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 LITERARY EKPHRASTIC PORTRAYALS 

Abstract  

 

Key words: ekphrasis, description, work of art, image, portrayal, visual, verbal. 

 

Culture, with its welcoming space, gives art a holistic perspective with a wide 

broadening, capable of permanent renewal.  Imagery, in the field of art, arises inside the 

subject’s consciousness all sorts of means of perception, pairings, belonging to the imaginary 

world, to one’s own perception or reality, activating self-awareness. Not random at all, René 

Huyghe’s remark, according to which the artistic image is a “life-changing psychological 

confession”
1
, especially the plastic one, invites us to a delicate speculation: painting is like a 

concert “to which three partners take part, nature, the means of implementation and the 

artist“
2
, an osmosis whose main ingredient is the feeling. In other words, the artist, in a plastic 

composition, a depository of the image’s internal coherence, will be aware of the soulful 

feeling the viewer will experience. By extension, the same plastic compositions, having the 

same imagery comprehensibility, introduced and mentioned in a literary text, bear within 

themselves a handful of emotions, a means of expression of the self.   

The coexistence of the text and image, translated into a perpetual dialogue, still 

influences the literary and pictorial ties once mentioned by the symbolist writer Charles 

Baudelaire, a fan of the rococo style represented by Watteau, Hokusai and Utamuro’s 

engravings appear in Monet’s works of art the same as in those belonging to the impressionist 

painter Van Gogh, ukiyo-e transpires James McNeill Whistler’s paintings, these being just a 

few examples. Actually, an obvious truth implies a genealogy of the expression forms 

belonging to the history of arts that bear significations, from the ancient times to the 

mannerist poets and the realist novelists of the 19
th

 century, when describing a work of art 

with the help of a literary text would bring about the emergence of the rhetorical figure called 

ekphrasis. During the reluctant passing of time, the relationship between the verbal text and 

visual imagery, in the context of comparison, made them look like “sister arts”
3
, an evolution 

translated today through a “dialectic tension between the word and silence, the visible and 

legible, thus each art represents a real creative stimulus in relationship to the other”
4
, a 

familiarity, indeed.  

In this paper, the interference of the fields and methods will bring about a great need 

for clarification with respect to some unexplored or inexplorable aspects. The descriptive 

method, the comparative method, panofskyan iconological, analytical, of a psychological or 

social origin, together with the history of art and art criticism, applied in different literary 

creations, will highlight the ekphrastic meanings these embody. The comparative method was 

especially used to highlight the special way in which the term ekphrasis is spotlighted in the 

                                                 
1
 René Huyghe, Puterea imaginii, traducere de Mihai Elin, prefaţă de Ludwig Grünberg, Editura Meridiane, 

Bucureşti, 1971, p. 8. 
2
 Ibidem.  

3
 Dan Grigorescu, Povestea artelor surori: relaţiile dintre literatură şi artele vizuale, Editura Atos, Bucureşti, 

1984, p. 132. 
4
 Daniel Bergez, Le texte et la toile. Peintres et écrivains en dialogue, Armand Colin 2020, pp. 8-9. 



novels chosen for research, represented through two types of ekphrastic insertions: the 

ekphrastic description and reference. An important argument resides in broadening the 

perspectives, because ekphrasis, in temporal itinerancy, has prevailed and never allows itself 

to be expressed to the fullest. During the last decades, it took the most diverse shapes, hybrid 

shapes
5
, a formula used by Alexandra Vrânceanu herself, imposing a new perception in visual 

culture. The purpose of this paper is to show the manner in which the interference between 

literature and art, of Homeric age, bears combinations, crossings, fluctuations in modern 

novels and to what extent an ekphrastic literary text can take this novelty and this mark of 

originality.   

Occidental culture is particularly hospitable in analysing the ekphrastic topos, the 

Romanian one showing itself a little bit more restrained. Nevertheless, the ekphrastic theory 

and practice take form thanks to the studies of Grigorescu or Alexandra Vrânceanu, a well 

preserved tradition. With this in mind, this current paper was not limited to a literary period 

due to a lack in continuity in the fields of literary and art criticism. The corpus comprises both 

European literature works of art and Romanian literature works of art, being supported by the 

ekphrastic criterion of the description belonging to a work of art-painting, sculpture, tapestry, 

more or less known to the reader.  The corpus of literary texts subject to ekphrastic analysis 

includes reference novels, icon novels, a landmark for the Romanian ones: The lady and the 

unicorn, Girl with a pearl earring-Tracy Chevalier; The lady in red on a grey canvas-Miguel 

Delibes; The lake house-Kate Morton; The star hunter-Zoé Valdés; Dancing for Degas-

Kathryn Wagner. The Romanian novel bears elaborate analyses too, as presented in the third 

chapter: Miss Christina-Mircea Eliade; The black butterfly-Radu Paraschivescu; Woman, this 

is your son-Sorin Titel; The wild vine gallery, Falling into the world-Constantin Ţoiu. 

Neverthless, Lady V. by D.R. Popa completes the research journey of ekphratic practice.  In 

order to come up with satisfying answers to fundamental questions related to the reiteration of 

the text-image dialogue and to the establishment of some specific meanings with respect to 

the writers chosen for research, I have extended my reading to some other novels, a useful 

practice in order to identify the change of themes and ideas: Breakfast on the grass, The fast 

moment, Melancholy-Sorin Titel. If possible I have made parallels with other novels where 

works of art are in the lime light, such as My name in red, Orhan Pamuk, The moon and 

sixpence, William Somerset Maugham, Frida Kahlo’s secret book, F.G. Haghenbeck. 

In demarcating this corpus, I have followed a set of criteria. A theoretical-literary 

criterion, underlined through the structure of the content, using common esthetical procedures 

and compositional means, my choice was the novel. An exception to this complex literary 

species was the short story, Lady V. written by D. R. Popa, which proved to have a very rich 

content in terms of ekphrastic study.  

Another criterion that I kept in mind was that of reference: novels design their subject and 

action around a work of art, pictorial, sculptural, or a tapestry/cloth/carpet, Japanese stamp, 

with a real referent. Thus:  Jan Vermeer van Delft, Girl with a pearl earring; the tapestries  

                                                 
5
 The term hybrid text is used by Alexandra Vrânceanu to describe „the compounds that do not have an accurate 

classification“, such as the detailed description of photographies, a hybrid gender that does not strictly fit 

anymore under the classic stringency of ekphrasis. Alexandra Vrânceanu, Interferenţe, hibridări, tehnici mixte. 

Studii ale expresiei contemporane, Editura Universităţii din Bucureşti, 2007, pp. 8-9. 

 



from the Middle Ages National Museum in Cluny (The lady and the unicorn); Edgar Degas, 

Four dancers (Dancing for Degas); Remedios Varo, Still life reviving, The escape (The star 

hunter); the Japanese stamp „The wave”, „36 views of Mount Fuji” series written by Hokusai 

Katsushika (The lake house); James Abbott McNeill Whistler, Harmony in Gray and Green: 

Miss Cicely Alexander, Harmony in Pink and Gray, Lady Meux (Lady V.);  Pieter Breughel 

the Elder, Paying the tribute (The wild vine Gallery); Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa, Winged 

Victory of Samothrache (Falling into the world); Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, The 

The portrayal of Saint Jerome, The sacrifice of Isaac, The crucifixion of Saint Peter (The 

black butterfly).  

An exception to the rule would be the notional ekphrasis works: The lady in red on a grey 

canvas, Miss Christina, Woman, this is your son. In this works, there are paintings that cannot 

be identified in art with the works of a famous painter. Nevertheless, they have been presented 

and analysed in those particular chapters.  

I have also omitted the chronological criterion as the corpus fits to the temporal limits of 

contemporary literature.   

The purpose of this study doesn’t only aim for the description of a work of art, through 

the power of words, a practice belonging to the Sophists, but mainly to the hidden 

significations of ekphrasis, which, depending on the author and the author’s style or culture, 

brings many novelties, inconvenient situations, different from the ekphrasis belonging to 

ancient, medieval, Renaissance or Baroque literary texts. A close analysis of some novels 

belonging to French, Spanish, English literature, that should not be considered a cultural-

artistic fling, underlines the fact that painting influences writing, especially when it comes to 

novels. The diversity of the chosen works of art largely justifies the orientation of this paper.  

It is relevant for self-analyses as it embraces distinct spaces, avant-garde classic visions, 

various styles, different artistic trends, overall, a literary-visual polyphony worthy of 

attention. The choice of a bidding corpus outlines the multi-faceted portrayal of ekphrasis that 

one can find in the contemporary literary texts. Contemporary literature offers the reader 

another type of ekphrasis, different from the traditional one which amazes thanks to its 

multiple forms, giving the reader an intimate space where he can enjoy his own fantasy. Once 

you read the novels (Girl with a pearl earring, The lady and the unicorn, Dancing for Degas, 

The star hunter, The lake house, The lady in red on a grey canvas), the ekphrasis will not 

wear any mask anymore and it will easily by unravelled. Its decryption wasn’t easy to 

achieve, as a basic method brought about other areas of study, thus, resulting into an 

embraced interdisciplinarity (such an example can be encountered in The lake house by Kate 

Morton, where photography becomes an investigation technique and the Japanese stamp a 

trigger of the psychological game). The corpus invites the reader to an inside ekphrasis meant 

to make it familiar to a phenomenon that produces bestseller
6
 literature.   

The Romanian corpus supports the foreign one, sticking to the same diverse structure. 

If Occidental literature is very rich from this point of view, The Romanian literature is 

reluctant, suspicious or closed (but not hermetic!), it does not exhibit an obvious interest for 

ekphrasis, neither in literary works nor in editorial pieces of writing.  The critical discourse 

                                                 
6
 Alexandra Vrânceanu shows in her practical studies the way in which the classical topos of ekphrasis produces 

bestseller literature. See Alexandra Vrânceanu’s Volume, Tabloul din cuvinte. Studii de literatură comparată, 

Editura Universității din București, 2010, p. 8. 



itself is not very generous with a guest in minority. Thus, the ekphrasis did not seem to have 

anything to do with the existing context, but the year 2000 will highlight its particularities and 

the first comprehensive studies, as for example the article written by Alexandra Vrânceanu,  

„Describing the works of art in  Camil Petrescu’s novels“
7
. The journey of the ekphrasis, an 

irregular one, justifies the choice of the corpus, avoiding opting for works that have already 

been analysed from this particular point of view. It is the difference in the profile of the 

selected authors, the writing periods and writing style that gave birth to ekphrastic typologies. 

The challenge was certainly represented by the ability to reveal the chosen authors’ hidden 

intentions, at the same time with putting forward some pictorial works (sculptural, tapestry, 

stamps, and photos). These pictorial references, represented by simply quoting them or by 

ekphrastic descriptions of certain works of art, needed a triple procedure: decoupage, 

analysing and deciphering of the ekphrastic fragment, (re)contextualisation.   

The objectives revolve around the journey of the ekphrasis in Romanian literature, the 

ekphrasis being defined as „the verbal representation of a visual representation“
8
, the modern 

version, the (inter)changeable identities, the particularities of the ekphrastic descriptive 

discourse, the author’s intention to use them by translating the pictorial discourse into the 

verbal one. All these concepts are accompanied by the psychological impact and the reader’s 

interest in understanding the work of art, in its message or the desired effect. Thus, the main 

objective of this paper is to inventory the European and Romanian literary novels that 

describe a work of art inside the literary text, the reason for choosing the ekphrastic type of 

description and the impact it could have on the reader as the reference to another functional 

level might confuse him.  Another main objective of this paper is to describe and highlight 

different types of ekphrasis, the great number of novels written in this style being of great 

help in this respect; thus, the real, notional, cumulative, false ekphrasis, the negative or ironic 

ekphrasis
9
, are just some of the examples discovered in the mentioned above novels 

belonging to the corpus. There is a constant relationship with the reader-viewer’s position in 

the backstage of the discourse on art. The reinterpretation and analysis of a literary text will 

bring together extensive descriptions of the works of art, correspondences between arts or 

analogies, with the purpose to underline the new profile of the ekphrasis. 

The novelty of the investigation is represented by the mirrored examination of the 

chosen texts from an ekphratic perspective, the relationship between the novels and the 

artistic language, from an interdisciplinary perspective, in order to promote a multispectral 

analysis model in approaching literature.  

                                                 
7
 The author studies the Petrescian work of art and investigates the presence of the description of the works of art 

putting forward, at the same time, a potential explanation of the lack of the ekphrastic discourse in the Romanian 

cultural space: it is during the modern period that painting schools are created (in 1864, thanks to A.I. Cuza’s 

order, Theodor Aman and Gheorghe Tattarescu set up the Belle-Arte School, The National School of Fine Arts 

of Bucharest and between 1865-1881 Aman organizes The Exhibition of Living Artists, an event which was 

considered the first official art reunion in Romania); the first museum was opened at Brukenthal (1817, 

exhibiting the Barron’s art collections). Articolul „Descrierea operei de artă în romanele lui Camil Petrescu“, în 

revista Analele Universității București, 2009.  
8
 Dan Grigorescu, Povestea artelor surori. Relațiile dintre literatură și artele vizuale, Editura Atos, București, 

2001, p. 12. 
9
 Some of these are taken over from the systematization made by Dan Grigorescu in the volume Povestea artelor 

surori. Relațiile dintre literatură și artele vizuale, Editura Atos, București, 2001. 



The first chapter, Theoretical transgression on the ekphrasis concept. Definitions, 

approaches, classifications. Reading patterns used for ekphrastic literary texts, shortly 

presents the history of the concept and of this descriptive manner identified through 

ekphrasis, insisting on the fact that the ekphrastic technique is mainly used in novels. This 

chapter, chronologically browses the depiction of ekphrasis in antiquity, from Homer, the 

topos being subject to some adjustments and representations, from the second Sophist period, 

the Middle Ages or the 18
th

 century. The theoretic transgression continues by explaining some 

rhetoric figures that confuse and bring about misunderstandings as they refer to images, as in 

the case of hipotiposis. I have also looked for common theories and affinities for the reader to 

later understand the phenomenon of the duality of an image, an issue hard to describe and its 

permanent role of an aesthetic consumer. The study tracks the course of the interfaces of the 

arts in foreign spaces, brought closer to the Romanian one where the display will be a late 

one, of great importance being in this respect the articles and volumes belonging to Alexandra 

Vrânceanu, works than have been thoroughly examined. The specification regarding the 

existing types of ekphrasis will complete the theoretical and practical scale applied in the 

decoupage of the descriptive ekphrastic fragments. In order to better understand this particular 

case of literary practice I have accessed Dan Grigorescu’s volume, The story of the sister arts. 

The relationship between literature and visual arts, where the imagology expert comes with a 

theoretical and methodological approach of the term, but also those belonging to Alexandra 

Vrânceanu, such as Painting made of words. Studies of comparative literature, Quelques 

aventures de lʼ«ekphrasis» dans la fiction contemporaine, Interferences, hybridisation, mixed 

techniques. These have been supplemented with notes belonging to the expert in the 

relationship between literature and painting, Daniel Bergez, in the volume Le texte et la toile. 

Peintres et écrivains en dialogue. The studies dedicated to the ekphrastic literary description 

find support in the theoretical studies dedicated by Philippe Hamon to this discursive style. 

While defining the ekphrasis I have put an accent on the fact that it belongs to the descriptive 

style, a trait specific to hipotiposis, terms that are mistaken sometimes. By the end of the 

chapter, I give examples of types of ekphrastic insertions in novels belonging to both 

Romanian and foreign literature, towards the analysis models offered by Alexandra 

Vrânceanu and Cristina Sărăcuț, studies brought together in the volume From the critical 

discourse to the literary experiment. Likewise, the first chapter contains definitions of the 

ekphrasis term, taken out from various dictionaries, used in order to discover some 

resemblances that might help us understand this figure, which has acquired a new profile 

nowadays, a profile that has nothing to do with the traditional one.  

The 2
nd

 chapter, entitled Ekphrastic portrayals in European literature, divided into 6 

different subchapters which have been recategorized in their turn, presents a series of novels 

belonging to European literature in which the description of different works of art opens up a 

visual dimension inside the narrative. Thus, in these literary works there are the descriptions 

of some famous paintings/tapestries, this prestige being reflected in the text itself, making it 

more valuable. The first ekphrastic analyses concern two of the novels written by Tracy 

Chevalier, a writer whose style and vision succeeded in making the novel. She chooses a 

mysterious work of art that will generate fiction and builds around it a story that seems real 

thanks to the information coming from the history of arts or to the painters’ biographical data; 

for the reader it is difficult to make the difference between a fictional and a real ekphrasis in 



Chevalier’s novels. The novels Girl with a pearl earring and The lady and the unicorn have 

been placed at the beginning of the chapter as Chevalier opened the road towards the 

ekphratsic novel, even if she herself admits that she took inspiration from Sophie Chauveau’s 

novels, Le rêve Botticelli and La passion Lippi, works of art built on the painting-literature, 

verbal-visual correspondences. Vermeer’s painting, Girl with a pearl earring or Girl with a 

turban and the well-known tapestries from Cluny represent the real works of art around which 

the plot, the characters the action will be built; furthermore, the use of the title of these works 

of art can be useful to the reader as an interpretation key or as an introduction to ekphrasis. 

The chapter continues with another novel in which the language of art makes a lasting 

impression, Dancing for Degas by Kathryn Wagner. This time, the paintings belonging to the 

impressionist painter Edgar Degas complete the meaning of the verbal discourse. For Degas 

the unusual, found in the middle of the quotidian, the incentive of the imagination chained by 

the authority of reason will be balanced through a mixture of harmony and sensuality, 

borrowed from classic ballet. The beauty of the novel lies precisely on this parallel, painting-

ballet, arts that have different expression forms that the author easily uses as if she spoke the 

language of tenderness. The ekphrasis is here a mediator of the kinestesico-pictorial 

discourse. The next novel I have chosen, The star hunter by Zoé Valdés is based on the 

paintings of the surrealist painter Remedios Varo and leans on a (auto)biographical ekphrasis, 

given the fact that her personal history is recreated. R. Varo’s extremely intimate world, the 

one that prefers the unreality of surrealism seen as a way of life, spreads into the quotidian an 

unprecedented air, reminding each art lover that “life is not worth living without art”
10

 and 

that the dream, idea, destiny, time and spirituality rebalance it. The novel The lake house by 

Kate Morton is somehow different from the other novels previously listed. Beyond the great 

number of themes it presents the typology of the novel, a central role in the text is hold by a 

drawing depicting a child, a black and white picture of a family and a Japanese stamp. Thus 

the first two do not have the identity of a work of art per se, they play an important part inside 

the events, clearing the mind. The transgression to other times and places is made, in this 

novel, through illustrations, drawings, engravings, tapestries, embroideries, wallpaper 

descriptions etc. On the other hand, the Japanese stamp The Wave of Hokusai Katsushika 

makes reference to a well-known visual type, culturally encoded. We do not know the title or 

name of the artist as the reader has to identify him. The stamp is used by the author in order to 

psychologically probe the characters’ feelings. As a distinctive note, the novel The lake house 

structures its narrative according to the description of the photography, too, thus a new side of 

ekphrasis will be brought into focus, the crossbreed ekphrasis
11

. The next novel that is part of 

the 2
nd

 chapter is The lady in red on a grey canvas by Miguel Delibes and it has been 

deliberately chosen as an odd one compared to the others as the painting depicted does not 

really exist. The lack of real existence of the artistic object does not stop the reader from 

understanding the message of the text. This novels brings into focus a delicate subject 

represented by the fact that the reference to a real or imaginary object deserves some extra 

attention.  
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 Alexandra Vrânceanu, Interferențe, hibridări, tehnici mixte. Studii ale expresiei contemporane, Editura 

Universității din București, 2007.  



The 3
rd

 chapter, Ekphrastic portrayals in Romanian literature, completes the previous 

one as one can notice here too the interest of the Romanian writers in describing works of art 

that give life to some thrilling stories for the reader. Lots of pages have been written on 

Mircea Eliade’s novel, Miss Christina, its significations have been already decoded. However, 

an ekphrastic (re)interpretation is auspicious, and the painting of Miss Christina, attributed to  

G.D. Mirea in the novel, holds a central role, thus, it cannot be ignored. This portrait has a 

powerful influence on all the characters and on the reader itself. The novel by Sorin Titel, 

Woman, this is your son has the theme of silence as a main theme which is ubiquitous in his 

works and this theme with its defining particularities will also be present in Breakfast in the 

grass or Melancholy. The self ekphrasis
12

 accompanies these Romanian works. Sorin Titel’s 

film and music lover profile is already well-known and his painting calling emerges in the 

novel. The theme of silence will be closely followed in the study of the characters, 

represented by the drawing of a child, Marcu, and by a painting signed by Domenico 

Ghirlandaio, The adoration of the Magi. I have tried to prove that a child’s drawing too can be 

considered a work of art, as long as it is spontaneously created.
13

. Moreover, a real referent 

painting is also decoded, Reply of the Zaporozhian Cossacks by Repin, described in the novel 

Melancholy. The chapter continues with Constantin Țoiu’s novels, Wild vine gallery and 

Falling into the world, works that can be classified as ekphrastic novels in the true sense of 

the word thanks to the central place they have in the previously described works of art: in the 

first one, Paying the tribute by Pieter Breughel the Elder, in the second, Gioconda by 

Leonardo da Vinci and the statue Winged Victory of Samothrace. These do not look like some 

descriptive parentheses but like a mechanism, that stimulates narration. The last two works of 

the 3
rd

 chapter, Lady V.-D.R. Popa and The black butterfly by Radu Paraschivescu take the 

reader on a visual tour de force in the pictorial universe of James Abbott Mcneill Whistler and 

Merisi da Caravaggio. None of these two literary works can be denied the pictorial nature. 

Despite not being very long, Lady V. describes two works with a real referent in order to 

rebuild Whistler’s past and the novel The black butterfly, besides the interest in Caravaggio’s 

destiny it pictures the image of Rome, inserting history, art history information and 

mentalities.  

Analysing a theme in the field of arts that work with visual images has to be done with 

great care and wariness. The references specific to ekphrasis, though unobservable at first, 

give a great deal of importance to description and offers special purposes. The references to 

the visual show that the writer is in constant competition with the painter or that it holds great 

knowledge. The writers’ choice of preferences for certain works or painters is still unknown 

but the reason for inserting ekphrastic descriptions can be guessed.  These differ from novel to 

novel and transfer the prestige of the paintings to the novels and the literary characters, once 

compared to a famous pictorial figure, will be familiar to the reader. 
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