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1) Turn around.  Group is asked to discuss a work of art after observing it only 

briefly then turning their backs to the work. After 30 seconds or so in front of 
an object, quickly ask group to turn around and face their backs to the work of 
art.  After they have turned around ask what they remember. Continue to 
probe for details – the more you probe, the more their curiosity to see what 
they now can’t see (and others may be able to recall) will increase. Object is to 
sharpen focus on looking and increase curiosity. 
 

2) Make a face. Pick one of the characters.  Can you make your face look like 
theirs? Object of this exercise is to help visitors understand the emotion 
depicted in the art by feeling the emotion experienced when their face mimics 
that of the figure in the painting. Can be effective with both children and 
adults.  
 

3) Strike a pose.  Similar to make a face, but you pose your whole body like 
that of the characters in a painting or sculpture. This is great with a group 
whose size is big enough to represent all the characters in a painting where the 
relationships between the characters may not be readily apparent.  
 

4) Develop a narrative. Develop a narrative. Divide your tour into groups of 
3-4 people. Ask them to develop a narrative of what is going on in the object. 
What is the storyline? Have each group report back. What details of the 
painting shaped their narrative? At the end tell the story as you understand 
the artist was expressing it. Does it matter if their narrative was different that 
the one the artist had in mind? 
 

5) Outside the frame. Ask your group to come up with ideas for what they 
think might be going on outside the frame of the painting.  What is happening 
in the space you can’t see?  This can also be done as a sketching exercise (you 
can hand out an image of the painting with space on the sides for them to 
draw “outside the frame.”) 
 

6) Change an element/add an element/remove an element. Ask your 
group to think about how the mood or story of the painting changes if you 
change an element (i.e. the expression on a figure’s face), add an element, or 
remove and element. This is an effective “looking hook” to get your group to 



think about the object. 
 

7) The next chapter (or the prior chapter). If this painting is the current 
chapter of a book, what does the next chapter look like? Does this book have a 
happy ending or a sad ending? What does the chapter right before this look 
like? This is another effective “looking hook”. 
 

8) Connect to current social issues. Ask your group if they can think of any 
ways of what is going on in the object relate to what is going on in the world 
today – societal, cultural, political issues. This is good to do with paintings 
from 18th-19th century. This is especially effective in helping teen or young 
adult groups relate to art from other periods or cultures. 
 

9) Title me. Divide your group into smaller groups. Ask them to come up with a 
title for an object. I like to do this with abstract art – it helps visitors look a 
little harder at these objects. After 5 minutes or so, share with the group. 
There are many already “Untitled” objects you can use, or you can share the 
name of “Titled” objects after the discussion and discuss why the artist may 
have used that title. Do they like theirs or the artist’s title better? Do you think 
having a title in mind for a work of abstract art affects your enjoyment of the 
object? 
 

10) Label/No Label. Give half of your group the label for an object, and let 
the other half look at the object without a label. Give them a few minutes, then 
let each group discuss the painting (let the “No Label” group go first). How are 
they seeing it differently? Object: This helps the visitors understand how 
much the context of a label can help or influence how they look at art. Also 
interesting for them to discuss: Is this a good thing or a bad thing?  
 

11) Critic vs Critic: Divide your tour into two groups and ask each to take a 
position on a question. Great for modern art or pop art (and this works 
especially well for abstract art), I like to give one group “This isn’t art” and the 
other “This is art”.  You can give each group a quote or state an argument for 
them to start with. If you have individuals who want to belong in one group or 
the other that’s fine, otherwise you can assign them. Give them 5-10 minutes 
to develop their arguments, then 5 -10 minutes to state their cases to the other 
group.  
 

12) Inside the Frame. Put yourself inside the frame of the painting. Where 
are you? What do you see around you? What do you feel? What color are you?  
 

13) Sensory Inventory. This is another “inside the frame” exercise that can 
work well with paintings. Ask your group to come up with a list of senses 



(other than sight) that are engaged when looking at a painting. Looking at the 
painting, what do you imagine you can smell? Hear? Touch?  Taste?  


