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Aesthetic Literacy and Interdisciplinary Vocabularies 

 

Because my background is in literature generally and poetry and drama more specifically, I approach 

the intersection of text and image from the textual side. I'm most interested in the kinds of 

representational vocabularies offered by both image and text, however. In this paper, I will sketch out 

how combining text and image makes creative and critical literacies available, and what kinds of 

interpretive possibilities this kind of literacy can lead to. I have three practical examples, drawn from 

classroom experiences in addressing the aura, using ekphrasis as a means for translating the visual into 

the textual, and using close-reading as a means for reversing that translation from text to image. 

 

To frame my approach: While my own work is in in English literature, currently I work with students 

who have one concentration in the fine arts and one in an academic area. A majority of my students 

have a visual art concentration and a humanities concentration—for example, Art and Creative 

Writing—and they require a fluency with the vocabulary of varied modes of representation in both 

their creative and their academic work. 

 

For these students, who have already self-selected into an interdisciplinary program, the challenge is 

not to convince them of the value of an interdisciplinary degree but to provide them with a means to 

achieve concrete goals through that work, to encourage not only their creative skills but their academic 

rigor as well. The question of how meaning is embedded in and extracted from an object of critical 

inquiry is an essential starting point for considering text and image in conjunction. 

 

An example: When I teach Benjamin's “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” I'm 

often surprised by the vehemence with which students rush to defend the value of the aura. They are 

aghast that anyone would suggest removing that special something that makes some things special. It 

takes a lot of careful working through the argument before it becomes clear that Benjamin is 

prescribing a positive approach to art that does not remove meaning but instead makes that meaning 

more available for everyone's engagement. This response is especially striking considering the media 

diets of undergraduate students—they have all the world available to them at all times, on all platforms. 
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They have Monet's water lilies hanging in their dorm room, their phones are wrapped in Warhol skins, 

they use a Frida Kahlo painting as their Facebook profile photo. But confronted with the theoretical 

consequence of this dispersal of aesthetic objects, they retreat to a belief in the ineffable transcendence 

of the original object, the importance of context over content.  

 

I present this observation not as an indictment of undergraduate fantasies about critical objects, but as 

an illustration of how easy it is to take the visual object for granted. Because this response, this defense 

of the aura, was also my immediate reaction upon first reading Benjamin's essay. I wanted the thing 

itself to be the site of meaning, because that removes responsibility from me as a viewer, consumer, 

critic of the object. The fantasy of the aura allows us to displace the action of interpretation onto the 

object (or some version of the creator) rather than accepting our own culpability in producing meaning 

in the act of viewing. 

 

In a similar vein, reading Foucault's “Las Meninas” in conjunction with viewing Velasquez's painting 

of the same name gives students something sturdy to hang on to while navigating Foucault's dizzying 

prose, prose that slowly undermines the structure of those sturdy images. The visual provides an 

immediate application of the theory and the theory gives nuanced access to the visual. Using images to 

teach critical theory is perhaps not one's first thought when considering visual studies in the English 

major, but it's an effective approach. What at first seems unmediated and proximate in the image 

becomes more unwieldy and complex when one comes at it with a critical vocabulary. At the same 

time, though, the visual language allows one to consider the critical text as more than just abstraction 

and obfuscation, to think about it as working in a logic of representation. 

 

Another example: Ekphrasis is, in literature, the technique of representing visual art in textual form—

written work about a visual work. Ekphrasis translates the language of the image into the text, and this 

translation is, as all translations are, also an interpretation. This somewhat obvious point—that every 

engagement with an object is a moment of interpretation—is a crucial one for young artists and critics, 

who often take for granted that the meaning they find in an object is transparent to all other observers. 

Challenging students to think about text in conjunction with images encourages them to think about 

how meaning it produced across media. 

 

I'm using a definition of exphrasis drawn from James Heffernan, who contends that “ekphrasis 

explicitly represents representation itself. What ekphrasis represents in words, therefore, must itself be 
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representational. The Brooklyn Bridge may be considered a work of art and construed as a symbol of 

many things, but since it was not constructed to represent anything, a poem such as Hart Crane's The 

Bridge is no more ekphrastic than Williams's 'The Red Wheelbarrow' (300). Heffernan is making a 

distinction between other modes of writing about visual objects such as iconicity and pictorialism, and 

while I'm not as insistent on that division as he is, I think it's a good, stable starting point for talking 

about vocabularies of representation.  

 

Ekphrasis, then, provides the structure for practicing the vocabulary of visual representation. It shows 

us how we can talk about the visual and what arises when we step back and let the picture speak (with a 

nod to WJT Mitchell, whom I'll get to in a moment). The struggle, though is to let that happen while 

simultaneously acknowledging that what we hear from the image is always distorted by our own 

interpretive action, even when that action seems to be simply receptive. 

 

A tendency of young artists and writers is to see their work as essentially representative of them rather 

than as a representation of experience and objects in the world. Ekphrasis, by its very nature, is focused 

outward rather than inward, and requires that the writer performing it get out of her own way. It does 

not falsely obscure the role of the writer in its production, but it allows the writer to see her own 

engagement with the work in a more critical and objective way. The usefulness of this approach in a 

creative writing context is clear—ekphrastic exercises inculcate in a writer the language of visual and 

textual representation and expand the kinds of content in the creative written work. I'm also arguing, 

though, that these exercises are useful in teaching critical approaches to art both visual and textual. A 

student's existing familiarity with visual media and its language of representation can be extended into 

a critical literacy by building on the necessity of interpretation in translating between the visual and the 

verbal. 

 

 

Perhaps it's because the visual is more immediately symbolic than the textual, but students who resist 

the idea of close reading in text often respond to the details of a painting. One of my favorite first-day 

exercises is to present Brughel's Fall of Icarus and Auden's Musee des Beaux Arts and asking students 

to see what's in the painting that isn't in the poem. That part's easy. I then ask them to identify what's in 

the poem that's not in the painting, which seems even easier. But as the discussion progresses, we begin 

to notice that the more abstract ideas in the poem are also in the painting, and, amazingly, the details 

that we thought were absent from the poem are also there, though maybe not in the form we expected.  
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The class doesn't always agree on what's happening in either the poem or the painting (and no one ever 

likes the “doggy life” line as much as I do), but they begin to use the language they already have for 

talking about visual images to talk about text—even students without an art background feel 

comfortable talking about color, figures,and proportions. The formal qualities that can often seem so 

intimidating in literary criticism—imagery, form, meter—can be aligned with the aspects students 

already understand in talking about pictures. Students already have a vocabulary of visual 

representation that can be extended into both a textual and a critical vocabulary.  

 

Finally, an example of that translation working in the other direction: I've taught the Shakespeare 

survey more times than I can count, and I've always resisted the pedagogical approach that gets 

students engaged with the text by having them perform it, or rewrite it in contemporary vernacular, or 

imagine what it would be like if Romeo and Juliet lived in modern-day Tokyo and their fathers were 

yakuza guys at war. I've long felt that this approach sacrificed the actual words of the plays for the 

characters and plots, the original creations for the borrowed trappings. No! In my classroom we would 

read and closely read and read again!  

 

In retrospect, I don't think this was a terrible approach, but it definitely misses the crucial visual aspect 

of drama. More recently, I used The Winter's Tale in my interdisciplinary freshman research seminar as 

a case study in how modes of representation work across media. The plot of WT is basically Othello 

with liberal dashes of Midsummer's and Pygmalion—king of Sicilia suspects queen of adultery, 

condemns her as a traitor, queen dies after giving birth to daughter, daughter is abandoned on the 

seacoast of Bohemia, abandoning gentleman exits pursued by bear, lost princess is found by shepherds, 

grows up to fall in love with prince of Bohemia, all return to Sicilia where the loyal retainer reveals a 

statue of the dead queen that comes to life. It's a play that deals directly with the visual, both in the 

evidence King Leontes constructs to justify his jealousy and in the statue of Hermione. There are also 

songs and dances, rounding out the representational modes at work in the play. After spending time 

with the text itself, I asked the class, for their final projects, to produce a translation of some aspect of 

the play—a scene, an image, a character—in a new medium. The point of this assignment was twofold: 

First, to give students an opportunity to think about the material we had been considering critically in 

an aesthetic, creative context. And second, to encourage students to think more about what kinds of 

critical knowledge can be produced when they are engaged in a creative process. Toward this end, I 

asked them to  pay attention to what they pay attention to when they created their translations—did 
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they have to read the play differently for this project than if they were reading it for a literature class? 

Did they gain a different understanding of the form or content of the text? What kinds of discoveries 

does the creative process lead to that a critical reading does not? 

 

The results were, quite frankly, fantastic. One group produced a short film, complete with original 

score, that addressed the dread and horror of Antigonus's duty and fate (he's the one who abandons the 

baby and is pursued by the bear). Another group created a graphic novel with two distinct visual styles, 

reflecting the generic split between the tragedy of the first half of the play and the comedy of the 

second. Another group took the symbol of the mirror as an accurate means of seeing and distorted those 

mirrors to match the distorted perceptions of the main characters. Even the sillier projects, such as the 

animation that presented the first half of the play as a silent movie performed by bears and the 8-bit 

video game that investigated the assumptions that one makes about how video games work by 

imagining the shared history of Leontes and Polixines, required their creators to think critically about 

how representation works or fails to work in the play, as well as how their own versions of 

representations can take advantage of or resist those modes. As one student explained in the critical 

statement that accompanied her project: “This entire process forced me to think differently about 

analyzing texts – it forced me to be able to visualize things even with only the bare information about 

the features of the people and places. In the past, I didn’t think too much about that kind of thing and 

would write papers simply considering the plotline and personalities of the characters, but I am 

gradually realizing that the image of the story is also really important, but also way more difficult to 

communicate due to how open appearances can be and how differently people can interpret the texts.” 

 

There is, of course, a huge theoretical field to be dealt with beyond the classroom in terms of how 

representation and discourse can be dealt with critically. WTJ Mitchell in his Picture Theory notes that 

what he calls “metapictures”--that is, a picture that acknowledges, either directly or implicitly, its status 

as a representational mode--“reveal the inextricable weaving-together of representation and discourse, 

the imbrication of visual and verbal experience” (83). He goes on to suggest that we see language itself 

as a “medium rather than a system, a heterogenous field of discursive modes requiring pragmatic, 

dialectical description  then a univocally coded scheme open to scientific explanation” (98). While I'm 

reducing Mitchell's ideas about language and image to use them in the classroom, I hope I'm not losing 

the nuance in his argument, where he makes clear that this is not a process of reading analogues 

between image and text but allowing each medium to produce its own vocabulary, grammar, and 

syntax. It's easy to make alignments between image and text—I've done it in this paper as a means of 
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clarifying rhetorical form through reference to visual composition—but those alignments should not 

obscure the autonomy of the image and its representational mode. 

  

In his follow-up to Picture Theory, Mitchell claims that visual studies is a “'dangerous supplement' to 

art history and aesthetics” (WDPW? 340) because it exposes gaps in what those fields have been doing 

all along. I'm inclined to think about the inclusion of image in the literature classroom another 

dangerous supplement, in the very best way. Literary criticism, both as it is taught and as it is practiced, 

has perhaps lost sight of the primary problems of representation it must start from, and the introduction 

of the image prompts those considerations anew.  

 

At its best, the presence of images in the literature classroom leads to fuller consideration of how 

language works at both a rational and aesthetic level. Becoming fluent across media not only gives 

students the tools for working with any object of critical inquiry that catches their fancy, but it gives 

them latitude to consider their own work, both creative and critical, in terms of representation. Aligning 

text and image makes students more active in their interactions with these objects and makes 

interpretation less of a static answer to be filed away and more of a process of engaging with the world 

and its meaning. 


