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Part 1: The Basics 
 
Although you may be more comfortable using visual language than words to express 
yourself, as an artist you will be called upon to write throughout your career. Whether 
you are approaching a gallery for an exhibition, a granting agency for project financing, 
or a competition jury for a commission, it will be necessary to support your visual 
documentation with text. 
 
Writing is like anything else – the more you write, the better you will become at it. 
Reading can also improve your writing skills if you pay attention to how the text is 
constructed. When you come across an article or book chapter that you find engrossing 
or one that makes a concept come alive, analyse how the writer has done this and think 
about how you could employ similar techniques. Look at the range of words, the variety 
of sentence structures, and how one sentence follows another. 
 
Words are your basic building blocks. Start with a well-rounded vocabulary, filled with a 
wide range of words. With a good vocabulary you will find it easier to avoid overusing 
certain words and to eliminate the use of clichés and jargon. Before you use a word, 
especially one you may not use very often, make sure that you understand its meaning 
so that it is the right word for both its explicit meaning (its denotation) and its 
associations (its connotations). Ensure you use the correct spelling since incorrect 
spelling can make even a well-written piece seem sloppy. For this, you cannot rely 
completely on the spell checking function of word-processing programs. They often do 
not have Canadian spellings (“colour” rather than “color”), will not catch misspelled 
words in which the misspelling is also a word (for instance, “fine” and “find”), and do not 
have many proper names (names of people, places, or things) or specialized words.  
 

 

1734-A Dewdney Avenue  #412, 220-3
rd

 Ave South 
REGINA, SK  S4R 1G6   SASKATOON, SK S7M 1M1 
T:(306)522-9788    T:(306)933-3206   

www.carfac.sk.ca 



 

CARFAC ADVISORY NOTE: WRITING FOR VISUAL ARTISTS 2/6 

 
Consistency of spelling is important as well. For instance, there may be two correct 
spellings for a word, but you should not use both in one piece of writing. Get into the 
habit of using a proper dictionary in order to know the words you use more fully.  The 
Oxford Thesaurus is another handy reference book, which can provide words of the 
similar or same meaning. 
 
Stringing words together properly makes a sentence. Even in their most basic forms, 
sentences need a subject (noun) and a verb. Without a verb – the action – you have a 
sentence fragment. Active verbs are better than passive ones; for example, “Van Gogh 
created this painting” is preferable to “The painting was created by Van Gogh.” 
Concrete details rather than vague abstractions can add richness and complexity to 
your sentences. Instead of writing “The influence of photography on X is small,” write 
“The influence of photography is evident in only six of X’s paintings.” Modifying phrases 
should be close to the word to which they refer, otherwise meanings might be unclear 
(and sometimes unintentionally humorous, such as the classic example “Fifty people 
were reported killed by the Red Cross.”). Short sentences are fine, but to avoid a 
choppy feel to your writing, sentences can be made more complex by combining 
clauses of closely related thoughts. Construct sentences so that the order of words puts 
the emphasis where you want it; usually the end, then the beginning, are the places of 
most prominence in a sentence. 
 
Paragraphs group sentences to make a point in an orderly fashion. Coherent blocks of 
text, each paragraph provides the reader with a rest before the next. A topic sentence 
introducing the point of the paragraph is usually placed first, although sometimes to 
bridge paragraphs a transition sentence comes first and is followed by the topic 
sentence. The rest of the paragraph elaborates on the topic sentence, each sentence 
relating to the one before and after it. Transition words such as but, yet, however, and 
still can be used to signal relationships between sentences. It is possible to make 
several points in one paragraph, but they must be related and the nature of the 
relationship clear so that there is a single unifying point.  
 
Articles like this one or almost any piece of writing can be organized in a manner similar 
to the way individual paragraphs are organized. The first paragraph introduces the 
thesis, main ideas, or reason for the piece. Other paragraphs flow from here, 
elaborating and developing each idea in turn. Paragraphs, like the sentences within a 
paragraph, should be related to the one before and after it. Transition sentences should 
be used at the beginning of a paragraph, especially if the relationship to the preceding 
paragraph is not immediately evident. Sometimes an entire paragraph can be used as a 
transition. A concluding paragraph summarizes or rounds out the entire discussion but 
is not necessary for shorter pieces. This type of paragraph can draw an inference from 
what has already been expressed but usually should not introduce a new idea. 
 
What is more difficult than learning the basics of writing is doing it. One way to get 
started is to make an outline for yourself. It doesn’t have to be formal as long as you 
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note the ideas or points you want to communicate. Once you have these key phrases in 
front of you, you can begin to order them in the most logical or interesting way. With 
your outline sketched out, sit down and start writing.  
 
Most writers find that they have to “write their way into” a text. This is fine because, 
during revisions, you can get rid of your written “throat clearing.” As you write, think of 
your words not as solid and permanent presences but as temporary ones that are easily 
changed. Professional writers will revise or completely rewrite their work several times 
before they consider it finished. When you write, leave yourself enough time so that you 
can let your piece sit for at least a couple of days before you go back to reread it and 
begin revising. 
 
Revising is your chance to revisit and re-envision what you want to say and how you 
want to say it. Have you included all the important points you wanted to make? Is what 
you’ve written interesting – do you want to continue reading? During revision you should 
try to make your piece tighter, stronger, and more precise. You can simplify and prune. 
You can strive for order in your sentences and paragraphs, as well as in the work as a 
whole. Read your piece aloud; you can often discover what’s wrong or missing in this 
way. 
 
One of my favourite publishing maxims is, “Everyone needs an editor.” Have at least 
one other person read your work and give you feedback. It’s best if this person also 
writes and knows something about composition but, at the minimum, have someone 
read for content. Once you have incorporated all the changes you want to make, print 
out a final draft that you can proofread. This is your chance to catch typos, grammatical 
errors, and missing words that have so far eluded you. (Another publishing maxim is, 
“The more times you proofread, the more mistakes you’ll find.”) If you are overly familiar 
with a text because you have spent a lot of time working on it and do not have time to 
let it sit, try a reading proof. In this type of proofing one person reads the work to 
another who follows along on a written draft. Proofing this way will ensure that most, if 
not all, remaining mistakes are caught. 
 
 

Part 2: Career Essentials 
 
When applying to arts agencies or foundations for money or to galleries for an 
exhibition, some of the essential information you will include will be a c.v. (curriculum 
vitae or professional résumé), slides and accompanying slide list, artist’s statement, and 
project or exhibition proposals. Both the visual and written documentation should be as 
strong as you can make them to support your request. Excellent slides are essential. If 
you do not have the technical skills to take them, having a professional shoot master 
slides of your work is a good investment. For each slide, the accompanying list -- 
besides including media, size, title, and date -- should have a short narrative giving 
technical details, for example, if there are mechanical parts to a piece. Including a 
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couple of colour laser prints also helps the curator or jury when they refer to your work. 
Keep the layout simple for all your written documentation. Do not use fancy fonts or 
coloured paper in an effort to stand out; these generally take away from, rather than add 
to, your presentation. 
 
The most important written material is your artist’s statement and the project or 
exhibition proposals and they are the focus of the remainder of this advisory note. Each 
of these should be no longer than a page. The artist’s statement encompasses a broad 
rationale of your work as an artist and therefore should be separate from the specific 
proposal, which usually refers only to a single, cohesive body of work.  
 
Because project and exhibition proposals are fairly straightforward, we’ll start with them. 
Both types of proposals should be specific and detailed and should stick to the basic 
facts about your work. Before applying for financial assistance, think out all the stages 
of your project and be realistic about how long each will take you. It is a good idea to 
never say that you will finish a work or works. It is always possible that, after 
concentrating on a certain project for a length of time, technical problems will arise or a 
new direction will suggest itself. You do not want to be locked into having to finish a 
work for no other reason than fulfilling the requirements of a grant received so you can 
apply again to the same agency. Cross-check your proposal with your budget and time-
line so that all materials, services, and equipment you will require are included and that 
your working time is also budgeted correctly for the project. Exhibition proposals, 
besides including the basic facts of the work – media, size, number of pieces, etc. -- 
should include any technical requirements and when the work will be available. 
 
Artist’s statements can and should be more creative pieces of writing. In fact, Anthony 
Kiendl, curator of the Dunlop Art Gallery in Regina, suggests that artists look to creative 
writing – fiction and creative non-fiction – rather than art writing for inspiration. Although 
the writing background of many artists may be in art history essays, these are not a 
good model for what is required in an artist’s statement. Kiendl suggests that instead 
artists have to communicate their passion for the work to him. He can find out the 
specific facts later; first, he wants to become interested in the work. “Don’t think about it 
as a job interview, but as a conversation in which you want to interest the person you’re 
talking to,” Kiendl states. He says that if you don’t sound excited about your own work, 
it’s much harder for your reader to be excited. Think about your reader and what will 
keep him reading – it’s not solely facts. 
 
Kiendl goes on to say that the central focus of your artist’s statement is the reason for 
doing what you’re doing. Not why or how you became an artist, but why you paint in a 
certain style, why you work in a certain medium, and what your interests are. Even if 
your work is not very pointed, include in the statement what you are trying to say in the 
work. The statement can be as short and simple as, “My work is poetic and doesn’t 
communicate a particular meaning.” However, do not over explain every single aspect 
of your work point by point, as this can interfere with the reception of the work. 
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The artist’s statement should show some personal character and identity if it is relevant 
to the work. But, Kiendl adds, “Be moderate here as well. It can be difficult for selection 
committees if information is overly personal and not directly related to the work.” 
Whether or not your work has personal references, he recommends including a one-
paragraph biography of your creative life either as part of the artist’s statement or on a 
separate page. This can allow you to say more than a c.v. can convey and can include 
interesting anecdotes, positions or ideas. You may also include information about where 
you come from and where you currently live. However, it is not necessary to 
chronologically review your life as an artist, listing with whom, where, and when you 
studied and what you studied. This type of information is better communicated by your 
c.v. 
 
Although I suggested earlier that starting with an outline of your ideas is a good way of 
approaching project and exhibition proposals, you may find that a different approach is 
called for in order to write this more creative artist’s statement. In your first draft, 
imagine you are telling someone about your work, what it means to you, and how you 
became interested in what you’re dealing with. If it’s hard to do this on paper, prime 
yourself by having the conversation with a friend and taping it. Your first draft could be a 
transcription of this talk. In your second draft, think about the structure of the piece – 
How does one idea flow from the next? – both as a whole and within each paragraph. 
As you revise, remember that you are trying to be precise and concise. Hook your 
reader and get her as interested in your work as you are. The tone of your artist’s 
statement should, to a certain extent, mirror your work. For instance, an informal text 
with content that includes many personal references and uses informal language such 
as contractions would probably not be suitable in an artist’s statement about highly 
conceptual work. 
 
When you have a draft you’re happy with (or have gone as far with as you can), give it 
to someone familiar with your work and to someone who is not. What are their 
responses, their questions? Make another revision that responds to their input. Your 
final revision should add polish by addressing any remaining problems of grammar and 
spelling. 
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Some good resource and reference books: 
 
A Short Guide to Writing About Art by Sylvan Barnet, Harlow, Essex: Addison Wesley 
Longman, 1992 (5th edition) 
 
On Writing Well: An informal guide to writing nonfiction by William Zinsser, Toronto: 
HarperCollins, 1990 (5th edition)  
 
The Elements of Style by William Strunk Jr. and E.B. White, Allyn & Bacon, 1999 
(distributed by Prentice Hall Canada) 
 
The New Fowler’s Modern English Usage by H. W. Fowler, Oxford: Clarendon, 1996 
 
The Oxford Thesaurus, NY: Oxford University Press, 1997 (2nd edition) 
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