
Can You “Read” a 
Painting?

Word Choice in Literature and 
Visual Arts

Take a few moments to look at the painting 
on the next slide. 

Write down five words that come to mind 
when you think about what you see.

(2:00) 2



The Old Guitarist
By
Pablo Picasso
1903-1904
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Please raise your hand to say one of the 
words you chose and what made you think of 

it. 

(:45)4



When you look at your list of words, do you 
think they are based more on thoughts or 

feelings? 
(Poll of hands)

(:30) 5

“A picture is worth a thousand 
words.”  -- unknown

Can a word be worth “a 
thousand pictures?

BLUE

PENSIVE

WRETCHED

What do you see and feel when you 
read the words above? 

(3:00)6



Denotation and Connotation of Words

Denotation

Dictionary definition

“It means what it means”

Connotation

5 senses and emotional 
associations

“It means what it says/ 
expresses”

(2:00)
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Think-Pair-Share
Partner up with the student next to you and discuss this 

question:

● How can a word be worth a thousand pictures? 

Write down your answer and be prepared to share it.  

(1:30)
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I am going to read a short passage aloud to 
the class. 

Please try to follow along on your handouts 
or on the next screen.
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“My Name” by Sandra Cisneros

From The House on Mango Street

In English my name means hope. In Spanish it 
means too many letters. It means sadness, it 
means waiting. It is like the number nine. A 
muddy color. It is the Mexican records my father 
plays on Sunday mornings when he is shaving, 
songs like sobbing.

(3:00) 10



Word Denotation Connotation Why did Cisneros 
choose this word? 
What does it give to the 
story?

HOPE (Esperanza) A feeling of expectation 
and desire for something 
to happen.

WAITING (Espera) The action of staying 
where one is or delaying 
action until a particular 
time. 

MUDDY (Lodoso) Covered in or full of mud.

SOBBING (Sollozos) Noisy crying.

(4:00)
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Denotation and Connotation

Writers choose their words carefully not only for their 
literal meaning, but for all the things associated with them. 

Other types of artists work with elements in their media 
(like color and texture) for the same reasons -- because of 

what you associate with them.
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“Reading” Works of Art

To understand artwork, we must access our five senses 
and our emotions.

These are valid types of knowledge and should be used!
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Activity
Team up with the classmate seated next to 
you. Make sure to write both names on 
your paper! 

On a blank sheet of paper, write three (3) 
sentences explaining why you think I chose 
the following words to go with this painting: 
MUDDY

WAITING

HOPE

SOBBING
*You do NOT have to write about every word, but please write 
three (3) complete sentences. (1+3:00)
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THANK YOU!!
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