
 

The “Art” of Writing 
 
 This idea comes from a creative writing teachers course held at the 
Metropolitan Museum of New York in spring 1990. It is an effective way for students 
to increase their powers of observation through close examination of works of art 
and to encourage greater specificity and detail in their writing. 
 I start with a collection of color reproductions of paintings and ask  each 
student to select a painting. They are to spend a few moments examining the 
painting and considering its effect on them. Then students are to prepare a brief 
written answer in response to the following questions:  
 

Image: Does the painting remind you of anything? an object? a 
person? a place?  
 
Mood: Is the image somber? angry? a feeling of gaiety?  
 
Motion: Is the painting active or static? Are you aware of brush 
strokes, gestures?  
 
Sound: Does the image give off a sound? Is it noisy? quiet? 
 
Color: Does one color predominate? Is it a varied palette?  

 
 After students have responded to their painting, they exchange paintings and 
respond to subsequent paintings. When everyone has commented on all the 
paintings, students make use of their initial responses as they complete one of the 
following writing assignments:  
 

1. Write several lines of dialogue that inight occur between people in the 
painting. Or write an interior monologue for a single person.  

2. Write a passage describing the scene in the painting.  
3. Use the five senses as a theme. What are the people in the painting hearing, 

smelling, touching, seeing, tasting?  
4. Imagine that you are the artist who painted this picture. Write a letter to your 

brother or sister in which you describe the painting and how it' carne to be 
painted.  

5. Choose one painting that has affected you more than the others and write 
about it Use the words you previously recorded about that particular painting.  

 
One student wrote the following description of Van Gogh's "Undergrowth with Two 
Figures." The underlined words are from his initial response sheet  
 

 The dark and dreary mood contrasts with the colorful flowers. The 
people look like dead statue-like ghosts just standing there, while the 
flowers blow briskly in the wind. The flowers look as if they are in a hollow 
tube, and there is moyernent of flowers hitting one another.  
 The dark and gloomy still colors of the forest contrast with the bright, 
fragrant, and constantly moving flowers. This scene reminds me of my 
cross-country trips to national parks and looking at deer standing 
motionless, looking back at you with no other distractions or noise.  
 





 







 



 




