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          1 Elinore Hollinshead, Summer Squall (detail), 1998. Mixed media.  
          (artwork ©Elinore Hollinshead) 
 
 
“The action of this story will result in my transfiguration into someone else and my 
ultimate materialization into an object. Perhaps I might even acquire the sweet tones of 
the flute and become entwined in a creeper vine.” 
      Clarice Lispector- The Hour of the Star 
 
You can know the name of a bird in all the languages of the world, but when you're 
finished, you'll know absolutely nothing whatever about the bird... So let's look at the bird 
and see what it's doing -- that's what counts. I learned very early the difference between 
knowing the name of something and knowing something. 
      Dr. Richard P. Feynman 
 
One might say that science itself, and civilization and art, are all about different 
orderings of the world – to contain it, and to make it in some sense intelligible, 
communicable. And bearable.  

Oliver Sacks 
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One could summarize this paper with the statement: Stories transform us. Although I 
enjoy words immensely I am not a writer. Standing here today is an intimidating exercise 
in extroversion far from the comforting womb of the studio. Usually my attention as an 
artist and an instructor is devoted to observing closely- things I will see once and perhaps 
never see again and images I create and move out into the world…records of my 
transitory moods and desires… Yet I believe it is an essential task of those in the arts to 
highlight their interdisciplinary nature: Poetry, prose, music, science, theoretical texts are 
all fodder for the artist and accessing creativity requires the unorthodox combination of 
influences to incite new ways of seeing. Through art we can discover worlds that we had 
no idea existed and experience them 
 
All art asks the viewer to be present, to be aware, to remember what has been as well as 
what may be. We build our intellect by both trial and error and purposeful disciplined 
exploration. We are shaped by experience and the ideas we encounter and in turn we try 
and shape our worlds to best represent our ideals and desires.  
 
There is a diverse and long history of artists ranging from Rembrandt to Cy Twombly 
that have utilized text as a springboard to innovation. I believe most artistic practice 
exists in a dialogue with the written word. In order to explore this idea more fully I will 
use my creative work and that of two other contemporary artists Isabel Bigelow and 
Elinore Hollinshead to argue that the use of literature is inextricable from most artistic 
practice. Each of us uses the written word as a catalyst for creativity and the results of 
that activity range from the spare and meditative to the inordinately complex.  The 
resultant images are improvisations on substantive themes. 
 
All artists, it seems to me, are engaged in a quest to record a world, real or imagined and 
they do so by engaging an inner vision. Creating a vision involves invention, symbols and 
sleights of hand, and is accomplished with base materials. What is paint but refined mud? 
Through the transmutation of these materials artists create the sensation of life, elements 
coalescing to create illusion, substance and feeling. When they do this effectively the 
resulting images are felt as well as thought through. Therein lies an artist's style. An artist 
becomes a dreamer of a dreamed world, a world that is built on individual perceptions 
and observations.  
 
Artists translate their observations of the world into symbols, symbols that can then be 
apprehended by the viewer. Artists cannot accomplish this without recognizing and 
naming the thing they are observing in the process of this translation. In figure drawing, 
for example, an artist is aided by the knowledge of anatomy in which muscles and forms 
are observed, named and rendered. Information is filed in the memory in structured ways, 
categories such as tree, house etc. The unique combination of categories is a common 
method of creative ignition. 
 
To quote Robert Beverly Hale in his seminal work, Drawing Lessons from the Great 
Masters, “But first of all, in order to draw a specific form, you must be aware that this 
form exists…there are many forms which the beginner has neither heard of nor thought 
about…these forms literally do not exist.” Words can inspire and lead us to 
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understanding providing a matrix to order systems and thought.  Yet a name is not 
enough to bring us to a holistic, integrated knowledge that can be utilized in advanced 
thought. For an artist exploring complex emotions and ideas the use of literature is a 
“naming” of a different order. A poem or story can establish the tenor of feeling that an 
artist can then investigate.  
 
To borrow liberally from an idea the art historian James Elkins explored brilliantly in his 
book, What Painting Is, art is a hypostatic meditation. The word made flesh. To quote 
Elkins, “A hypostasis is a descent from an incorporeal state into ordinary matter, or in 
general an infusion of spirit into something inert.” Even with our current cultural 
cynicism that is highly suspicious of such concepts as “spirit” I think we can all agree 
that art can and usually does convey feeling. An artist’s choice of materials and their 
ability to manipulate them then adds another layer of unpredictability and depth. It is a 
common observation among artists of the schism that always exists between a vision in 
the mind and what actually happens in the studio. 
 
Words and images are closely associated in the cognitive processes (try saying bird 
without visualizing a bird). Words of course are in themselves visual symbols that convey 
sound and meaning and handwriting an elaborate calligraphic record of an individual’s 
thought. The artists Hollinshead, Bigelow and myself have found ways to thoughtfully 
integrate our engagement with the written word into our creative process. 
 
Elinore Hollinshead 
 
In the words of the artist,“ My painting springs from the desire to capture and hold the 
sense, both specific and intangible, of the natural external and subjective inner world.”  
Viewed through that lens her paintings are a record of her experiences that have been 
retained and avoid oblivion through becoming art. For Hollinshead poetry has been an 
important influence. In the words of such poets as T.S. Eliot, Philip Larkin, W.H. Auden, 
and William Butler Yeats she found a realization of the sadness-beauty and pain of life 
that resonated with her perception that each moment is important and each moment 
fleeting. Her elaborate collaged and layered works seem to say all can be retained, all 
recorded in a wandering search through nature. 
 
Young man, lift up your russet brow, 
And lift your tender eyelids, maid 
And brood on hopes and fear no more. 
And no more turn aside and brood 
Upon love’s bitter mystery 
 
from Who Goes With Fergus? 
William Butler Yeats 
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2 Elinore Hollinshead, Summer Squall, 1998. Mixed media.  
20” x 20” (artwork ©Elinore Hollinshead 
 
Poetry and literature are integrated directly into many of Hollinshead’s complex 
conglomerations of observations, memories, dreams and desires (fig.1-3). In Flight of the 
Dodo (fig.3) excerpts from William Styron’s novel Lie Down in Darkness inscribed in 
pigment are a subtle visual element in the work. The fragmented texts and mark (fig.4) 
both reveal Hollinshead’s conceptual process and on close inspection provide greater 
depth to understanding the many possible meanings behind the imagery.  
 
 

 
3 Elinore Hollinshead, Flight of the Dodo (detail). 1999. Mixed Media  
(artwork ©Elinore Hollinshead) 
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4 Elinore Hollinshead, Flight of the Dodo. 1999. Mixed Media  
52” x 26” (artwork ©Elinore Hollinshead) 
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5 Elinore Hollinshead, Blur (Dying Niobe). 2003. Mixed Media  
46” x 34” (artwork ©Elinore Hollinshead) 

 
 
In creating Blur (Dying Niobe) (fig.5) Hollinshead found inspiration in the myth as 
written by Ovid in Metamorphoses. Ovid’s words eloquently describe the grief of Niobe, 
who by her pride, incurred the wrath of the goddess Latona, wrath which resulted in the 
death of all her many children. Hollinshead formed her complex atmospheric image as a 
poetic visual distillation of despair, a beautiful but inexorable motion towards death that 
does not illustrate the text but personalizes and builds on its emotional content. 
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6 Elinore Hollinshead, Compositional sketch for Changes. 1997.  Mixed Media  
(artwork ©Elinore Hollinshead) 
 
In one of her more ambitious works Changes a multi-paneled meditation on the passage 
of time Hollinshead’s initial sketches (fig.6) utilized the poetry of Ovid, Yeats and others 
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as a springboard to invention. In the end she used only text from her own childhood 
writing yet the influence of the initial literary sources were an essential part of its creation 
establishing the works emotional center and compositional strategies. 
 
Part of the strength and beauty of Hollinshead’s work is how she maintains a virtuosic 
ability to record rich memory and detail (fig.7) and hold this profusion of details and 
signifiers in balance in larger formal compositions (fig.8). Such tensions speak beyond a 
style of the moment to the quotidian struggle we all have balancing our memories and 
perceptions. 
 

 
7 Elinore Hollinshead, Detail:Strange Fruit. 1990. Mixed Media  
(artwork ©Elinore Hollinshead) 
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8 Elinore Hollinshead, Strange Fruit. 1990. Mixed Media  
9’ x 8’ (artwork ©Elinore Hollinshead) 
 
Hollinshead explores the way we are shaped by the world, experiences, memories, 
fragments of our past and more importantly the ways in which these elements of life 
emerge to shape our present experience. She seems to say if we notice how each memory 
forever alters our perceptions our lives can be richer. This kind of mindfulness though 
comes with the knowledge that each moment is transitory, and this subtext of loss is ever 
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present in Hollinshead’s work. We shape our experience by how we place it…past, 
present and future meld in a mysterious flux, images link in layers creating the sensation 
that time is a collection of memories that can surface with little order or control. It is no 
simple matter to take in such complexity in one viewing- Hollinshead asks that the 
viewer experience each work as a journey undertaken with a clear-eyed passion for 
existence and a meditation on the brevity and fragility of life. (fig. 9) 
 
 

 
9 Elinore Hollinshead, Changes (detail) 1997. Mixed Media  
(artwork ©Elinore Hollinshead) 
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Isabel Bigelow 
 

 
10 Isabel Bigelow, Melting Stream. 2011. Oil on Panel. 32” x 88” (diptych) 
(artwork ©Isabel Bigelow) 
 
 

 
11 Isabel Bigelow, Horizon. 2011. 22” x 46” Oil on Panel 
(artwork ©Isabel Bigelow) 
 
In	  the	  words	  of	  the	  artist	  Isabel	  Bigelow,	  “I	  am	  always	  noticing	  and	  marking	  the	  
noticing…	  I	  find	  it	  irresistible	  to	  follow	  through	  with	  a	  visual	  thought	  through	  
painting.	  	  Inevitably	  the	  result	  is	  quite	  different	  from	  what	  I	  sensed	  in	  my	  brain.	  	  That	  
gap	  between	  the	  painted	  image	  and	  the	  feeling	  or	  memory	  of	  the	  subject	  is	  the	  thrill.”	  	  	  
 
For Bigelow the Wallace Stevens poem Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird has 
been an important touchstone to quote the artist. “ This has been on my wall for many 
years and it is one of the few things I have read repeatedly over time. (Note verses V, VI, 
IX, XIII ).” 
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I have juxtaposed excerpted stanzas from the poem with Bigelow’s paintings to exhibit 
how the poet’s melancholic, restless voice could be seen as infusing these works.  
 
 
 

 
12 Isabel Bigelow, Snow and Shadows. 2014. Oil on Panel. 46” x 52” 
(artwork ©Isabel Bigelow) 

 
 
VI	  
Icicles	  filled	  the	  long	  window	  
With	  barbaric	  glass.	  
The	  shadow	  of	  the	  blackbird	  
Crossed	  it,	  to	  and	  fro	  
The	  mood	  
Traced	  in	  the	  shadow	  
An	  indecipherable	  cause	  
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13 Isabel Bigelow, Islands and Gardens. 2004. Oil on Panel. 48” x 48” 
(artwork ©Isabel Bigelow) 
	  
	  
IX 
When the blackbird flew out of sight, 
It marked the edge 
Of one of many circles. 
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14 Isabel Bigelow, Untitled, (Snow). 2010. Oil on Panel. 32” x 44”	  
(artwork ©Isabel Bigelow) 
	  
 
XIII	  	  
It	  was	  evening	  all	  afternoon.	  It	  was	  snowing	  
And	  it	  was	  going	  to	  snow.	  
The	  blackbird	  sat	  
In	  the	  cedar-‐limbs.	  
	  
 
In contrast to Hollinshead’s profusion of imagery, the works of Bigelow are reductive 
and pared down. Elemental, atmospheric inspirations tinged with a melancholic 
insistence on shadow; their locus on spaces extracted from the larger world. (fig.10) 
Disconnected from a larger context and defining details Bigelow’s works seem to express 
memory and dreams- a kind of spare recollection. Even when she does picture open 
landscapes (figs.12-13) there is little provided in the way of concrete information-the 
imagination must fill in the details. This distillation results in a dislocation for the viewer- 
an immersion in a floating world (inspired in part by Japanese Ukiyo-e prints), rich but 
amorphous, refined yet distant. Her emphasis creates a quiet arena of perceptions viewed 
through a scrim of fog or the haze of time and distant memory, a delicate balance 
between figure and ground. Bigelow notes the essay In Praise of Shadows by Jun’ichirō 
Tanizaki as a source of inspiration. In his discussion of the Japanese conception of space 
Tanizaki writes: 
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“And so it has come to be that the beauty of a Japanese room depends on a variation of 
shadows, heavy shadows against light shadows—it has nothing else.” 
 

The influence of this conception of 
space is clearly visible in 
Bigelow’s work (fig.15). Bigelow 
creates her images through a 
meticulous process of layering and 
sanding panels to create dense, rich 
veils of glowing pigment. A 
tapestry of what is there but also 
what is not. Bigelow seems to 
acknowledge that loss is part of the 
world and instead of avoiding it 
strives to record the feelings such 
imminent loss engenders-a 
recording of the transient seeking 
transcendence. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
15 Isabel Bigelow, Shoji 2. 2001. Oil on 
Panel. 24” x 20” (artwork ©Isabel 
Bigelow) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
16 Isabel Bigelow, Space between Trees. 
2008. Oil on Panel. 24” x 24” (artwork 
©Isabel Bigelow) 
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Stephen Burt 
 

 
17 Stephen Burt, Detail: Terrible Beauties. 2012 Conte crayon on green  
prepared paper. (artwork ©Stephen Burt) 
 
For me art is a way to pay attention, to remember and to explore my drifting inspirations 
in ways that capture what otherwise fades from consciousness. Even though I know and 
can teach the formal strategies to convey light, form and feeling, I still remain fascinated 
when images assume shape as I work. An emotional connection is essential for me that in 
many cases exists in part in a historical dialog with great images of the past. 
 
A few years back I read Karen Russell’s wonderful novel, Swamplandia, a black 
humored and tragic tale of a family coming apart in the swamplands of Florida. 
The novel inspired a series of drawings of battling creatures (fig. 17) that perhaps echo 
elements of the novel in their exploration of the human condition. The book also inspired 
landscapes. (fig.18) 
 

 
18 Stephen Burt, Marshland Near Lake Woodruff, Florida as Inscribed by William A. Burt c. 1647. 2014. 
Ink and gouache on paper. (artwork ©Stephen Burt) 
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“There was an orange light thinking its way across the darkness over the swamp and that 
was the sun.” Karen Russell from Swamplandia 
 
This quotation is emblematic of the author’s tendency to animate nature and make it full 
and rich. “Marshland” was not created in direct response to the Russell’s prose yet I 
think its inspiration is evident. I seek to imbue landscape with a life of its own. 
 
I cannot imagine not using literature to find inspiration. In it I find rich narrative openings 
in interpretive possibility. And I have found that creating tension through a shifting multi-
faceted sense of time and space is essential to my practice. Gabriel Garcia Marquez in 
One Hundred Years of Solitude created a world that fluidly oscillated between the real 
and unreal, the past and the future. In that novel, which I have read a number of times, I 
began to see that my own dream-like way of engaging the world was a valid way of 
seeing…that one could focus on the invention of new worlds spiced with arcane histories 
yet remain thoroughly immersed in this world. 
 
 I find an image will come to me more or less demanding that it be made. In Jonah and 
the Whale (fig. 19) for example the biblical story was only one part of the equation. 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses was equally influential as well as a fragment of poetry from 
Leonardo DaVinci.  
 

 
19 Stephen Burt, Jonah and the Whale. 2014. Conte crayon on blue prepared paper. 22” x 60” (artwork 
©Stephen Burt) 
 
 
“O how many times were you seen among the waves of the great swollen ocean, looming 
like a mountain, defeating and overwhelming them, and with your black and bristly back 
furrowing the sea waves, and with stately and grave bearing!” 
 
Leonardo DaVinci 
 
Literature provides a beginning- the hand and eye add their voice to the interpretation; in 
my case the use of cross-hatching in drawing is improvised to enhance the expressive 
calligraphy of mark. This method inspired by Durer and others creates a volumetric 



	   18	  

“reality” that is, nevertheless quite abstract when looked at in part rather than holistically. 
Each mark dictates the following mark with an internal intuitive logic. (fig.20) 
 

 
20 Stephen Burt, (detail) Jonah and the Whale. 2014. Conte crayon on blue prepared paper. (artwork 
©Stephen Burt) 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
It is nothing new to discuss the intersection of the visual arts and literature. As noted in 
the introduction to this essay diverse artists have been inspired by text for centuries. 
However I want to highlight individual artist’s creative process to illustrate that the 
tendency of artists to intrinsically gravitate towards the written word is more the rule 
rather than the exception. The artists I know have multi-faceted interests and influences 
and draw from many sources to fortify their explorations in the studio. I think it likely 
upon reflection that most artists could identify the written word as a rich influence on 
their thought and in many cases a strong influence on their work. 
 
For myself, Bigelow and Hollinshead the written word has allowed access to otherwise 
ineffable places-it has assisted us in structuring our thoughts and feelings. For 
Hollinshead inspired by the Romantic sensibility of Yeats and others the word ignites 
poetic improvisations in paint and mixed media. Bigelow, whose undergraduate degree 
was in Comparative Religion, is inspired by philosophy and is drawn to writers like 
Wallace Stevens and William Carlos Williams who delve into the essence of things. For 
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me, inspired by such diverse sources as the poetry of Emily Dickenson to magical 
realism, words draw forth images and emotions that provide narrative depth.  
 
To my mind what ties these diverse artists together is their emphasis on feeling and the 
tactile. In Hollinshead’s oeuvre each work becomes a cabinet of wonders, of memory and 
mark. In Bigelow’s work there is an inherent tension between the ephemeral nature of 
what is pictured-the spaces in between-the traces of memory- and the meticulous layered 
process by which they are rendered. In my work the ability through abstract means to 
create the improbable or impossible experience and make it seem real compels.  
 
How you observe the method by which an artist molds materials into visions is essential 
to understanding each artist's idiosyncratic translation of their observations. By thinking 
deeply on what is pictured and how an image is made, we as the viewer can begin to 
access works of art in meaningful ways. Style is not a garment to be worn but the 
essential means, a personal syntax, through which an artist communicates meaning. 
 
For Bigelow images are built in layers that ultimately create a sense of time- a palimpsest 
of labor carefully structured to create atmosphere and space. In uneasy tension her works 
seem to both embrace the beauty of the world and at the same time deny its corporeal 
nature. 
 
For Hollinshead images are a reliquary of experience that acknowledges the inevitable 
change and loss in life. They emphasize the power of the minute, the elevation of the 
inessential- less grand gesture than a visual recalibration that asks the viewer to 
restructure what they should value-the margins of experience- a feather, a shell, words 
read…Despite this attention to the small her works assume a structural integrity through 
rigorous formal compositions (fig.8) in which the small becomes large again. Each part 
is essential to the whole-an alchemical transfiguration. 
 
In my own work I find memory and experience are fluid and magical influencing each 
mark and observation-it is possible for our actions to extend through centuries. Each 
moment we have is a product of personal experience, myth and collective memory.  
 
I think it is within each artist, at least in the moment of creation, to come to identify with 
his or her subject so strongly that it becomes almost real. This dab of paint is light, this 
one shadow, this skin, and this air. Inextricable from that tangible reality comes feeling, 
for an artist must both name and interpret how they will convey their thoughts in color, 
form and content. While each of us as artists utilize different methods and materials, we 
all find inspiration in the written word and in nature, a nature seen through the lens of 
memory, dreams, and portents of an imagined (or feared) future. Do we labor to both 
forestall time and to capture it in its rapid and insatiable passage? Labor is ultimately to 
find meaning, a meaning shaped by the ideas we encounter in all forms. Ideas forever 
alter what and how we see and feel; their imprint on our consciousness carries though all 
our endeavors. 
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About the artists: 
 
Isabel Bigelow 
 
Isabel Bigelow was born in New York City in 1966.  She received a BA from Harvard, 
1988 cum laude and her MFA from the Maryland Institute College of Art in 1998.  
Bigelow has exhibited widely in the US in galleries and museums including the Sears-
Peyton Gallery in NYC, Reynolds Gallery in Richmond, VA, and at The Bronx Museum 
of the Arts, NY and Taubman Museum, VA.  Her work has been shown internationally at 
Etsuko Shibata Gallery in Tokyo, Japan and at the Daegu Civic Museum and Ulsan 
Cultural Center in South Korea.  Bigelow’s work has been reviewed in numerous 
publications including Art in America, Art Papers, Elle Décor, The New York Times, 
The Washington Post, Richmond Times Dispatch and Philadelphia Inquirer.  Residencies 
and awards include The Pollock–Krasner Foundation Award, MacDowell Colony, 
Yaddo, Millay Colony and the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts.  Her work is in the 
collections of the New York Public Library, The Hood Museum of Art, Dartmouth 
College, Yale University Art Gallery, The University of Virginia, Jane Voorhees 
Zimmerli Museum and other public and private collections. 
 
http://www.searspeyton.com/artist/Isabel_Bigelow/works/#!4124 
http://www.reynoldsgallery.com/artists/isabel-bigelow-3/ 
 
Stephen Burt 
	  
Stephen	  Burt	  is	  painter	  and	  printmaker.	  Born	  in	  Deland,	  Florida	  in	  1962.	  	  Educated	  
at	  Rhode	  Island	  School	  of	  Design	  (BFA	  1987)	  and	  SUNY	  Purchase	  (MFA	  1991).	  Burt	  
has	  exhibited	  in	  both	  international	  and	  national	  venues	  including	  most	  recently	  at	  
Rose	  Contemporary	  in	  Portland,	  ME,	  Bradbury	  Gallery-‐	  State	  University	  of	  Arizona,	  
Siena	  Art	  Institute,	  Siena,	  Italy,	  and	  the	  International	  Print	  Center	  in	  New	  York	  City.	  
Recent	  major	  exhibitions	  have	  been	  at	  Engine	  in	  Biddeford,	  ME,	  Leighton	  Gallery	  in	  
Blue	  Hill,	  ME,	  and	  Edward	  T.	  Pollock	  Fine	  Arts	  in	  Portland,	  ME.	  Burt’s	  work	  has	  been	  
acquired	  for	  inclusion	  in	  many	  public	  collections	  including	  those	  of	  Portland	  
Museum	  of	  Art,	  the	  Fogg	  Museum	  at	  Harvard,	  the	  New	  York	  Public	  Library,	  and	  the	  
Library	  of	  Congress.	  	  Burt’s	  work	  has	  been	  supported	  by	  awards	  from	  numerous	  
institutions	  among	  them,	  the	  Pollock-‐Krasner	  Foundation,	  the	  Ludwig	  Vogelstein	  
Foundation,	  and	  the	  Ruth	  Chenven	  Foundation	  as	  well	  as	  multiple	  faculty	  
development	  grants	  from	  the	  University	  of	  New	  England.	  Burt	  is	  an	  active	  member	  
of	  Peregrine	  Press	  in	  Portland,	  Maine,	  and	  Associate	  Professor	  and	  Chair	  of	  the	  
Department	  of	  Arts	  and	  Communications	  at	  the	  University	  of	  New	  England.	  	  
	  
http://stephentburt.com	  
 
Elinore Hollinshead 
 
Ellinore Hollinshead was born in NYC in 1958. Currently a professor at Rhode Island 
School of Design, she studied at Ruskin School of Art, Oxford University, and holds a 
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BA cum laude with distinction in Art at Yale University and an MFA in Painting from 
Indiana University. Selected solo and two-person exhibitions include The Painting 
Center, NYC: Greenburg Wilson Gallery, NYC: Nancy Moore Gallery, NYC; Lenore 
Grey Gallery, Providence, RI; and Eastwick Art Gallery in Chicago, IL. Her work has 
been reviewed in Artforum, The New York Times, Cover, Manhattan Magazine and The 
Providence Journal. Hollinshead’s work is in numerous public and private collections 
including the Franklin Mint Collection of Contemporary Art, and the Johnson Memorial 
Gallery, Middlebury College. She has been awarded multiple residencies most recently at 
the Julia and David White Artist Colony in Costa Rica and La Muse in Labastide, France. 
 
http://elinorehollinshead.com/ 
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