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brûlure de la vague de chaleur’ [the burning brightness of the heatwave] (Barrielle, 

1984:120). The ekphrasis traditionally would not be written from a copy of a 

painting, only the original; but what about the epitome of the photograph, the 

embodiment of ‘photographness’? It is not the photograph itself, the actual three-

dimensional object that the ekphrasis is written from; it is the image of the 

photographic object. In the age of digital technology there is no original photograph, 

only the original raw data file. In analogue photography we do have the original 

negative on film, or a glass plate or polished surface of the silver daguerreotype, but 

digital photography has negated this. 

There is sparse material, in the public and the academic domain, on the subject of 

the ekphrasis of photography, the ‘writing from photography’. In Casey N. Cep’s 

(2014) article in The New Yorker, ‘A Thousand Words: Writing From Photographs’ a 

number of negative issues are raised; that writing from photographs can ‘deaden 

prose,’  as though it is some kind of ‘cheap trick’ for amateur writers to use; and 

James Wood (2008) in the same vein states that it is only the apprentice writer who 

attempts such strategy, producing clichéd wooden prose: ‘an aspic of arrest’ 

(2000:96). The technique, Wood says, is seen as a ‘crutch for writer’s block’ 

(2008:96). According to Wood (2008) prose writers can be deadened by such a 

strategy, but journalists can use it to be made precise. Cep (2014), in a more positive 

note, surmises that writing from the photograph is capable of producing the effect 

of: ‘sharpening the way we convert experiences to prose’; it is not what we write but 

how we write it. Cep (2008) states that ‘photography engenders a new kind of 

ekphrasis’, an excellent entrée into academic literature on the subject of ‘writing 

from photography’, seen through the academic lens of ‘the ekphrastic’ and the 

ekphrastic project. 

Horstkotte & Pedri (2008) in ‘Photographic Interventions’, provide an excellent 

introduction to the subject of photography & literature. They state: ‘photography 

can serve as a constructive principle for literature’ (2008:10). Probably the most 

relevant reference (2008:10) is to Micke Bal’s (1997) monograph on Proust, The 

Mottled Screen: Reading Proust Visually, mentioning the mise en abyme relating to 

the literary device of the ‘frame story’, the frame within the frame (already 

referenced in the exegesis in regards to the writing style, but worth raising again in 

regards to the relationship between photography and the ekphrasis).  Bal states: 
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‘the photographic mechanism can be seen at work in the cutting-out of details, in the 

conflictual dialectic between the near and the far, and in certain ‘zoom’ effects’ 

(1997:201). This dialectic of the near and far influences the style and form of the 

ekphrasis of ‘writing from photography’.  

Liliane Louvel, in ‘Photography as Critical Idiom and Intermedial Criticism’, 

proposes a ‘poetics of the visual’ or ‘poesia’ (2008:44). Louvel states: ‘My ‘pictorial 

thirds’ designates the in-between image conjured by a ‘pictorial reading’. That is, 

one in which ‘word and image, combine and intermediality fully plays its role’ 

(2008:45).  Louvel appears to be searching for a classification order system for 

ekphrasis, based on literary proximity from the original photograph, towards an 

endpoint of pure imagination: 

 … photographs have an ontological function as well as the obviously 

anthropological, descriptive one they are often narrowed to by iconoclasts. 

Photographs are an extension not just of our sight, but also of our thought. Like 

human thought itself, they use displacement, metaphor, and analogy; they step 

back to give us perspective and orientation. They allow us to evolve.  

(Seed, 1991:403) 

 

Adam’s ‘Photographs on the Walls of the House of Fiction’ (2008) is a seminal essay 

in regards to the relationship between photography and contemporary literature. 

Adam (2008:180) draws attention to those novels where photographs are described 

but not always presented in the text: 

‘… such as Salman Rushdie's Midnight’s Children (1981) or Penelope Lively's 

The Photograph (2004): others, such as Richard Powers's Three Farmers on 

Their Way to a Dance (1985) and Marguerite Duras's The Lover (1998), depend 

in part on the resonance of the images on their covers with the fictional 

characters within. 

(Adam, 2008:180) 
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To explain this reticence in placing photographs within the text, Adams (2008:177) 

cites Jane Rabb (1995: xl), who supposes that: ‘perhaps they felt their presence might 

imply that the words were insufficient or their readers verbally unsophisticated.’ 

Adam (2008) challenges this now anachronistic argument that illustrations and/or 

photographs act only as a cheap prop for writer, and that this undermines the 

integrity of ‘good literature’. Where earlier novelists imagined that photographs 

would compete with their descriptive abilities or add to the verisimilitude of their 

writing, post-modernist novelists have come to believe the opposite, using 

photographs as the reverse of representation.  

In this context Adam is talking of the ‘mock fact’ where the photograph may be 

included as a misrepresentation of the truth, the cynicism and irony of 

postmodernism. This is the opposite of ontological integrity that is aimed at by new 

modernist writers, including this author, in which the photographic image may be 

included: ‘as another way to provide authenticity for  the purpose of having 

something authentic to undercut’ (Adam, 2008:180).  

One of the seminal works in contemporary literature, in regards o the inclusion of 

photographs within the novel, is W. G. Sebald’s The Emmigrants (1999), a fictional 

autobiography that included pictorial documentation such as photographs, tickets, 

paintings, and postcards. Adam discusses the novel in detail and concludes that: 

Sebald's The Emigrants strikes many readers as overpoweringly authentic, 

hardly an example of trickery, and the beginning of a new way of writing. 

Despite the fact that Sebald makes clear within the text that the documentary 

power of photography is both invaluable and suspect, no controversies have 

arisen over his novel's basic truth-value. Sebald's works continue to provide an 

especially authentic feel, despite their open admission of generic confusion.  

(Adam, 2008:193) 

 

The Ekphrasis of Photography in Literature 
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Authors have written about photos, with regard to their construction and 

methodology but it is only in recent times, especially in the days of post-modernism, 

that writers have ‘written from photographs’, and even more recently that 

academics have taken up ‘writing from photography’ in the domain of literature, as a 

subject of enquiry. The most notable is Trussler’s (2000) ground breaking essay, 

‘Literary Artifacts: Ekphrasis in the Short Fiction of Donald Barthelme, Salman 

Rushdie, and John Edgar Wideman’, published in the Contemporary Literature in 

2000. Trussler’s examination of Wideman’s fiction story ‘What He Saw’ (1992) is a 

brilliant exposition on ekphrastic process of ‘writing from photography’, 

encompassing literary theory and socio-political analysis.  

W.S.T. Mitchell has described ekphrasis as the ‘verbal representation of visual 

representation’ (1994:152). Trussler suggests that the ‘ekphrastic project is 

undergoing changes’ (2000:252), with the target-object playing a more active and 

immediate role in the prose narrative. He uses as an example, Ann Beattie’s short 

story ‘Janus’ (1985), in which a simple bowl becomes the symbol of the protagonist’s 

inability to move on from an existential crisis; the bowl is a visual representation of 

the protagonist’s conflicts in personal relationships. Other short stories examined 

by Trussler are Donald Barthelme’s ‘The Balloon’ (1981), Salman Rushdie’s ‘At The 

Auction of the Ruby’ (1994), and John Edgar Wideman’s ‘What He Saw’ (1992). His 

examination acts to historicise the ekphrastic project.  

In all the texts that Trussler (2000) analyses it is only in Edgar Wideman’s short 

story ‘What He Saw’ that the ekphrasis of ‘writing from the photograph’ is 

propagated; here the photo image is the ekphrastic target. Trussler first of all 

introduces the reader to a photograph taken by Yunghi Kim entitled ‘Soweto, South 

Africa’ so as to embody it in the ekphrastic mode. He examines the subject matter of 

the photograph, the ethics of displaying the photo, and Barthes' punctum that he 

discovers within it. Trussler’s examination of ‘Soweto, South Africa’ is an ekphrastic 

description, not a prose narrative. Trussler then returns to Wideman’s use of the 

photo within ‘What He Saw.’ The narrator of the story presents an interpretation of 

the photo of a black South-African man who has been shot in the stomach and is 

being supported by two women. The photo is not printed for the reader to see. The 

narrator can only briefly describe the photo, he cannot commit to an interpretation 

of it; he is ‘mute’ in his emotional response. The narrator is unable to ‘read’ the 
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photograph; his inability to ‘read’ the photo becomes an essential part of the 

narrative. Andy Grundberg (1990:172) states that: ‘photography’s distinction has 

always been its connection to work outside the imagination’, but this can be 

challenged, to read that photography must also be allowed to work inside the 

imagination.   

Mitchell (1994:156) states that: ‘the mute image  [must] be endowed with a voice.’ 

But what if the author, by means of the third person omniscient narrator or limited 

third person narrator, does not want to remain mute. What if the author wants to 

incorporate the ekphrastic ‘writing from photography’ as an essential active 

element in the prose narrative. It is then that the photograph, through the narrator, 

has the ability to work inside the imagination. If ‘first order’ ekphrastic writing is 

defined as describing a photo outside a narrative, and ‘second order’ ekphrastic 

writing is defined as describing the photo within a narrative, then this exegesis 

argues that it is possible to define a ‘third order’, ekphrastic writing; one that 

embeds the ‘vital essence’ of photographic image wholly within the narrative text. 

This is what can be defined as ‘writing from the photographic image’.  

 

 

 

In this ‘third order’ ekphrastic writing, the photograph is not placed within the 

written text, nor is it acknowledged as a source for the text. The photograph is 
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entirely absent from the narrative text except for the resultant ekphrastic writing 

that derives from the original photographic image. This ‘third order’ writing is no 

more or less aesthetic; it has its locus within the imagination of the photograph [see 

above]: 

 … A man in a white shirt and grey trousers pushes violently against a young 

girl’s neck. She is wearing a white dress with green polka dots; her hair is tied 

back in a neat ponytail. The girl is holding a small instamatic camera that is just 

about to topple to the ground and smash at her feet. The man attempts to push 

the girl backwards into the precise line of army personal dressed in 

immaculate green khaki uniforms. They are protecting Tiananmen. They 

appear to be as shocked by the man’s actions as the girl is. One young soldier, 

whose hand the girl is holding to keep from falling over, smiles with 

embarrassment at the intimacy of the girl’s touch. Four people in the civilian 

crowd try to hold back the man, to stop him from hurting the young girl. 

 

Behind the rows of young soldiers stand thousands of Beijing citizens who 

have come to show their support for the hunger strikers. Who is this man that 

is roughing up this girl, is he from the secret police? Is he angry at having his 

photo taken? Apart from this man, everyone in the scene looks clean and 

youthful. On any other day, before this day, any number of people in the crowd 

could have been sitting in Beihai Park having a picnic, laughing and joking with 

each other, except for the violent man of course; his anger has already 

destroyed him … 

 

(Percival, 2015:183)  

 

Reiterating Trussler’s point on how one photograph is capable of signifying 

‘something as multifarious as Soweto’ (Trussler, 2000:281) this could also be said of 

the 1988 Tiananmen murders.  In A Strange Chinese Tale the ‘third order’ ekphrastic 

writings from the Tiananmen photos represent a series of ‘memory snapshots’ or 

‘fragments’ of the historic event. The fragments join together like stilted frames of a 

damaged film. They are bullets fired from the gun of collected memories that have 

been stored below the surface of allowed memory, to be released to reveal a truth of 
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what happened in June 1988. All these photographic images are in the public 

domain. Their authenticity is not under dispute by those who participated in the 

event. The photographic images, reimagined by the author, pass Trussler’s test of 

ontological alterity and integrity. In his essay Trussler concludes that in Wideman’s 

short story ‘What He Saw’ (1992) there is ‘a disavowal of ekphrasis [with regard to 

the photograph]’ which places the reader in an: ‘intermediate position’ (2000:285). 

Trussler argues that this is a positive outcome as it: ‘ensures the reader’s 

contribution to the ekphrastic enterprise’ (2000:285). This is the reader being able 

to fill in the gaps with their imagination.  

Pedri (2008) in her essay ‘Documenting the Fictions of Reality’, argues: ‘that the 

photographs in life writing invite readers to look beyond what is imaged to their 

own private experiences rather than some sort of universal reality … the 

photographic documentary does not do away with the real; on the contrary, it is 

born as the real intersects with the imaginary’ (2008:155, 168). What Pedri is 

highlighting is that the ekphrasis should retain a certain incompleteness, to act as an 

agent for the reader to exercise their own ekphrasis, to complete the ekphrastic 

project. On the inside jacket of Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, Barthes (1994) 

states: ‘[what follows] must all be considered as if spoken by a character in a novel.’ 

He demands that the autobiographical photos be read as fiction. He wants to leave 

room for the reader. Pedri writes: ‘Born of an interaction between photographic 

document and reader, the documentary comes to be that uncertain mixture of fact 

and fiction that moves readers to belief’ (2008:170). In A Strange Chinese Tale, Rong, 

the third-person narrator, is constructing a biography of Yue, and simultaneously 

his own autobiography. 

Baudrillard & Guillaume (2008:9) write that when a photograph is taken, the subject 

of the photo is made into an object and thus gains the status of ‘the other.’ The 

process of ekphrasis, the ekphrastic project, attempts to bring this object back to 

life, to breath vitality into the object, so that ‘the other’ becomes once again 

integrated into the ‘thereness’ of the subject and target.  

  

2.5.3 WITNESSING MEMORY & WRITING FROM THE PHOTOGRAPHIC IMAGE  
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Memory is created in the ‘writing of the photograph’. The author is unable to 

witness the event she/he wishes to record, so instead she/he carries out a ‘close 

reading’ of the photographic image of the original event, the ‘target’. The photo acts 

as a substitute in the author’s fictional reimagining. This reimagining is an attempt 

to create a memory for the reader. The writing acts as a caption that gives both the 

image and the event a meaning. The author has a belief that the photo contains a 

truth that is capable of being shared with the reader.  

 

The inclusion in the text of historical and personal photos, whether it is the image 

itself or a writing from that image, seeks to elicit an ontological query from the 

reader. The author is asking the reader: Are these memory fragments real? How 

much have the images been fictionalised? Is the author inserting her/himself in the 

narrative? Can the author be trusted? Is the narrative an unreliable autobiography 

disguised as historical fiction?  

 

                  

 

In A Strange Chinese Tale a photograph of a child in an old baker’s cart [the author’s 

brother] is inserted in the text. An ekphrasis of this photo is written from the 

photograph. It is the time when Yue first finds out about her fox-spirit belonging, 

just after the ‘accident’. It is a time when her adopted mother, Sylvia, sits Yue on her 

soft enveloping lap, and tells her stories of childhood life in Canberra: 

 

Of, how when Sylvia was a child, the bread had been delivered by horse and 

cart to the small fibro house she lived in, in what was then the outer suburbs of 

Canberra, how the baker, dressed in a white coat, jumped off his cart to deliver 
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bread, as the old draft horse continued to amble down the street without its 

driver. The baker would walk up to the front door and lift up the muslin cloth 

draped over the thick wicker basket he carried, the smell of the bread wafted 

in her face, and drifted into the front room of the house. 

 

(Percival, 2015:227) 

 

 

Gary Weisman (2004:17) in his book Fantasies of Witnessing: Postwar Effects To 

Experience The Holocaust, states that memory cannot be transferred from one 

generation to another, that the trauma of the holocaust cannot be carried on to the 

next generation, the children who did not live this history. Hirsch (2008:115), in her 

paper ‘The Generation of Postmemory’, disputes this argument and states that 

photographs ‘function as ghostly revenants from an irretrievably lost past world. 

They enable us … to reanimate [the past] by undoing the finality of the photographic 

‘take’’. Marianne Hirsch (2008) references Raul Hilberg who wrote The Destruction 

of the European Jews (1985). Hilberg (2008:114) after initially dismissing oral 

histories and testimonies as an inaccurate means of recording histories, in his later 

life deferred to the power of storytelling and narrative. Hirsch (2008:115) states 

that: ‘Hilberg is recalling a dichotomy between history and memory (for him, 

embodied by poetry and narrative) that has had a shaping affect’: poetry and 

narrative are accepted as an effective way of transmitting history and there are ‘now 

numerous and better-funded testimony projects and oral history archives, the 

important role assumed by photography and performance’ (Hirsch, 2008:115), all 

part of the new repertoire of knowledge that makes up the historical archive. 

For Hirsch, photography has become a ‘primary medium of trans-generational 

transmission of trauma … and the phenomenology of photography … [a] crucial 

element in the concept of postmemory’ (2008:114). Photography allows access to 

the initial event and cannot be dulled or skewed by the passage of ်time. Its 

technical and mechanical means of reproduction ensures a certain truth. Of course 

this truth can only be assured through the knowledge that the photograph has not 

been manipulated. The truth lies both with the original negative and also with the 

technology that can examine photos for such manipulation. Hirsch states that 

photography is capable of solidifying ‘the tenuous bonds that are shaped by need, 
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desire, and narrative projection’ (2008:111). Photographs are the ‘ghosts’ that 

outlive their subjects and the initial event as well as those who may choose to erase 

the evidence of that event from the memory of its citizens. The photograph and its 

inhabitants can be brought back to life not just with the reproduction of the image 

but also through its ekphrasis. If there is to be irony it should not be in the cynicism 

of postmodernism but in the revelatory irony that the photograph can bring back to 

life those who were so violently put to death. Like Hamlet’s ghost, like the Marx’s 

‘spectres of Europe’, the photograph and it ekphrasis can be part of the healing and 

the belonging the photograph’s power to ‘reinforce the living connection between 

past and present, between the generation of witnesses and survivors and the 

generation after’ (Hirsch, 2008:125).  

 

In A Strange Chinese Tale there is a memory ‘written from a photograph’ taken at the 

Tiananmen Massacre. The author has seen the photograph and transforms it, but the 

reader do does not see it. The photograph (below) was not inserted into the text of A 

Strange Chinese Tale. Instead, a ‘third order’ ekphrasis of the photo is presented as 

one of a series of written images/frames: 

 

 

 

 

 

All the people on the street corner and on the road are staring intensely at the 

same moment. Directly in their foreground are a pile of broken bikes, thrown 
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down onto the road and lining the gutter. On top of these bikes lies a pile of 

broken men, as lifeless and useless as the broken machines below them. One of 

the dead men appears to have his arm missing, ripped off at the top shoulder 

joint; another man’s head is cradled gently on his arm as though he is just about 

to sleep. In the background there is a young man running towards the bodies. 

He is the only person moving in the scene …  

 

(Percival, 2015:184) 

 

In the ‘writing of the photograph’, the author renews the task of the photographer. 

In the writing above, the author presents a version of the massacre as affectively as 

he can.  He presents the reader with the writing of a memory. In this ‘writing of the 

photograph’, a fictionalised historical moment is created. The memory is complete 

with sight, sound and smell. It has been imagined from a photo that the reader has 

never seen, and an event that neither, the reader, nor the author, has ever 

witnessed. The reader is most probably not aware that the author made use of a 

photograph in his writing. The writing from the photographic image is a studium of 

an untold history; a truth shared by the author with the reader.  The author is 

unable to predict whether a punctum is reached in the reader, or whether the 

reader will retain the memory as truth.  This is the metaphysical unknown quality of 

the ekphrasis. 

 

The author’s ‘writing from the photograph’ is a regeneration of the agency of the 

original event, an ekphrastic reminder of that which has been banned from the 

citizens’ historical memory (Field, 2006:31). Photos of atrocities captured during 

the Vietnam War were never shown in the United States because: ‘there was 

ideologically no space for them’ (Sontag, 2002:18); this foreshadows a parallel 

response experienced in China. The accuracy and authority of the Tiananmen 

massacre photos have never been in dispute outside China. This is not true inside 

China. 

 

When photos of the Tiananmen murders [of which there were more than two 

hundred] are seen by everyday citizens in China, there are two common reactions; 

the first is a complete denial of the integrity of the photo, that ‘the photo is obviously 



 389 

fake and the massacre definitely did not happen’; the second, is an immediate 

recognition ‘of the horror of the images’ and an inability to continue to look at such a 

horror, which the government and its army had perpetrated on their fellow citizens.  

 

The ‘writing (and witnessing) of the photograph’ acts as a contribution to: 

‘regenerating the agency of survivors and descendants’ (Field, 2006:31), through 

the transformative power of the narrative; this healing is not about forgiveness; it is 

about recognition. The ‘writing (and witnessing) of the photograph’ acknowledges 

the very existence of the event, in this case the murders that occurred near and in 

Tiananmen Square during June 1988. This witnessing acts to lift the blanket of 

amnesia that has been thrown over the memory of Tiananmen by the Party’s policy 

of forced forgetting. The continued witnessing of event through photographs, oral 

stories and written narratives makes certain that when we re-remember there can 

be no denial. Strauss (2005) emphasises that this ekphrastic witnessing will also 

include a transformation of the event: 

 

To represent is to aestheticize; that is, to transform. It presents a vast field of 

choices but it does not include the choice not to transform, not to change or 

alter whatever is being represented.  

Between the Eyes: Essays on Photography and Politics (Strauss, 2005:9) 

It is critical that the target of the photo be revealed and exposed. Whether through 

the presentation of the photo itself or through its writing. Sontag was concerned 

whether the photo [of a crime against humanity] should be shown at all, that: ‘the 

problem is not that people remember through photographs, but that they remember 

only the photographs,’ (Sontag, 2003:89); that it ‘cannot help but nourish belief in 

the inevitability of tragedy …’ (Sontag, 2003:63). Sontag writes from an intellectual 

distance that dangerously negates the power of photography to transform and 

liberate; an argument that the Party would gladly co-opt within their propaganda. 

The Tiananmen photos taken by everyday citizens and journalists were not 

manufactured to misrepresent, unlike the photos published in the China Daily, days 

after the murders, of troops cleaning up the mess of ‘dissident troublemaking 

students’, who were ‘abusing the privileges of the State’. With regard to the ‘writing 

of the photograph’, the author makes a choice of which photo to write from, based 
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on some notion of what Tussler (2000:259) describes as ‘ontological integrity’. This 

ontological integrity is open to abuse of course. The Tiananmen photos are the 

chords of memory. They are war photos, and what we are witnessing is a war crime. 

These photos act both to prove and to reveal. This is the power of photography to 

witness, through the agency of ‘writing from the photograph’.  

The ‘writing from photography’, like the taking of the photo itself, constitutes a 

politics of representation. The roles and responsibilities attached to that 

representation are twice removed, that is, the relationship between the 

photographer and the subject has been distanced. The moral responsibility of the 

writer to the subject has been diminished.  The writing has become a poetic 

simulacrum of the original event. It has become an aesthetic event. The exegesis 

argues for ‘writing from photography’ to be an essential extension of the ekphrastic 

project. 
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2.6 CONCLUSION: 
 

Globalisation is a contested term with multiple meanings. Its definition usually 

involves global economic relations that refers to the transnational transfer of 

commodities … such as services and goods across geographical boundaries. 

Central to globalization is the capitalist market discipline as a neo-liberal 

ideology … that valorizes core values of autonomy, independence, competition 

and conspicuous acquisition and consumption. 

 

(Carolissen, 2012:630) 

 

 

2.6.1 THE BELONGING 

With every potential ‘awakening’ from the ekphrasis there is a reconnection, a re-

anchoring into the physical; this is part of the process of belonging. Consciousness is 

constructed from all those people, objects, events that surround around us; these 

are the vessels of memory. This sense of belonging can be compared to Husserl’s 

concept of Lifeworld: 

In whatever way we may be conscious of the world as universal horizon, as 

coherent universe of existing objects, we, each ‘I-the-man’ and all of us 

together, belong to the world as living with one another in the world; and the 

world is our world, valid for our consciousness as existing precisely through 

this 'living together. 

(Husserl, 1970: 108) 

It is the interconnectedness of these things that binds us together. The ‘living 

together’ that Husserl describes is the belonging of togetherness; the ‘belonging 

together to bodies which exist together ... that which binds their being to their 

being-such’ (1970:30). 

 

The need for a belonging from the individual may arise from the existential 

alienation caused by the effects of globalisation (Hale, 2013:45-60); the individual 

needs to reconnect and re-remember, so as to heal. Globalisation has the capability 
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to rupture psychological and geographic connections from culture and family. The 

ekphrasis of writing and witnessing memory is a means of healing the pain of 

disconnection caused by this rupture. The ‘awakening’ precedes the need for a 

belonging. The witnessing of memory is essential in erasing the cultural and 

historical amnesia perpetrated on individuals by regimes and authoritarian 

governments. In this witnessing the individual is given the imagination to see 

her/himself as part of a global community whose stories and memories can be 

shared. 

 

The ekphrastic project, whether it is the ekphrasis of a work of art, an everyday 

object, a photograph or memory, creates a poetics of space.  A space where the 

ghosts can settle and healing can take place; a space enveloped with the quietness of 

the snow, a soft blanket sheltering the body and soul from the pain of separation 

and alienation. This is a space for an awakening of sorts, where the individual and 

community can awake from an enforced amnesia and see what could be, and what it 

is to belong. From the ‘awakening’ comes awareness, and from awareness comes the 

ability to heal the pain of disconnection, and from the healing of the pain of 

disconnection follows the need for belonging. 

 

The act of re-remembering is essential in the process of healing the pain of 

disconnection. The tyranny of forced forgetting can be overcome through the 

liberation of the memories that are held in the rhizomatic underground of cultural 

amnesia. The writing of memory is one way of restoring and healing the trauma 

imposed on the individual by the authoritarian state, with its systematic denial and 

alteration of the verity of historical memory. The act of belonging, the reaffirming of 

belonging, is the individual reconstituting the past and present into a series of 

moments; each moment brought alive by the ekphrastic project.  

 

The belonging surrounds itself with place, mobility, agency, migrancy, 

transnationalism, hybridity, language, culture and memory. In A Strange Chinese 

Tale, the belonging is the transcendent moment that envelops Yue and her unknown 

fox-spirit sister Lucy, on the train journey from Beijing to Lijiang. In this moment, 

everything is shared in a common belonging, there takes place a pure conversation 

where language ‘disappears into an extreme intimacy.’ (Baudrillard & Guillaume,, 
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2008:31). Here in the final meeting of two people who share the same belonging, 

there is no differentiation, only a commonality of being. It is in this space that the 

genesis of healing can finally take place: 

 

 I gave Lucy a curious smile then let go, willing to accept what previously had 

been thought impossible. 

 

(Percival, 2015:301) 

 

 

2.6.2 THE ARGUMENT 

The exegesis argues for the ‘discourse of writing memory’ and its ekphrastic 

representation in literature. It presents a politics and poetics of writing memory. 

This is the art of ekphrasis. The ekphrastic project is defined as the continuing 

expansion of literary ekphrasis to incorporate any object, event, or physical and 

psychological space. The exegesis delineates the methods for the extension of the 

ekphrastic project into the fresh domains of the electronic photographic image and 

the space of memory. It is in this space of witnessing memory where the forced 

amnesia of events and public memory can be wrested from the shadows of 

blindness and be brought ‘vividly before the eyes’ (Webb, 2009:1), a space where 

the reader may see again. The exegesis has called this the ‘awakening’, where the 

reader regains what has been lost or never imagined.  

 

The exegesis has emphasised the critical role of ekphrastic ‘writing from 

photography’, the witnessing of the image and its subsequent witnessing of 

memory, in prose narrative. It is in this literary space that the photograph and 

memory, through their ekphrasis, have the ability to work inside the imagination. 

The exegesis argues for the possibility of a  ‘third order’ ekphrastic writing of the 

photographic image where the ‘vital essence’ of image is wholly embedded within 

the narrative text. This is what can be defined as ‘writing from the photographic 

image’. In this ‘third order’ ekphrastic writing, the image of the photograph is not 

placed within the written text, nor is it acknowledged as a source for the text. 

Instead, the photograph is entirely absent from the narrative text except for the 
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resultant ekphrastic writing that derives from the original photographic image. This 

‘third order’ writing is no more or less aesthetic; it has its locus within the 

imagination of the photograph. 

The fragments of ekphrasis that comprise the writing of memory equate with ‘so 

many stones on the perimeter of the circle’ (Barthes, 2002:ix). They are the 

rhizomatic structures and thousand plateaus of Deleuze & Guattari (2004). This 

open-ended totality of images, the aesthetics of transformation (Strauss, 2005) is 

changes the perception of the event itself; with the giving of memory, the individual 

may regain the personal and cultural history previously denied. The exegesis 

highlights the power of the ellipsis: ‘the art of condensation’ (Kundera, 1984); how 

small fragments of information, condensed into the ekphrasis, equate with the rapid 

shots of memory received from the witnessing of an event. The extended use of 

ekphrasis in A Strange Chinese Tale is meant to exemplify the freedom that writing 

from memory is capable of; and that his aspect of memory has the potential to 

liberate the reader, so that an awakening may take place. 

 

 

2.6.3 THE END 

 

... most people willingly deceive themselves with a doubly false faith; they 

believe in eternal memory ... and in rectification ... Both are sham. The truth 

lies at the opposite end o f the scale: everything will be forgotten and nothing 

will be rectified. All rectification (both vengeance and forgiveness) will be 

taken over by oblivion. No one will rectify wrongs; all wrongs will be forgotten  

  (Kundera, 1982:245) 
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2.8 NOTES FOR THE POETICS, POLITICS AND WRITING OF MEMORY: THE ART OF EKPHRASIS 
 

p.370: (image) Guy Debord, The Naked City (1957) (accessed from) ‘Guy Debord: 

an art of war’, Web: [http://www.bnf.fr/documents/dp_debord_en.pdf] 

 

p. 376: (photo) Dario Mitidieri / Reportage / Getty Images, (accessed from) 

‘Remembering Tiananmen Square’, Web: 

[http://content.time.com/time/photogallery/0,29307,1905170_1898152,00.html] 

 

p. 382 (photo) Jeff Widener / Associated Press, (accessed from) ‘Tiananmen Square: 

Then and Now’, Web: [http://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2012/06/tiananmen-

square-then-and-now/100311/] 

p. 387 (photo) Associated Press, (accessed from) ‘Photo Essay: 25th Anniversary of 

the Brutal Crackdown in Tiananmen Square’, Web: 

[http://www.newsweek.com/photo-essay-25th-anniversary-brutal-crackdown-

tiananmen-square-253377] 

 

PHOTOGRAPHS IN THE POETICS, POLITICS AND WRITING OF MEMORY: THE ART OF EKPHRASIS 

 

All photos by the author except those noted above. 
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