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The publication of A Convergence of Birds: Original Fiction and Poetry Inspired by the Work of Joseph 

Cornell represents a watershed moment in the intersection of contemporary literature and visual art. Edited by the 

then-emerging novelist Jonathan Safran Foer, this anthology serves as a multifaceted exploration of how static

visual media—specifically the assemblage boxes of Joseph Cornell—can catalyze complex narrative structures

and poetic inquiries. This analysis provides a technical and theoretical breakdown of the project, examining the

curatorial methodology, the stylistic signatures of Cornell’s work, and the resulting literary translations.

The Conceptual Genesis: Curation as Artistic Synthesis

The project began as a specialized editorial endeavor by Jonathan Safran Foer, known for his later masterpieces 

Everything Is Illuminated and Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close. Foer’s fascination with Joseph Cornell, a 

twentieth-century American artist famous for his shadow boxes and found-object assemblages, led him to contact 

various writers, inviting them to respond to specific avian-themed works. This process is a prime example of 

ekphrasis—the graphic, often dramatic, verbal representation of a visual work of art.

From a technical standpoint, the curation involved a mapping of visual semiotics onto linguistic frameworks. Foer 

did not merely seek descriptions; he sought a convergencewhere the internal logic of Cornell’s boxes—

characterized by nostalgia, containment, and surrealist juxtaposition—would be mirrored in prose and verse. The

result is a collection that acts as a structural extension of Cornell’s physical boxes into the digital and printed literary

space.

Technical Framework of Joseph Cornell’s Assemblage

To understand the literature within the anthology, one must first analyze the technical specifications of Cornell’s 

work. Cornell was a master of assemblage, a technique where three-dimensional objects are combined into a

unified composition. His work is defined by several core mechanics:

•  The Shadow Box Container: A literal and figurative frame that isolates objects from the external world, 

creating a localized reality with its own physics and history.

•  The Grid System: Many of Cornell’s boxes utilize a mathematical grid, providing a sense of order and 

taxonomy to disparate items like marbles, springs, and cut-outs of birds.

•  Found Objects (Objets Trouvés): The use of non-traditional materials such as Victorian book illustrations, 

apothecary jars, and celestial maps to evoke a sense of "past-ness" or history.

•  Avian Symbolism: Birds in Cornell’s work often represent the tension between flight (freedom) and the cage 

(confinement), a central theme explored by the writers in the collection.

Mathematical Modeling of Artistic Resonance

In analyzing the impact of these visual elements on the contributing writers, we can hypothesize a Resonance 

Coefficient (R)that dictates the depth of the ekphrastic response. This model suggests that the complexity of the

literary output is proportional to the visual density of the source material:

R = (V_s × S_l) / C_f



Where:V_s = Visual Stimulus (number of distinct symbolic elements in the box)S_l = Symbolic Latency (the depth 

of historical or emotional associations)C_f= Contextual Familiarity (the writer’s prior engagement with the artist’s

style)

When R is high, the resulting literature tends toward experimental or surrealist fiction, as seen in the entries within 

A Convergence of Birds. Conversely, low Rvalues typically result in literal descriptions or minor anecdotal

reflections.

Comparative Analysis: Visual Medium vs. Literary Output

The following table illustrates the technical differences between the source medium (Cornell’s boxes) and the

resulting literary responses found in the anthology:



Feature Visual Assemblage (Cornell) Literary Response (Contributors)

Medium Physical (Wood, Glass, Found 
Objects)

Linguistic (Prose, Poetry)

Dimensionality Three-Dimensional (Length, Width, 
Depth)

Linear/Temporal (Narrative Arc)

Perspective Fixed spatial arrangement Variable internal monologue

Symbolism Static visual metaphors Evolving semantic themes

Structure Compartmentalized (Grids) Stanzas, Paragraphs, Chapters

The Curatorial Workflow: From Visual Input to Literary Output

The assembly of A Convergence of Birdsfollowed a rigorous procedural workflow that can be broken down into five

distinct phases. This systematic approach ensured that the final product was not just a book *about* Cornell, but an

extension *of* Cornell.

Phase 1: Visual Asset Identification

Foer identified a subset of Cornell’s work focusing on avian motifs. This thematic narrowing was essential for

creating a cohesive identity for the anthology. By limiting the scope to birds, the project tapped into universal

archetypes of migration, nesting, and song.

Phase 2: Contributor Selection and Alignment

Writers were selected based on their ability to handle surrealism, brevity, and emotional resonance. The list

included diverse voices such as Barry Gifford, Diane Williams, and Robert Coover. Each writer was assigned or

chose a specific image of a Cornell box to serve as their primary source material.

Phase 3: The Ekphrastic Execution

In this phase, writers performed the technical task of transmedial translation. This involved identifying the

"dominant" element of a Cornell box—perhaps a single blue feather or a fragment of a French map—and

constructing a narrative world around it. The constraint of the box acted as a formal constraint for the writing style.

Phase 4: Synthesis and Sequencing

As the editor, Foer then sequenced the contributions to create a "rhythm" within the book. This is akin to the way

Cornell arranged objects within a box; the placement of a poem next to a short story creates a new meaning that

neither would have in isolation.

Phase 5: Visual Integration

The final technical step was the physical design of the book, which included high-quality reproductions of the boxes 

alongside the text, ensuring the reader could experience the convergence in real-time.

Case Study: The Intersection of Minimalist Prose and Complex Imagery

A notable case study within the book is the contribution by Barry Gifford. Gifford, known for his noir sensibilities, 

approaches the Cornellian box as a crime scene of memory. By analyzing Gifford's response to the "Aviary" series, 



we can see a specific technical application of Cornell’s containment theory.

Failure Modes in Ekphrastic Writing

While A Convergence of Birdsis largely successful, the genre of ekphrasis carries inherent risks. Technical writers

and editors must be aware of these "failure modes" to avoid subpar results in similar collaborative projects:

1.  The Redundancy Trap: Describing exactly what the reader can see in the provided image without adding 

interpretive value.

2.  The Abstract Detachment: Writing a piece so disconnected from the visual source that the "convergence" is 

lost, leading to a disjointed reader experience.

3.  Over-Sentimentality: Relying on the inherent nostalgia of Cornell’s objects (like old toys or maps) to carry the 

emotional weight, rather than building it through prose.

Implementation Guide: Constructing a Thematic Anthology

For editors and publishers looking to replicate the success of A Convergence of Birds, the following technical

checklist is recommended:

•  Define a Rigid Visual Scope: Choose an artist whose work has a consistent "visual grammar." Cornell’s use of 

boxes and found objects provides a perfect framework for this.

•  Recruit Across Disciplines: Include poets, fiction writers, and perhaps essayists to ensure a variety of textures 

in the prose.

•  Provide High-Resolution Reference Material: Writers must be able to see the fine details (textures, small text, 

patinas) to draw out subtle narrative cues.

•  Maintain Structural Homage: The book’s layout should reflect the artist’s aesthetic. For a Cornell-inspired 

book, this might mean using boxed layouts, specific fonts, or tactile paper choices.

Strategic Implications for SEO and Literary Discovery

From an SEO and content strategy perspective, A Convergence of Birds serves as a high-authority node for several 

interconnected keywords. By analyzing the search data provided, we see a convergence of interest in Jonathan 

Safran Foer, Joseph Cornell, and Experimental Fiction. For digital publishers, capturing traffic for this topic

requires a multi-layered approach:

Keyword Clusters and Semantic Mapping

The primary keyword cluster for this topic includes terms like "Original Fiction and Poetry," "Avian-themed 

assemblage," and "Cornell shadow boxes." To rank effectively, content must demonstrate E-E-A-T(Experience,

Expertise, Authoritativeness, and Trustworthiness). This is achieved by citing specific editions (e.g., the 2001 first

edition) and explaining the technical nuances of the artistic movements involved, such as Surrealism and the New

York School.

Technical SEO for Curated Literary Content

When indexing content related to such a specific niche, use Schema.orgmarkup (specifically Book and

CreativeWork) to help search engines understand the relationships between the editor, the artist, and the various

contributors. This metadata provides the structural clarity needed for the article to appear in rich snippets and

knowledge panels.

Synthesis: The Enduring Legacy of the Convergence



The legacy of A Convergence of Birdslies in its proof of concept: that the visual and the literary are not separate

silos but are part of a continuous spectrum of human expression. Joseph Cornell’s work, which often felt like silent

poems in wooden cases, found its voice through Foer’s curatorial vision. The book remains a primary text for

students of both art history and creative writing, demonstrating how the constraints of a physical box can actually

expand the boundaries of the imagination.

As we analyze the technical execution of this anthology, it becomes clear that its success was not accidental. It was 

the result of a precise alignment of aesthetic values, a rigorous editorial framework, and a deep understanding of 

the psychological impact of the birdas a symbol of both the earth and the heavens. In the world of technical

communication and SEO strategy, this project serves as a reminder that the most compelling content is often found

at the intersection of disparate fields, where a "magical convergence" can occur through careful curation and

insightful analysis.
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