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Abstract of Doctoral Thesis

The Art Appreciation Experience of the Visually Impaired: An
Analysis of Historical Transitions in Art Museums and Their

Methodologies

Doctoral Program in Core Ethics and Frontier Sciences
Graduate School of Core Ethics and Frontier Sciences

Ritsumeikan University

H~ FTxLa
KASHIMA Moeko

Today's art museums are taking various initiatives for social inclusion. One of such initiatives
is art appreciation for the visually impaired. This doctoral thesis examines how art museums can
include the visually impaired in their appreciation of exhibitions. By approaching the actual
experience of visually impaired persons with artworks, the thesis examines what art appreciation
means to them.

This thesis first positions, summarises and examines the situation surrounding the visually
impaired in the historical transition of art museums, and the practice of art appreciation for the
visually impaired, mainly in the UK, the US and Japan. Following this, the current two methods
of art appreciation mainly for the visually impaired, that is, the method of touching the artwork
and the verbal experience of art through dialogue on the artwork describes and analyses, are
then explained and analysed with the help of nine research collaborators. By doing so, the reality
and richness of "appreciation" for visually impaired persons are examined and the limitations of
the current appreciation methods is identified.

In Chapter 1, confirmation is made that the concept of the art museum introduced to Japan as
a modern Western aesthetic ideological device is a visually-centred space where the act of
"touching" is removed from the experience of the artwork by ensuring a distance between the
public and the exhibits, and thus limited to the act of "seeing". The paper outlines how visually
impaired visitors to art museums have been involved and how art museums have changed, by
focusing on examples from the UK and the USA, which were among the first countries to provide
art museum accessibility for the visually impaired.

Chapter 2 summarises the appearance of visually impaired visitors at Japanese art museums

and how art museums have been transformed, through referencing research papers, exhibition



catalogues and reports published by art museums. This allows the outlining of the position of the
visually impaired in the history of Japanese art museums and their importance.

In Chapter 3, "art work appreciation" was examined in terms of the two ways of appreciation
offered at increasingly diverse art museums to people with and without visual impairments. The
chapter then posits "art work appreciation” as the act of savouring, enjoying and generating
meaning through direct contact with the work.

Chapter 4 focuses on the appreciation method of "touching" by the visually impaired, whilst
confirming the assertion that the sense of touch has a function of aesthetic appreciation in
addition to the function of discovering objects, i.e. that it is a subjective experience that brings
about impressions and emotions. Following this, the actual act of touching the sculptures and the
conversations that took place between the five visually impaired research collaborators were
recorded and analysed. The results indicate that first, there are two types of imagination at work
in the experience of a touching artwork, the first being the imagination that attempts to create
an image based on perceptual or known information, and the second being the imagination that
1s not based on such information, but is freely imaginative. Second, it is found that individual
differences in tactile perception exists, indicating that not all research collaborators necessarily
recognise art works by touch. Thrid, the verbal interaction between the visually impaired and
non-disabled research collaborators play an important role. These findings led to the conclusion
that not only recognition through touch, but also interpretation and imagination through words,
enhance the appreciation experience of the visually impaired.

Chapter 5 examines the dialogue-based method. In Europe and the USA, "Audio Description"
has developed as an art education tool. In contrast, the mainstream method in Japan is to build
an "equal" relationship between the sighted and visually impaired to appreciate artworks
through dialogue. For this research, dialogues between four visually impaired and non-visually
impaired research collaborators on paintings were examined and the findings are as follows.
First, because the visually impaired imagine through the language of the sighted, imagination is
just as important as the tactile method. This is influenced by individual knowledge, sensory
perception and the content of the dialogue. In addition, statements by the visually impaired
offering new insights to the sighted also play a role in confirming or updating the their own
imagination. Second, when appreciation is defined as "the act of savouring a work of art and
generating a unique meaning", there is a possibility that through the act of imagining the form of
the work, which is performed by the visually impaired, there may be an 'appreciation' experience
of the work that goes even deeper. Third, tools such as tactile diagrams may also enrich the
appreciation experience. Therefore, tactile and verbal methods provide different appreciation
experiences, and combining them may enable richer and more diverse experiences.

The final chapter provides a summary of chapters 1 to 5, while presenting the limitations and
future challenges of this study. The visually impaired are likely to recognise artworks using

everyday actions such as touching and listening, and reconstruct them by using their



imagination based on their sensory perception and their own memories and experiences.
Therefore, it is important to combine both methods of appreciation rather than using either touch
or dialogue. The use of multiple methods is found to have the ability to enable a deeper

appreciation experience for a diverse range of visually impaired.
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