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Art WAC Sheet 
Course description:  

The goal of writing about art is to learn how to articulate and understand its complexity. 

Students will learn to express visual literacy through writing; they will learn to explain what they 

see, what it means, and why it matters. Students will learn critical thinking, and the ability to 

understand art’s depth and content beyond just the visual.  

 

Writing Descriptions of Art 

Purpose: 

One of the key aspects of writing for art is to understand that the purpose is 

fundamentally different from many other writing classes. In this class, the writing is to help you 

practice discussing art. You must describe the art to an audience who knows nothing, in a way 

that they can visualize exactly what you are describing and why it is important.  

In an art class, the expectations for initial writing are higher than the expectations for 

general art knowledge. You will learn how to discuss art, but it is assumed you already know 

how to write—the Writing Center is here to help with the writing process! Clarity of thought and 

understanding is essential to communicating the meanings and descriptions of art. Thus, the 

purpose of writing is expressing visual literacy through writing.  

 

How to write about art:  

Writing descriptions about art is about much more than just the visuals of the piece. A 

phrase typically used when writing about art is: “A 2nd grader can say what it looks like, a 7th 

grader can tell you what the piece means, and a college student can tell you why it matters.” In 

this class, writing about art is meant to help you understand it, so that you have the ability to 

hold a full conversation with a fellow museum goer. Appreciating art does not mean to like it, it 

means to understand it.  
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Terminology to use when writing about art: 
Elements of 
Art (what you 
see): 

Examples  Principles of Design 
(how you apply it): 

Examples 

Color: hue, value, 
and intensity. 

 
Fig. 1 Sunflowers 

Balance: symmetrical or 
asymmetrical.  

 
Fig. 2 Cutout of Animals 

Form: includes 
three dimensions: 
height, width, and 
depth. 

 
Fig. 3 Vertical 

Constellation... 

Proportion and Scale: 
parts of the piece that tie 
everything together. 

 
Fig. 4 Still Life with Fruit 

Lines: can be two 
dimensional or 
three dimensional.  

 
Fig. 5 The Starry Night 

Emphasis: things in the 
piece that stand out.  

 
Fig. 6 The Star 

Shape: only 
limited to being 
two dimensional.  

 
Fig. 7 Three Musicians 

Variety: different colors 
and shapes are involved.  

Fig. 8 White Ships 

Space: negative 
and positive places 
are present. 

 
 

Fig. 9 Christina’s World 

Movement: the illusion of 
motion.  

 
Fig. 10 The Whirlpools… 

Texture: being 
able to imagine 
what the art piece 
feels like by 
looking at it. 

 
Fig. 11 Any 

Rhythm: indicates 
movement. 
 

 
Fig. 12  Womb Realm 

  Harmony: combination 
of elements that 
complement each other. 

 
Fig. 13  
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Possible Assignments 

Art Reflection: 

An art reflection can take many forms—most often an essay or a discussion. This is the 

assignment that will most prominently require you to describe the art, and discuss why the 

details are important. Your art reflection is not a criticism of the art, but an opportunity for you 

to explain the piece, what you liked about it, and why it matters.  

Research Project: 

Research projects are fairly common when writing about art. They are commonly 

centralized around a specific era of art, a specific artist, or even a specific technique used in the 

piece. For these assignments you will need to use critical thinking, and develop an argument 

about the subject you are discussing. As an example, an argument could be something like 

“While frequently overshadowed by the Renaissance, the Dark Ages have incredible examples of 

art through their use of color, technique, and style.” 

Writing about Art: Tips 

Unlike the typical college writing assignments, when writing about art the professors expect you 

to already know how to write! Here are a few writing tips: 

o Proofread and revise! It is always better to read the paper more than needed. 

o Make sure to double check for proper vocabulary usage, as prescribed by your professor 

(typically the Elements of Art and Principles of Design—see chart). 

o Make sure you are properly following the assignment requirements! If you ever have 

questions, ask your professor.  

o Make sure that your paper has a strong thesis, and unpack your ideas. Don’t leave 

anything to assumption and be sure you clearly and fully explain every point you make. 

This is where coming to the Writing Center can really be handy in helping you develop 

your ideas! 

o Don’t hesitate to look at how others write about art. Look around—check out the 

textbook, supplemental material, and maybe even example essays to see how they are 

structured.  

o Make sure to differentiate between opinion and fact. Your opinion is what you 

personally like about the piece (example: what the art makes you feel), while the facts 

are what the piece is comprised of or its history (example: when, where, and how the art 

was created).  
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