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Rationale 

Ekphrasis is basically the art of writing about a piece of art. The most 

famous poetic example still happens to be Ode on A Grecian Urn, by John 

Keats, but there are amazing modern pieces available to us as well. As The 

Poetry Foundation says, Ekphrasis is: “Description” in Greek. An ekphrastic 

poem is a vivid description of a scene or, more commonly, a work of art. 

Through the imaginative act of narrating and reflecting on the “action” of a 

painting or sculpture, the poet may amplify and expand its meaning.” 

I love this exercise because it provides students with something specific to to 

focus on and to write about. But it is also infinitely flexible. It encourages 

independent imaginative thinking.  Choice is a big part of it. It can be as 

expansive as you’d like it to be. You can use it as a single day prompt, or you 

can create an entire unit out of it that stretches over several sessions for an 

interdisciplinary exercise. I’m going to give the basics here and also some of 

the ways I expanded it in my classroom. The work my students produced from 

these exercises was often award winning and consistently outstanding.  
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The Exercise 

Direct students to an art museum website. I most often used The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art because it has an extensive collection and contains great primers on 

art history, as well as art timelines. But any will do. You can use your local museum 

as well. The following is an example of the instructions I would give them:   

1. Look at paintings from the ??? century (any century or specific school of 
painters, i.e., Romantics, Impressionists, Cubists, etc., will do. Choose in 
advance what you’d like them to focus on.)  

2. Take your time and look through a variety of paintings on the site. (I give them 
about twenty or so minutes to do this – longer if possible. During this time, they 
can also talk about what they are finding with their peers. This builds enthusiasm 
but also helps those who may be having trouble navigating the site with tips from 
friends.)   

3. Find a painting that somehow seems to draw you in, appeals to you in some 
way. Go with your gut. You don’t have to “understand” why you like it. 

4. Really look at the painting. Think about how it’s put together, the color, the 
details, the shapes, the brush strokes, the subject. What does it remind you of? 
What words come to you as you are looking at the painting? What feelings does 
it evoke? Make a list and jot down impressions.  

5. When you are ready, write. Don’t worry about what you are writing – a story, a 
poem, etc. Just write and don’t sensor or edit yourself. The words that come 
when you are looking at this painting go onto your page.   

6. When everyone has had a chance to get something down, ask for volunteers to 
share. (I only ask for volunteers. Many students don’t want to share work that 
they feel isn’t polished. That’s fine.) While sharing, point out lines or images or 
phrases that stand out to you as being strong, as being good examples of solid 
writing.   

7. Give them time to revise on their own, then have them workshop their pieces in 
small groups with their peers, four students in each group being the perfect size.  

8. If the pieces are strong and the students are into it, have them create a class 
portfolio of pieces (poems or stories) with the art that inspired it. This can be 
either an online portfolio or chapbook, or one that you print.  
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Sources 
Metropolitan Museum of Art: https://www.metmuseum.org/ 

Wadsworth Atheneum: https://www.thewadsworth.org/ 

Museum of Fine Art – Boston: https://www.mfa.org 

Note to Teachers - Variations 

While they are exploring paintings and artwork from a different time frame, or 

different schools, you can tell them to research both the history of that genre 

as well as the artist. I would suggest they do this after they’ve had a chance 

to write about the first painting they’ve chosen, only to keep the writing fresh. 

However, their research can greatly improve their revisions. And this is a great 

way to show them just how to insert telling, sensory details to improve their 

work.  

Think about adding examples of music from the same era to play while they 

were writing. For example, if we were focused on Romantic painters, we would 

read some examples of Romantic poetry. Then play symphonies created 

during the same timeframe while they were writing. A more specific example 

is:  The Age of Anxiety: A Baroque Eclogue, by W. H. Auden, along with The 

Age of Anxiety: Symphony #2 for piano and orchestra, by Leonard Bernstein, 

(written based on the Auden poem), coupled with the paintings of Edward 

Hopper and/or other wartime or mid-twentieth century painters. I would read 

them an example from Auden’s book, have them look up paintings and, once 

I’d given them a chance to find a painting that they liked, I would play the 

Bernstein symphony while they were writing.  

It is really important to remind them that they should be free to create. The key 

is to find what inspires them; write a great draft of something they can work 

on. It is also wonderful to watch as they make connections between different 

art forms and enjoy this discovery.  

Finally, if you can, take the students to the museum. That is one reason to use 

one that is local. There is nothing like watching them see paintings in person! 

And there is nothing like writing at the museum!   
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The Louvre: https://www.louvre.fr/en 

The Prado: https://www.museodelprado.es/ 

The Poetry Foundation: https://www.poetryfoundation.org 
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