How to Pick a Title or Name for a Painting

This is a summary of an article by Robert Genn which originally appeared in his art newsletters, The Painter's Keys.
The right title makes a difference as to how a work is seen and understood. 
Not only are titles a bridge to the viewer, they are also part of the art. 
Robert Genn is a believer in giving your titles some careful thought and suggests that there are five main kinds of titles:
Sentimental 

Numerical 

Factual 

Abstract, and 

Mysterious.

For comparison purposes, take a painting of Robert Genn’s of weathered totems near a snowy, deserted village.
 



The somewhat sentimental title he chose was "The Long Winter". 
Other titles worth considering for this work might be: "Habitations 17," "Late Light, the Village of Skidegate under Snow," "Pattern, December," and "Billy Martin's Haida Wife." (She's not in the picture.)

Artists do well to set up their works and run them by a series of title possibilities. Ask yourself: "What am I truly saying here, and what might be the sub-text of this?" Consider the implications of your proposed titles and how they might add or subtract from your purposes.  Titles serve to confirm what's seen but also to add knowledge, insight, and a glimpse into the author's mind-set. 

Abstract art can present titling challenges. The formal values of the work itself may be mentioned e.g. "Red on Blue." Titling can also give viewers a clue that might help them on a voyage of imagination and discovery e.g. "Talisman." Sometimes, in this direction, you don't want to say too much. Brevity is enigmatic. 
Other articles provided further insight

“What, where, when, why and how,” are basic questions journalists try to answer. 
Titling art, it’s different — not all questions need be answered.  
Never call the works “untitled”.
Here are a few tips, suggestions, and questions to help name paintings.
· What is the artwork about? Try to write down words or short phrases for this part. The goal is to determine the optimal title, and you may very well do that in this first step. List a few words that describe the artwork; the objects or forms, identify the motivation that inspired you to paint the piece; identify the feelings and the emotion that inspired you;   identify the story you want to tell.  
· Why did you create the artwork? Who is it intended for? Answering these questions will help artists find a title that can be understood by the intended viewers. 

· What is the central, most important thing about the artwork that you want others to understand or see?  Think about the focal point, what you want the view to see or focus on, Johannes Vermeer’s “Girl with a Pearl Earring”.
· Georgia O'Keeffe titled one painting, "Calla Lily Turned Away," giving more description to the floral subject of her work. 

· A title with a sense of place and time reflects what viewers are looking at and satisfies the basic human need for labeling, “Banff, January”. 
· Do you want to lead the viewer to a certain interpretation Consider a painting of a dog in a park, “Abandoned” or “Best Friend” send two different messages to the viewer and will evoke different emotional reactions; most artists prefer not to tell the meaning of their artwork, deliberately leaving the title ambiguous.
· If you leave some room for viewers to explore the piece to figure out for themselves how the name relates to the piece you engage the viewer and keep them at your piece longer. 

· Once you have come up with two or three words, you may want to play with variations of words by finding synonyms. Using unique words can help your title sound more original. Say the title out loud a few times.
· Try to be original, unique titles are easier to find if searched on line.
· Try not to use words that the viewer cannot understand. 
· Generally, short titles work best. Names that ramble on and on, tend to bore the viewer. 
· In the end, you are the artist and you need to make the title meaningful to you.

· Once you have decided, write the title on the back of the piece.

· And, make sure it is spelt correctly.

