
Beautiful Works

Using fine art 

to inspire writing

Presented by Penny Gardner

Paul Gauguin. Tahitian Landscape



Examples of art-inspired poetry
Starry, starry night.

Paint your palette blue and grey,

Look out on a summer's day,

With eyes that know the darkness in my soul.

Shadows on the hills,

Sketch the trees and the daffodils,

Catch the breeze and the winter chills,

In colors on the snowy linen land. 

Starry, starry night.

Flaming flowers that brightly blaze,

Swirling clouds in violet haze,

Reflect in Vincent's eyes of china blue.

Colors changing hue, morning field of amber grain,

Weathered faces lined in pain,

Are soothed beneath the artist's loving hand.

For they could not love you,

But still your love was true.

And when no hope was left in sight

On that starry, starry night,

You took your life, as lovers often do.

But I could have told you, Vincent,

This world was never meant for one

As beautiful as you.    --Don McLean
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dipFMJckZOM

Vincent Van Gogh. Starry Night.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dipFMJckZOM


The Tyger
By William Blake

Tyger, tyger, burning bright
In the forests of the night,

What immortal hand or eye
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

In what distant deeps or skies
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?

On what wings dare he aspire?
What the had dare seize the fire?

And what shoulder, and what art,
Could twist the sinews of thy heart?
And when thy heart began to beat,

What dread hand? And what dread feet?

What the hammer? What the chain?
In what furnace was thy brain?

What the anvil? What dread grasp
Dare its deadly terrors clasp?

When the stars threw down their spears,
And watered heaven with their tears,

Did He smile His work to see?
Did He who made the lamb make thee?

Tyger, tyger, burning bright
In the forests of the night,

What immortal hand or eye
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fXsiW7A--dY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fXsiW7A--dY


Cézanne's Ports , Allen Ginsberg (1950)

In the foreground we see time and life

swept in a race

toward the left hand side of the picture

where shore meets shore.

But that meeting place

isn't represented;

it doesn't occur on the canvas.

For the other side of the bay

is Heaven and Eternity,

with a bleak white haze over its mountains.

And the immense water of L'Estaque is a go-between

for minute rowboats.



Diamante for Chuck 
Jan Greenberg

Ovals
Luminous, Hot

Popping, Pulsing, Swirling
Curlicues of Color, A Kaleidoscope

Blurring, Blending, Focusing
Immense, Intense

Self



Walk & Write Assignment: Choose a painting, then write a poem 
inspired by it. Poem may rhyme or not. Here are a few types of 
poetry to start you thinking. 

Left: Free verse by Nikki Giovanni, “Knoxville, Tennessee”
Above: excerpt from an acrostic poem by Lewis Carroll

After 4-8 minutes, share.

Diamante

Haiku
Very short, non-rhyming poem 
with 3 lines (traditionally of 5, 
7, and then 5 syllables but that 
is optional). Often connects 
two seemingly unrelated 
things. Describe something in 
the fewest number of words to 
make a strong impression.



Descriptive Writing

Bright stars

the moon

the wind

the mountains

the big tree on the left

a church

some houses

a bush by the tree.

Logan, age 10

Vincent Van Gogh. Starry Night.



Grant Wood: 
American Gothic
Jane Yolen

Do not dwell on the fork,
the brooch at the throat,
the gothic angel wing
of window pointing toward
a well-tended heaven.
Do not become
a farmer counting cows
as if the number of the herd
defines you.
Look behind the eyes,
to see who looks out at you.
We are not what we own.
We own what we would be.



Woman in Blue
James Sacre; translated by David Ball

Often you hear names of colors in the titles
When you look at the painting it’s as
If the color were drawing it: better
Than what is shown in the painting, a sofa-lyre
Red music
Around a blue dress. You can’t
Go out into the depths: everything
Is given right here up front it
Spills over into your heart (the way the names of colors
Spill over into the titles).

Woman in Blue
Henri Matisse 



Descriptive 
Writing

If I were in this painting, I would pick 

wild flowers and give them to 

someone I know. Especially my Mom 

and Dad. It is a warm summer 

afternoon that we're having a picnic 

on. This fence looks like it used to be 

an old horse pasture. I would like to 

shake Alfred Sisley's hand on his 

painting because it's an interesting 

painting and it makes me feel happy 

inside. Isaac, age 10

Imagine yourself in the painting.
What do you see?

hear?
smell?
feel?

and maybe even taste?

What would you want to do?

Alfred Sisley. Meadow.



Walk & Write Assignment:
Choose a painting. Write a descriptive piece about that painting.

After 4-6 minutes, stop and share.

Winslow Homer. The Adirondack Guide.

Henri Matisse. Red Fish.



Narrative 
Writing

Uncle Roy
has done it
again. He
has sailed our 
bright orange kite
with the long
and fancy 
tail into 
the summer
sky. He will
soon make it 
fly higher
and higher.
My sister
Lucinda
Prances on
spongy grass.
Our yellow 
dog Barney
Barks and barks 
his doggie
approval.

Down by the Riverside
Painting by Thomas Hart Benton

Poem by Dave Etter

Mom and Dad
have seen lots
of orange kites
dance in a 
warm breeze. Mom
gulps a cold
drink while Dad
is busy
at the grill
cooking meat.
Both of them
leave us to
our young joy
down by the 
riverside.



Turn and talk to a neighbor: 
What ideas does this picture give you?

Share with your idea with the class.



Two Leaves in Snow
Yusuf Eradam

War! Is that why you and I are so close?
We are as different as snowflakes, yet still so alike.
We are the seal the snow withers, yet so far apart.
Knowing this is the lull of snow, we wait for spring;
We do not forget the mistakes of our ancestors,
We do not forget the pain we have suffered.
When it snows in the Middle East,
We will come together, but before we embrace
And dance in joy, we will learn to be
Two leaves touching in snow.
In peace.

Reha Yalnizcik. Two Leaves in Snow.



Narrative Story Inspired by Art
Caitlin Finds Her New Friend, Charlie

Original story told by a 6-year-old 

Inspired by Renoir’s Woman with a Cat

Once upon a time, there was a cat out in the woods. 

Then this girl named Caitlin went out in the woods. She 

saw the cat. She named him Charlie. Then she brought 

him down to her home.

She told her mom and dad that she found this cat and 

named him Charlie. Then she told her brother and sister 

and baby that liked animals. Then the cat licked the 

baby’s cheek. Then the baby and the cat played together. 

The cat had stripes of white and stripes of black. He was 

a kid cat.

Caitlin made a bed for Charlie. She made blankets for 

him and a pillow. The cat liked to sit on the brown chair.

Caitlin sometimes played with the cat outside on the 

teeter-totter and on the slide and on the trees. 

Renoir. Woman with a Cat.



Weave lyrics or poetry into original writing.

Grammy
By Penny Gardner

In Dublin’s Fair City
Grammy sings—her thin, voice warbles as she washes dishes.

Where all girls are pretty
Sagging skin dangles from her arms, swaying as she works.

‘Twas there where I met with sweet Molly Malone.
Home from the State Hospital—the loony bin—on meds.

She wheels her wheelbarrow
“Who are you?” 

“I’m Penny, Grammy.”
Through streets broad and narrow

“Who are you?” 
“I’m Penny, Grammy.”

Singing, “Cockles and mussels, alive, alive-o.”
“Who are you?” 
“Who are you?”
“Who are you?”



Walk & Write Assignment:
Write a narrative piece about a painting of your choice. 
This may be a true experience you had or it may be 
fiction. You might weave some lyrics into your piece.

After 5-8 minutes, stop and share.   

N C Wyeth. Old Kris.

Winslow Homer. Life Line.

M C Escher. Relativity.



Truism: a truth, a life lesson

From The Story of My Thinking by Gretchen Bernabei



Write one truism you understand from 
each of these paintings. If time, you may 
write a truism about another painting in 
the room.            After 2 minutes, stop and share.

Writing Assignment:
Find at least one other person who wrote 
a different truism about one of these 
paintings. Find out their reasoning, being 
respectful of their opinion; explain your 
truism to them. Then write an opinion 
essay that introduces your truism. Then 
write about other truism(s) and  their 
justification. Then write support for your 
opinion (truism) based on the artwork. 
Write  concluding paragraph for your 
opinion essay.

After about 8 minutes, stop and share.

Winslow Homer. Shark. 

Vincent Van Gogh. Eternity’s Gate



Final Walk & Write Assignment:
Choose a painting. Then write an essay (opinion or description, perhaps), story, 
or poem inspired by that painting. You might include a truism, description, or 
weave in some lyrics. 

And/or include one or more of these:
Simile (as ___ as a ___); Alliteration (words that start with same sound)
Personification (give human attributes to something not human)

Or use one of these text structures to organize your writing:
1. Moment involving character(s)… 2. When a problem arises…  3. How characters try 
(unsuccessfully) to solve problem…  4. How characters solve or deal with  problem…

1. When I see…  2. It reminds me of…  3. This makes me feel…  4. Because…

1. Where …  2. Moment it started…  3. Next moment…   4. Final moment…  5. Truism

1. An insight about life(truism)…  2. An illustration from art…  3. An illustration from a 
book (or movie)…  4. An illustration from a movie (or history)…  5. I wonder…

Before end of workshop, stop and share.


