and fertile ground for examination. For me, ekphrasis is a literary practice which en-
riches the text, but it is also a challenge; it is a matt er of speaking the language of text-af-
ter-image with the confi dence that the meaning conveyed is not redundant, but evoca-
tive and inspiring – to the writer, fi rst and foremost, and only afterwards to the reader. 

The following incursion into my collaboration with Fang will examine the evolu-
tion of the writing and of the joint work itself,4 with the goal of unveiling the miracle 
of producing a new and self-contained form of art, which carries the distinctive seeds 
of the language of both words and pictures. 

The curious course of writing for illustration 

A narrative that itches vision. An image that tugs at language. (Jane Irina McKie)

The Edinburgh University Creative Writing Master’s Programme and the 
Edinburgh College of Art Illustration Master’s Programme have devised a project, 
mutually beneficial to their writers and artists. Every year the students on the two 
courses are blindly paired to exchange words and pictures, write, and respectively 
draw in response to what they receive from their partner, with the goal of producing 
a publishable collection and ideally establishing an on-going creative dialogue. The 
aleatory pairing of writers and artists is done by the departments, particularly to 
ensure that everyone is assigned a partner. Although Fang and I had not been paired, 
it was through this project that we became acquainted with each other’s work and 
eventually began our continued collaboration. 

The Cartoon Museum in London holds the Young Cartoonist of the Year competition 
open to artists under 26. Their main requirement is for the submissions to be accom-
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panied by text – a short comic message, in the vein of satirical cartoons. Prior to sub-
mitt ing her work, Fang asked me to write some words to go along with the following 
illustration, which was selected as runner-up for the 2011 awards. 

Fig. 1. Via Fang, The Funeral 2010

Fang has the ability to invest animals with subtle human emotions – her characters, 
at least to me, appear to express a diverse palette of feelings. These birds dressed 
in human clothes are by no means ridiculed. The rigid cross-hatching style gives 
them weight and a certain naturalism, which denotes a serious register. Because the 
image itself is so affecting and so powerful, words (or too many of them) would only 
clutter the message/meaning – hence, my initial uncertainty of whether to write an 
accompanying text for the illustration. 

It is worth re-considering the eff ect which words have on the visual message, clear-
ly illustrated in the example below: 

Fig. 2. John Berger, Ways of Seeing (21) 
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The sentence underneath Van Gogh’s Wheatfield with Crows is a perfect example of 
the power words can claim over an image and our perception of it. “It is hard to define 
exactly how the words have changed the image but undoubtedly they have. The image 
now illustrates the sentence.” (Berger, 21) It is not a title, simply a statement, a legend 
similar to that required for decoding a map, but its message is irreversible. An image 
without words is open to interpretation, whereas one accompanied by words acquires 
much more insight and can even end up illustrating the words. In the above example, 
the viewer will – provided she has the capacity to read the text – undoubtedly invest 
the image with the inexorable meaning of the words. Thus, it is no longer about what 
we see but about how the text underneath determines and affects that which we see. 

Going back to Fang’s illustration The Funeral, the phrase I eventually wrote to go 
along the image was: 

Not knowing so, we had buried breakfast that morning. 
Not exactly worthy of a comic cartoon, but I still believe the image buried breakfast 

speaks loud and clear of the pain visibly imprinted on the characters surrounding 
the plate. Particularly the one on the right – the one with the slightly hunched back, 
hopeless, and bitterly resigned, looking at the contents of the plate, but also at the only 
baby chick, as if he seems to say: “That could’ve been you, son!” 

In hindsight, I strongly believe that the words themselves hindered the drawing 
from winning. I did not possess (nor do I think I do so now) the humorous subtlety 
necessary to deliver a short and concise message for the purpose of comic relief. But in 
my defence, the image itself, despite its dark humour, is, in essence, sad. 

Similar, in a way, to the example of Van Gogh’s Wheatfi eld with Crows, the line un-
derneath The Funeral addresses the viewer’s or, bett er yet, the reader’s conscience. 
Although the presence of ‘we’ in ‘we buried’ apparently refers to the mourning birds, 
that ‘not knowing so’ concerns the supposedly ignorant eaters of breakfast, an exter-
nal collective character, and not the family of birds that all look like they know exact-
ly what/whom they are burying. Prompted by the fi ndings of this essay, I now realise 
that the phrase could benefi t from a comedic spin simply by changing it to: We gath-
ered to bury Breakfast that morning, or even They gathered to bury Breakfast that morning. 
By capitalising the common noun ‘breakfast,’ turning it into a character, a dead one, as 
well as the main meal, the obvious dark humorous tone of the painted image is now 
suggested by the text as well. 

It may not have won the award, but this fi rst collaboration laid out the ground for 
a continuing dialogue between artwork and text. 

Animalbum
[…] the more minutely you describe the more you will confuse the mind of the reader […] 

Therefore it is necessary to make a drawing […] as well as to describe it (Leonardo da Vinci)
Possibly the most fruitful collaboration has been the one for Animalbum: a series of 

nine portraits, which Fang produced as part of her MFA Illustration degree, for which 
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I wrote accompanying vignettes. The style of the illustrations is very similar to The 
Funeral – animals dressed in human clothes – but rather than depicting scenes, they 
are either individual or family portraits, among them being the portrait which inspired 
my first attempt at ekphrasis – the Baby Owl. 

All portraits are realised in the crosshatching style, using pen and ink to create lay-
ers of hatching at various angles – more elaborate than the linear, traditional hatching 
made famous by Albrecht Dürer – resulting in diff erent shades and textures. The style 
is rather fi tt ing for the period(s) suggested by these illustrations; two of the most fl our-
ishing British historical periods to date: Victorian and Edwardian. Black ink on water-
colour paper, with one or two additional ink colours, is used to bring together the an-
imal, instinctive realm with the high-class Edwardian, rational one. 

The narrative varies signifi cantly from portrait to portrait and each particular voice 
is summoned by the image itself. The majority of the accompanying vignett es are 
monologues of either the characters themselves (baby owl, frog, hunting dogs and 
Hieland coo), or of the artist drawing these characters (father owl, mother owl and 
the Romanian black goat), while the remaining two texts are dramatic scenes (seagull 
family and the giraff es). I will comment on one from each of the three diff erent styles.

Fang suggested she wanted to draw a frog, but could not decide what a Victorian 
frog would wear and what might be the context of its portrait. Prompted by my writ-
erly obsession with wordplay, I suggested the title Forging Frog, and for some reason, 
the title conjured up the image of the Keymaker character in The Matrix Reloaded – an 
Asian man who wears thick, rimmed glasses and carries a lot of keys. 

A strange mixture of a popular culture fi lm character and Edwardian aesthetics 
transpires from the following portrait: 

Fig. 3. Via Fang, Forging Frog Inc., Edinburgh
(part of the collection Animalbum exhibited at Edinburgh College of Art, 2011) 
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I was present during the creation of Forging Frog from sketch to final product, but 
only after the illustration was complete did he develop a voice: 

I personally don’t like to talk about myself. Such a waste of time. For what? 
There will always be someone trying to discredit me. Out of envy, obviously. Like 
this piece in the gazett e this morning. Said I always display this I’ve got something 
you need and I know it look on my face. Even if I did – which I’m not saying I do – 
I’m not ashamed of it. This is a tense present we’re living. And where others fail, I 
prevail. But most of all provide. Here, let me give you my card… (Irina Nedelcu, 
Forging Frog Inc.)

The Keymaker film character, on whom the frog was originally based, is a kind, 
honest man who offers to help others unconditionally, and even sacrifices himself, but 
since the creation of our character began with the title Forging Frog, the Keymaker’s 
features became obsolete. Thus, the illustration presents a somewhat devious character; 
the squinty eyes placed on a frog (biologically known to have exophthalmic eyes) 
denote a cunning nature which is explored in his monologue. 

This particular response was very much ekphrastic – Fang’s choice to arrest her 
character in a pose which implies he is about to extract something from the inside 
pocket of his coat is refl ected in the fi nal line ‘Here, let me give you my card…’ Along 
with the ‘I’ve got something you need and I know it look on my face,’ which translates the 
frog’s shrewd self-awareness, these two lines are direct textual links to that which is 
visually represented in the drawing. The seediness of the character is emphasised not 
only by its representation, but also by the background – the moiré eff ect of cross-hatch-
ing along with the Frog’s prominent shadow bring to mind the image of a shady 
Dickensian character on a London back alley. The relationship between the image and 
the words thus becomes inextricable – the title Forging Frog inspired the visual repre-
sentation which then informed the verbal response which, in turn, provided insight 
on the character in the picture. 

The portrait of the frog is reminiscent of Toad Hall, a character neither Fang nor I 
became familiar with until after the work was completed. Fang and I come from dif-
ferent cultural backgrounds; she is from Asia (Japan/Taiwan) and I am from Romania 
(Eastern Europe). We share a common interest and passion for British history and cul-
ture, which most likely propelled this collaboration further.

After a trip to Romania, where Fang visited Peleş Castle (the Romanian Royal 
Family’s residence), she learned about Queen Marie, the granddaughter of Queen 
Victoria and Princess of Edinburgh. After showing her the Romanian black goat – an 
elegant animal known for its extraordinary ability to climb rocky mountains – she 
dressed the goat in regal att ire (Fig. 4).

This portrait proved much of a challenge especially since it was directly inspired 
by a real historical fi gure – the ekphrastic responsibility I have identifi ed as paramount 
when producing text for illustration was, in this case, augmented by a feeling of nation-
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al responsibility on my part, in the sense that Queen Marie is, to this day, a powerfully 
signifi cant female myth my country has produced. Ironically she was not Romanian, 
but that did not prevent her from becoming one of the greatest Romanian icons of all 
time. The key word, if there was one, was kindness – as att ributed to the real Queen 
Marie and emphasized by the eyes of the black goat in the portrait. Here, the reader is 
not presented with the thoughts of the character, but with the words of the ‘artist,’ a 
humble and reverent discourse, to which the sitt er – the Princess – responds: 

Drawing portraits of royalty makes an artist feel like an angel. One that’s hav-
ing tea with God. Etiquett e is of utmost importance: carefully weigh your smiles, 
your words, your brush strokes. 

Missy was only a princess at the time. Beautifully young and unawarely Serene, 
she bowed the fi rst time we met – a short, acknowledging kind of bow. 

“You are the artist”, she said. “Then make me your art”, a playful smile stretch-
ing across her face. It was the smile of a princess, but she had the eyes of a Queen. 
One I could have drawn till the end of time. (Irina Nedelcu, Princess Marie of 
Edinburgh)
Thus the adjoining text covers the moment, or moments, preceding that which is 

represented visually. One reads the words to find out how the portrait came to be – 
there is a three-dimensional ‘picture’ we are presented with: the subject as presented 
by the portrait itself – a detached representation; the subject of the portrait in her own 
words – a meta-textual representation ‘You are the artist/Make me your art’; and the 

Fig. 4. Via Fang, Princess Marie of Edinburgh, Edinburgh
(part of the collection Animalbum exhibited at Edinburgh College of Art, 2011) 
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subject in the words of the artist – ‘It was the smile of a princess, but she had the eyes 
of a Queen. One I could have drawn till the end of time.’

Aside from the title, which identifi es the character as Princess Marie of Edinburgh, 
there is no other verbal association with Queen Marie of Romania other than nam-
ing the character Missy – Marie’s nickname before she married Romanian Prince 
Ferdinand. The wording is somewhat religious – after all, she has distinguished her-
self as a saint in Romanian culture – but still the visual references are drawn from the 
portrait of the black goat: a playful smile stretching across her face. Most pictures of Queen 
Marie show her displaying a contemplative, often sad smile, except for those taken in 
her youth – the ones where she was Missy, before becoming Queen Marie. Therefore, 
in this piece, there is a continuous exchange between reality, illustration and fi ction. 

Of the narratives depicting scenes, I will comment on the accompaniment to the 
seagull family illustration. Unlike the others, there was no clear, singular voice, but a 
clash of points of view, possibly because it was the only image at that point, depicting 
a scene with multiple characters. 

I remember reading about Victorian marriage customs and high-society girls com-
ing out, which is what the scene and its characters, particularly the stance of the three 
seagulls inspired. Not all of them speak; the main character, the one the title refers to, 
is silent all throughout the scene. The illustration denotes certain reluctance on the 
baby seagull’s face, a fear of the unknown, whereas the other two characters have a 
menacing look. 

Fig. 5. Via Fang, Imelda Gullifer’s Coming Out, Edinburgh
(part of the collection Animalbum exhibited at Edinburgh College of Art, 2011) 

The text illustrates a moment prior to that presented by the illustration, it is perhaps 
that ‘behind the scenes’ moment where we get to know the characters for who and 
what they really are – their true selves behind their ‘pose’: 

Madam Gullifer inspected her daughter’s appearance one more time and 
straightened the sapphire pendant around her neck. 
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“This is it, Imelda! The most important day for the rest of your life. You have 
to shine, and beam and radiate. No one will do that for you. Sit up straight, don’t 
look down, and whatever you do, don’t forget to smile. No one likes a sad face, 
even if…” 

“And remember”, Sir Gullifer interrupted. “Intelligence is not encouraged, nor 
any interest in politics. Know your place, Imelda! And you shall be going places. 
Now off  you go, make the Gullifer name proud!” (Irina Nedelcu, Imelda Gullifer’s 
Coming Out)

Although the characters’ attire testifies to their affiliation to nobility, I did not see 
the mother as a Lady – she is the only one to ‘look into the camera.’ She wants to be 
noticed, hence the use of Madam. Seagulls are loud and rather uncouth birds, and the 
mother gull has a mean/menacing look on her face. I did not attribute a voice to the 
baby gull, as neither the drawing itself, nor the society it depicts allows it to speak – 
an irony which comes in support of the title – Imelda’s silent coming out5. 

When the series was exhibited, I had the opportunity to observe countless viewers 
and their reactions after reading the stories. There was an obvious smile or frown on 
the face of every reader, and almost always after having read the text they would go 
back to the drawing, and then back again to the text – the more they treaded the cross-
over between words and illustration, the clearer their ‘picture’ became.6 I noticed how 
the words came to inform a certain preference for one illustration or another, how peo-
ple’s perception and affi  nities were altered by the reading of the words, making them 
‘root’ for one character or another.

An image can be robbed of its potential if and when it lacks the proper words or 
story to accompany it, and the words I have produced for Fang’s animal portraits have 
become a support for the image, like a pedestal on which the visual is placed, in or-
der to be bett er observed – they represent and interpret the illustration, off ering that 
which is not (yet) verbally utt ered by the characters in each picture. In turn, the visual 
itself gives weight and authenticity to the words – the viewer-reader becomes aware 
of ‘hows’ and ‘whys’ by placing the character/s within a story frame and is no longer 
faced with an interpretation of an interpretation, but becomes a link within a chain of 
interpretations which converge in the joint acts of seeing and reading. 

The style and the novel

The Animalbum collaboration with Fang managed to cement a working relationship 
which has evolved into our current endeavour: an illustrated novel. I will keep this 
last section short, as it refers to work in progress, but I will make note of the signifi -
cant changes which have occurred since in our process. P in the Forest is a novel, with 
two main characters and a full story arc, unlike the animal portraits which were snip-
pets into the worlds of diff erent characters with no common link other than their his-
torical period. Each chapter is accompanied by a main illustration in the vein of Lewis 
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Carroll’s The Adventures of Alice in Wonderland where layout is concerned, but our pro-
cess is heavily infl uenced by a constant dialogue; what we want to say and how, as if 
we were both the hands of the same person, except that one draws and the other one 
writes. 

The inspiration for the novel came from the success of the animal portraits and it 
also features animals. I have chosen to play with formal aspects of the novel, by mak-
ing it a hybrid of scriptwriting and fi ction writing. The narrative point of view is that 
of the camera, which moves along with the characters, and moves away in order to 
observe something else. Even the titles of the chapters borrow scene headings from 
screenwriting: e.g. EXTERIOR FOREST – MORNING. 

The story grows and takes on a life of its own as we advance, even to the point of 
disregarding our initial plan. First we agreed on the illustrations – what they would 
depict and which characters they would present, since they would be more like por-
traits than scenes. Once we came up with a substantial list of illustrations, I started to 
build a storyline around them, but did not actively start to write it. I am (now) well 
aware of the power of image and how it can take language to unexplored territories, 
so I have decided to write each chapter after Fang provides the illustration – we are, 
to that extent, keeping the process which proved so creatively benefi cial for the ani-
mal portraits. The process is thus ekphrastic and the end product will ultimately be 
an ekphrastic novel, in which words and the pictures which inspire them will cohabit. 

After I wrote the fi rst chapter, something very interesting happened: I introduced 
a couple of characters we had not talked about – they just happened to pop up in the 
background narrative. Upon reading the chapter, Fang felt the urge to draw some of 
those characters – which in my mind were very secondary; in fact, I had no intention 
of mentioning them again, except very briefl y. And so the lending and borrowing un-
ravelled: the words changed the pictures, which ended up changing the words. 

The following section prompted the illustration which then changed the course of 
the story: 

He leans forward to see the front of the queue. 
HITCOCK: Check out the Tanukis! They got here three days ago. What a com-

mitment! Always early, always sett ing out for front row. Always gett ing it. That’s 
the power of music...Speaking of power: do we have enough ice for the polars? 
(Irina Nedelcu, P in The Forest7)

This is the only mention of Tanukis – a species of Japanese raccoons – which I have 
used to describe the ardent music fans who sleep outside concert venues for days to 
make sure they will get a front row seat (although they stand) (Fig. 6).

The current work on the novel has managed to bring forth glimpses of miracle in its 
way of producing itself – informed by the writing and the illustration, but with a mind 
of its own, constantly shifting from illustration to text in terms of the overall story. The 
two forms heavily rely on each other and I strongly believe that neither would be as 
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eff ective on its own. The story world has a dual, more powerful life, with the fi nal aim 
of this duality to coexist on page as well as (ideally) in the reader’s mind. 

Conclusion

Nothing is lost…Everything is transformed (Anaxagoras, 450 B.C.)

We are living in a predominantly visual culture. With the arrival of digital media, 
there seems to be a departure from the written to the visual message, not only 
supported by film and animation but by language too – we have come to replace 
words that designate abstract feelings with icons. Perhaps this is a natural transition, 
heightened by the fact that words have innate imagistic capabilities: a word stands in 
for an object and vice versa. There is an organic interconnectedness between words 
and pictures, as shown by this essay. 

There can be no clear separation between the two art forms: the moment one at-
tempts to draw any kind of dividing line, this is slowly but surely erased by consid-
erations of purpose alone. Words and pictures essentially achieve the same thing, by 
using diff erent means. Both evoke, suggest, create and off er alternatives to the read-
er/viewer, who then assigns her individually fi ltered meaning. It is when the two art 
forms combine forces that the work takes on a new life form, the meaning is amplifi ed 
and the “activity of production” Barthes assigns to experiencing a text is invested with 
clarity that we literally see that which we read about. Words and pictures engage in a 
dialogue for the sake of the viewer/reader, who receives information from two distinct 
sources, and thus can generate meaning beyond a reasonable doubt. 

Fig. 6. Via Fang, P in The Forest, Edinburgh 2013
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I have come to realise that the miracle occurs in none other than their encounter, in 
which the text cannot go back to being just text, and the illustration loses meaning if 
seen outside the context of the words. When successfully brought together, words and 
pictures feed off  one another’s valences, giving rise to a new form of art.

When sharing the same space, the main diff erences between the two art forms, in 
both representation and perception, simply transform into similarities. Lessing’s re-
strictive distinction between the male, active word and the female, passive image, along 
with Heff ernan’s assertion that ekphrasis stages an ‘often powerfully gendered’ con-
test, could be seen to invest the words-and-pictures’ joint miracle of production with 
the genetic qualities of reproduction. It is the space they occupy together that height-
ens their traits and makes the two responsible for an amplifi ed experience refl ected in 
the reader/viewer. Each of the two art forms engages with a diff erent receptor, both 
of which are stimulated concomitantly in this communal space of words reading pic-
tures illustrating words. 

There is a particular miracle in this relationship of artistic lending and borrowing 
in the sense that nothing is lost: neither text nor image loses any of their individual 
traits (just as parents still keep their DNA features after having ‘lent’ them to their off -
spring) but these are heightened and transformed in that shared space on the page. 
Words make use of imagery, which contributes and heightens the valences of an al-
ready given/shown image, and ultimately these converge within the viewer/reader. 

In ekphrasis, most often the picture is the starting point – it invites/prompts the 
words to ‘say something,’ to help it speak – it is an expression demanding to express 
itself, and what bett er way to communicate than through writt en language? But the ek-
phrastic text does more than simply describe. As previously emphasised, Berger pos-
its that “we explain that world with words, but words can never undo the fact that we 
are surrounded by it” (3). It is only fair to assume that we would all make use of ap-
proximately the same words in order to express what Erwin Panofsky identifi ed as 
the ‘informational level’ of reading a picture, that which the image is showing – be it 
sunfl owers, a baby owl, or two lovers embracing. However, through the act of ekph-
rasis, words have the ability to make the picture vibrate. By meddling with time, by 
cutt ing ‘across the work, several works,’ as Barthes remarks, they ultimately remove 
the stillness from within the image. What the text manages in relation to the image is 
to make it move – by turning it not into a moving picture, but into a picture that can 
move8 with the aid of words. In turn, the picture acts as warrantor for the words, be-
ing there as sheer proof that the message of the text is authentic, at the same time in-
vesting it with yet another supernatural ability – that of generating imagery from and 
on top of actual, tangible images. 

The aim of art, according to Robert Venturi, should be “the diffi  cult unity of inclu-
sion rather than the easy unity of exclusion” (24). The successful unity of words and 
pictures is a laborious and quite often capricious endeavour, forcing the meaning to os-
cillate between visual and textual representation to the point where this becomes one 
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complete static unit – the miracle of production. The relationship of lending and bor-
rowing is not restrictive to only words and pictures, because any act of artistic collab-
oration fi nds its roots in the pleasure of play and can ultimately be seen as a function-
ing seesaw.9 As Francis Ford Coppola plainly asserted, “collaboration is the sex of art.” 

Notes:
1 Right used with the connotations of both appropriate and entitlement.
2 9 year-old pupil on the Visual Paths project (Carnell and Meacher 2001,13) 2008 London based 

project which encouraged children to write about art.
3 Let us not forget that it is not only the writer who harbours this need, the picture – product 

of the artist – expresses its very own need to speak out/up.
4 I have come to realize that even if the writing makes sense without a direct reference to the 

illustrations, even if it still retains the ability to generate meaning, the force of the two togeth-
er – text and picture – is undoubtedly greater. 

5 The phrase coming out is now rarely, if at all used in the context of making a formal social 
debut, but refers to openly declaring one’s gay/lesbian/bisexual preference. According to 
Dinitia Smith’s article in the New York Times, Central Park Zoo’s Gay Penguins Ignite Debate, 
recent “studies show that 10 to 15 percent of female western gulls in some populations in 
the wild are homosexual”, so perhaps a ‘modern’ reading of the phrase could be att ributed 
to the character of Imelda as well.

6 This ultimately convinced Fang and me to print the series inside cards, allowing for the text 
and the image to be next to each other and not on the opposing sides of a postcard.

7 The title of the book which is also the name of the festival att ended by the characters is a pun 
on the famous Scotland Music Festival T in The Park.

8 This act of moving is both active and refl exive – with the aid of words, the picture moves and 
reaches its destination – the viewer/reader, who is, in turn, moved.

9 Or see-saw – a direct Anglicisation of the French word ci-ça, with its literal meaning of this-
that, but I would stress the literal meaning of see-saw, where artistic dialogue is concerned: 
one artist sees what another artist saw and thus they engage in a playful exchange of percep-
tion.
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