Liz Lochhead – Notes on the Inadequacy of a Sketch - Notes
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The painting, in the final analysis, elicits more than sympathy, and rather
than provide the female viewer with another unflattering archetype as in
Villette, offers an emotional outlet.'” The poem itsclf, rather than perform-
ing ckphrastic double-objectification, individualises Mad Meg, unframing
her folklore to assess her significance for contemporary women.

As well as reviewing the depiction of women throughout art hisory,
Lochheads work also grapples with how a contemporary female visual
artist might respond to that tradition. In “Notes on the Inadequacy of a
Sketch at Millport Cathedral, March 1970 she puts her own drawing under =1
the critical microscope, the competitive energy of ckphrasis here given a
new emphasis by virtue of the poem assessing both itself and its subject as a
point of enquiry. Yet the problems of reduction and symbolic formal choices
that plagued ‘Object’ resurface here:

T selected what seemed o be essentials

Here, where wind and rain

made a scapegoat of a scarecrow, my pen

took it for an easy symbol. But its plain

setting down in black and white

wasn’t enough. Nor underlining

certain subrleties. This sketch became

a simile at best. Is no meraphor.”®  (lines 35-42)
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WILLIAM MAY

“The visual offers a failed figurative language, a tentative facsimile rather
than a transformative work of mimesis. The metaphoric becomes the mode

to which all art aspires. Agency in the poem shifts from the arist to their

instrument — ‘my pen / took it for an casy symbol’ - yet the work remains a

curatorial apology. It suggests the verbal as a medium of revision, of

allowing us to reconfigure visual approximations. Yet if Lochhead takes

the visual to task here, the accusations made of her sketch might be made of

the poem, too, whose formless ‘notes’ give us a verbal counterpoint to the I
messy and anomalous ‘sketch’. The lengthy poem is full of parentheses and

broken syntax - the form of the sentence itself apparently as constricting as

the rectangular landscape page. Lochhead’s admission of this difficulty

comes with the poem’s final lines:

From my quick calligraphy of trees
no real loud rooks catcall the sea’s
cold summersalt.’ (lines 52-54)

Whilst we are offered yet another equivocation on her sketch, the final
“summersalt’ pun is specifically graphic in nature. Even as Lochhead sug-
gests the limitations of the visual, she works to bring the aesthetic to bear on
her own writing. It is a literal summersault then, turning the hierarchical
(and, by inference, male) jousting of the visual and verbal into a union
offering complementary symbiosis.
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