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e .. ABSTRACT

-

N Visiting an Art Museum: )
An Inqmry into the Expenences of Eight Adults

Rose ,Montgomery-WIpcher N
) g

. In order to arrive at a deeper u‘nderstandmg of the nature and "hved"
meaning of the expenence of vmntmg an art museum, descnptno,ns were
collected from adults who were asked to describe their own "best" or most
meaningful museum visits in in(terviews' or written descriptions. A
.thematic anaiysis of descriptions gelected from eight informants revealed
12 cosxxmon themes of museum experience which represent some- of the
taken-for-granted characteristics' of museum wson the affect

- of the museum enwronment the relatlonshxp between looking at art and

‘making art and the ways in whxch visitors are attracted t,o and attend to
works of art m Py museum. The informants' descnptmns suggest that a
sense of personal "well-being” is a sxgmﬁc'snt outcome of 8 meamngful

museum experience and is assocnated thh an attltude of openness and

L[4

ease; t‘l;ae recogmtxon of ideas or 1mages whlch are a]ready meaningful; ex- @ ‘

. periences of being completely absorbed in looking at a work of art and expe- -

riences of reverie, reverence and the aesthetic, in the context of museum

visiting.
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' Dutch still-lifes - masses of Dutch still lifes. At first they
all look the same. Suddenly, I notice a harpsichord ip the cen-
- tre of the room; two older women approach it, cooing with de-
lighted admiration. The harpsichord is covered with painted
. flowers matching the’proliferation of flowers on the walls.
. Walking over to the harpsichord, I glance momentanly
through the glass door into the.next room; my attention is
caught by a purple stockinged foot - the only visible part of a  «
‘ , woman sitting near the doorway. She must be a security
“ guard. The security guards here are very unobtrusive: they-
* have chairs to sit on - that's nice; they don't éven wear unj-
: forms and the only way they can be distinguished from-<the
vigitors is that they are looking at the péople rather than the-
paintings. I look back at the harpsichord and notice the label
- which tells me that it's Venetian. Echoing footsteps and the
‘ ticking of an old clock punctuate the stillness. I'look around
' the.room waiting for one of those still-life painiings to attract
my attention. Big red flowers: no, nct that one. My glance falls-
downwards to a china tray covered with flowers - of course. My
gaze is interrupted by a woman who walks quickly through the
room with only a glance at the paintings and then elack, clack,
~tlack, down the marble stairs. Sudden]y, to the sound of her~
footsteps is' added a delightful ping, ping, ping from the old
clock: it's a quarter after thiree at the Fitzwilliam Museum.
Two.iwomen drift, almost noiselessly, through the room. And "
then a security guard walking quickly and deliberately irto
.the next room. My attention returns to the china tray; as I look -
closely, I see thatyit's not china at all; it's made from thou- °
sands of tiny beads. I glance at the label: "Bead Work Basket".
Seventeenth century. kitsch: elaborate three-dimensional flow-
- ers all made out of beads surrounding the edge of the tray
" which is also made entirely from beads. Corny, but somehow I
like it, especxally the pea pods witli'peas made from big gteen
‘o beads; someone must have put hours of careful, patient work
' into that. I look again at the label: 1680. I am curious about
what the beads are made from; they look like plastic, but they
. éan't be - 1680 - glass perhaps? The ldbel does not say. Given by
- °  Miss Eddington - now that looks just like something that a
woman named "Miss Eddington" would own - I wonder if she
was the one who made it?
. Amid the chattering and murmuring of other visi-
"« tors, the clatter of high heels and rhythmic squeak of tennis
shoes on wooden floors, I make my way back to the French
Impressionist paintings, ppssing and almost ignoring hun-
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dreds of paintings on.the way. Despite my efforts to move

quickly and deliberately, a painting depicting the virgin and
+child, surrounded by angels béckons me to stop and look. It's

old and Italian, cool dnd still. I want to look at it closely, but as -

.I approach it- the reflection on the glass, from overhead lights,
completely prevents me from-seeing anything at all. Now I
know what Lorna means by lighting that creates blind spots.

... Another ping, ping, ping - this time with a higher -
pitch from the clock in the French Impressionist room. My- ~
eyes are drawn to the left and into the blue of one.of Monet's
rock and water paintings. It is Monet, ign't it? I look at the la-
bel; yes, of tourse it's Monet. What wonderful blue-light like
cornflowers and swirling into greeri, thén purple, with a S

thread of white dancing over the blue. I momentarily sink jnto ;

the colours, immersed, wordlessly. But only for a moment; a

- couple approaches the Monet painting; the man looks at the

. label and exclaims: "the cliffs at Etretat! We were there just a
couple of weeks ago!"

It is appropriate, it seems, to begin a descriptive study of museum

experience with my own description of a few moments of a museum visit.

The above description is constructed from néte(. scfibbleci on the spot, into. a

tiny notebook durix\mg a recent visit that I made to an art mu\'seum. After

many months of examining other visitors' descriptions of their experignces

. in museums, I felt inspired to turn again to the source of my curiosity about

museum going, which is my own "lived experience" in museums. Over the -

past several yeats, ] have had the opportunity to visit many museums and
s

to experience diverse roles or ways of being in an art museum: as a painter

and a student of art and art education; as a tourist;; as a researcher and as

a museum educator.

-

Several months; before I wrote my thesis proposal,_l wrote a narrative
account of my own experience of being in a museum in conjunction with a
graduate course about art education in the museum context. A'sl_:reread

this description, I am stmck. by the way in which this account shares many

‘of the patterns and qualities of experience that I later ‘found in descriptions A

from other visitors, reaffirming the validity of intersubjective agreement

- * > ’
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and reassuring me that"the following chapters do ;lescribe, and in describ-‘

{ng, disclose sométhfng of the essential and often téken-fof—granted
charactenstms ‘of museum expenence Here are a few excerp from my - -
descnptaon wntten aﬁe‘p visit-to the Montreal Museum of Fme ‘

I walked qmckly from room to room, Just looﬁmg to see
what ‘was ‘there, and soon decided to spend my time in the
L Lismer éxhibition, which had just opened. I was attracted to
= . - loak at'this exhibition because it was new and because I am al-

' : " ready familiar with some of Lismer's work and felt curious to
’ see more. . _
e . I was ‘attracted to look at a small drawing just to the $
. right of the entrance.'I moved quite;close, perhaps within a foot

‘of the drawing. I liked the large raund shapes of the cliffs; I

7 liked the way they were drawn, and I was looking at the draw-

ing for several seconds before I saw it as a picture of a harbour.

. In other ?vords I was appreciating the drawing for its shapes
and lines first, and then I recognized it and appreciated it as a
picture of somet,hmg At this point, I glanced at the label, and
discovered that it was a harbour in Newfoundland. 1 1mmed1-

4 ately thought of two' friends who .are now living in ,

o Newfoundland, by the sea. For a moment; my mind was flood- .

. ' "ed with the thought of these two friends and my affection for '
, them, Although I was still looking at the drawing, my atten-
' tion was on a view created by an inner eye: I could see their
faces and feel their presemce; with the visual information I had -
just received from the drawing my imagination filled in the
colour, .atmosphere and sounds, trying to imagine the place,
whére these friends are living. In the very next moment, I was
back t6 the drawing in the museum, and thinking: "I didn't -
know Lismer painted in Newfoundland." Then I noticed the
frame in relation to the drawing... the way in which this little .~
, drawing had been framed looked awkward to me; the drawing
i : - was humble and the frame was pretentious and their
- combination seemed to be a statement about the monetary val-
ue of the drawihg; about art objects as costly things." :
. My sensation as I entered the next room was of
‘feelxpg overwhelmed by the number of paintings, as though
" suddenly. confronted by hundreds of imagesall competing for )
my attention. In order to counteract this feéling'I immediately - |, ..
looked for something to focus my attention on, and turned to ’ e
. my left where 1 was attracted to a painting of a pond. I
: remember liking the colours, the reflections and the lily-pads, °
- which appeared to be ﬂoatmg on the surface of the painting. I @
‘ ' glanced at the label,’noticing that it was painted in Georgian -
,® Baj and that it was "oil.on alummum" - oil on aluminum?! I
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" looked back to the painting and sure enough there were little
bits of aluminum showing through the surface of the paint. I
_.wondered whether the aluminum had been the only available.
surface for Lismer to paint on at the time, or if it had been a
delibérate choice to accentuate the reflecting quality of the wa-
ter. As I looked at this work, I was reminded of a small pond

~ in Cape Cod, of which I had made several drawings last
spring; I cdmpared my memory of theése drawings with
Lisget's painting and thought that Lismer's\was much more
succegsful. I looked at the painting for a few more moments,

delighting in the way the reflections seem&d to dance on the -
surface of the pamtmg ‘

" My visit to the Lismer exhibition, described above, is one amongst
. many’ experiencea of beihg in a museum which led. me to wonder abéut the
" nature of museum visiting.

. Each visit that I have made to an art museum has been, in one sense,

.a unique and unrepeatable event: the relative detatls of what I looked at,

how mu¢h time I-spent look'\i{g, how I felt, what I theught and so on are

.completely different for each visit. “Yet, as I reflect on my own experiences

in museume; I recognize that th;ough their diversity, there are chera'é&r- \

-

1st1c patterns or themes of my museum wsxtmg which, like threads run-

- 4

ning through multi- coloured beads, are the means by which these experi-

ences are connected and understood /Tlns recognition mspn'ed a curiosity
about the rhuseum expenences f others: do the ways in which other visi-
tors experience an art museum have somethmgj in common W3th ‘the ways

" in which I experience an art museum? .
Some of the idiosyncrasies of ’m); patterns of museum-visiting are

certainly exposed in the above descnptlons Like most vxsxt,ors to art muse-

‘ums, I have my own artistic tastemand preferred ways of vnsxtm amuse-

um, the detaxls of which are not 1mportant to discuss here. However. there
" are more significant themes of my museum-vmtia{xg which can be traced

through my experienges in museums and which, qulte naturally, have

t

- ]
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shaped and g\ﬁde}i my inquiry into the museum experiences of adult visi-

tors. These are the biases that I have brought to this research. First, I con- '
sideroparticiuation in the study: prac.tiee or enjoyment of the arts to be not
just valuable, but central to the expression understanding and spiritual’
well-being of human life. The second point, a natural outcome of the ﬁrst is
that I value art museums and I see museum V151t1ng as a llfe enhancmg |

act1v1ty .Third, I see visitors and the quality and meamng of then' museum

experiences as the most sxgmﬁcant aspect of museums, indeed, as the hfe

of museums, without which n;useums would ‘be meaningless. Finally,
tlirough my education and through the-experience of w;isiting museums,
making and teaching art, I perceive the phenomenon of mugeum-visiting
wifth a certam degree of expertise, which colours but hopefully does not
cloud my vision. , )

1 share Pattersou Williams! (1964)>belief that "the most vital anﬁ in«
terest:mg reason for a museum's existence is the potentxal that obJects have
for stxmulatmg meaningful human experience” (p. 10) What is the nhature
of these expenences and how do such experiences arise in the presence of
works of art? In what ways do visitors give meaning or value to musenm
objects or to their experience of being in a museum? Are there shared pat-
terns and qualities of experiehce that could Be found in visitors' descrip-
tions of visiting an ‘art museum? ”

In orc!er to ﬁrid out 'what’ it is like fc:n" adults to visit an art mtl?h;;
that ie to sa)", to gain insight into the nature and "lived meaniné" of this ex-
perience, I have carried out a project of research based on the collection and
thematic analysis of.descriptions of actual museum expex'iences by adult
visitors. ' ! - |

In the ensuing chapters, I hope to offer insight into the nature of

-
-
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.educators, museum visitors and the many museum professionals who

v \ -

museum-visiting which will be of some practical significance for art

contribute to the quality of the visitor's ex'perienc_:e. o

i

xS . % . o [} i . . .
An understanding of the nature of the visitor's experience in an art -

museum can be geen as a potential bﬁsis upon which to establish meaning-
> - -
ful and responsible museum education programs, eespecially since the

quality of the visitor's experieuce of works of art is both the aim and the

fundamental;— 1ndxspensable mgredlent of many museum education pro-

» - "
grams o i . - Y )

The descriptive analyais‘“ (in Chq t.er 4) of shthe taken-for-

~ granted aspects of museum ws:tmg w11 hopefully, encourage those who

are interested and mvo-bved in museum-vmxtmg to examine t.hexr own as-

* sumptions about 1 museum experience, and in domg 80, see museum visit-

ing "with fresh eyes" (Bamtt‘ et al, 1983, p.57) and create the conditions
which allow for the posmbxhty of ‘meaningful experiences with workg of art

in museums. . - . o e

‘ \
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i (3 would .be very presumptuous of me to thmk that I am the only one

who has ever been curious about the expenence of museum wsltors Just

Al

as my curiosity led ‘me to wonder about the expenences of othets and to |

seek-out descnptxons of lived experiences in museums from other vmtors, ‘

8o too, my curiosity led me to seek out what other wrxters and researchers

—

have written about museum vxsltmg This chapter is, by no means mtend— '

* ed as an exhaistive review of all the relevant literature; rather, it is my

 intention to place the present research in a context which will enrich its

meaning and significance by providing the reader, first, with a survey
analysmg and evaluatxng a fairly ext.ensxve body of research and wntmg
which is related to the topic m questxon, and then a summary of the
eahent points of the literature’ whlch T have found most helpful and most
relevant to understandmg the nature of museum experience.

. The literature whlch is related to museum wsltmg is written by mu-

seum professxonale, as well as researchers from the fields of psychology, .

sociology, anthropology, education and art education and can be divided
into two major areas: research and theoretxcal literature. There emsts a
large quantlty of wntmg about research of varying quahty, whxch deals
with studies of museum visitors, their attltudes towards museums and
. behaviour and expenence in museums, as well as numerous museum

audxence surveys. There exists as well, some insightful theoretical litera-

!

ture about aesthetic experience, artistic pe;'ceptlon' and museum visitors'

L

e

) sY/



o

. uniqueness of the museum experience, stating that the visitors',

‘ expenence ‘ . o |
In the followmg pages, I mll .discuss research and theoretxcal writing - ‘
' which dealt with : 1) the 1mportance of understanding the nature of the"

museuin expenence 2) the role of the museum; 3) literature ‘about re-
_sponding to art; 4) useful biblibgraphies of research related to"museﬁm

visiting; 5) éxamples of some of the ljterature which describes museum

visitors ‘and vigiting and finally, 6) literature directly related to the

_ qualifative nature of museum- visiting, including research based on visi-

tors' personal descriptions of their expesfence in museums.

The 1mportance of understandmg the nature of the museum experi-

" ence is discussed by Kurylo 41 976) O'Toole (1985) Folds (1968) and Screven
(1969). Recognizing that the kind of learning processes which take place in

the museum setting are different from the processes which charécterize
learning in a school environment, Kurylo (1 976) argues for "the need for a
theory of museum learning” that is based on a "deep understanding of the

nature of the museum experience” (p.21). O'Toole (1985) also points out the

| ..reason for béing in the museum, the quality of their experi-
ence there, the way they act there, the way they learn there - all
thxk is dxfferent. from any other educational institutions. (.30)

4

. Deﬁmng "educa‘n as the "exhibition and mterpretat'on of collec- -
tions", O'Toole (1985, p.31) argues that not only those with the txtle of

educator , but all the museum professxonals mcludmg curators, re-

' searchers*and exhibit designers are respénmble for the museums fun-

damental mxssxon, whxch is to educatﬁlas well as, or pe haps eqmvalent

. ;-:31
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ful as it can be": He describes the experience of the museum visitor as "a '
special sort of experience" which is "enjoyahle stimulating, thought-pro-
voking and recreatxonal in the best sense of thes(eA yords" (O Toole, 1985‘

p.31). As a step towards understanding the role of education prog‘rams in

museums, O'Toole (1985, p.31) proposes an "adgenda for study, discussion

, and action”; the first item on this adgenda is-a ¢all for understanding "the

nature of the museum experience”. OToole (1985, p.31) asks: "What do peo-
ple like about museums, how do th'ey behave in museums, what and how do
they learn in museums?”

Screven (1969) laments the lack of "serious scientific effort" to

_"measure” changes in visitors' "beliefs, aesthetic sensitivities, interests

and perspectives” which might occur during a museum ﬁsit (p.8). He

writes that, £ i
' y \

Unfortunately, little is known about what happens - in
terms of education - to museum visitors. Museum people have
strong feelings that somethmg is happemng, but have difficul-
ty defining exactly what that is, much less measuring it. (p.8)

Folds (1 968) asks: "but what about adult ws1tore" and goes on to point
out that, "actually we know very little about most of them, for attendance
surveys tell nothing about backgrounds or habxts, why they have come to the
museum, or wh;at parts of the collection partictlarly interest them" (p.50).
Clearly, these articles by Kurylo (1976), O'Toole (1985) Folds. (1968) and
Screven (1 969) support my claim that an understandmg of the visitors' ex-
penence of a museum is a necessary foundatlon for museum education
programs. ) |

The nature and quality of the visitors' experience will naturally be

.inlluenced by the way in which the art museum presents its public role.

Two fundamental attitudes are dikcussed in the literature (Gluek, 1971;

( 0
L B
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‘/Low, 1948, pp.3,27,62,94; Newsom.Ll 975, stlins, 1978). One view sees the
museum as the guardian’ of culture, a place that is reserved for the quiet
contemplat”lorm of works of art and for sclmlarly research; the other regards
the museum as being more like a circus than a temple; an institution that
is for the people, that concerns itself with social issués, entertainment,

popular appeal and mass educétiogx. Low (1948, pp.28-63) discusses this is-

sue from an historical point of view, showing how these two basic attitudes
emerged_in Almerican museums during the first tl_lirty years of this centu-
Ty. Gluek (1971) confronts the issue in his critical exposé of the apparently
| contrasting attitudes held by Sherman Lee at the Cleveland Museum of Art
and Thomas Hoving at the Metropohtan Museum. Gluek (1971) exaggerates
" the opposition of these views, and even the title, "The ivory tower versus the
discotheque" alludes to the two viewpoints a‘s being mutually exclusive.
Gluek (1971) does, however, point out thst a museum can be both an in-
strument of mass education that emph'iasizes popular appeal and social
conicerns as well as a quiet place for the enjoyment of art, ‘as long as these
two functions are clear and separa‘te Rawlins (1 978) discusses the
,contrastmg roles of the museum as a theme that runs through the history
of American museum educatmn, and msnghtfully pomts out that the as-
, sumptlon made by both vxewpomts is that great works of art are nexther rel-

evant nor meaningful to the general public.

Within literature about‘ responding to art, there are st.ep-b'y}bgv,
methods for approaclnng works pf art which have been devised by art eduft
cators Chapman (1978), Feldman (1970) anl Williams (1984) outline meth-

—

ods which are based on art Cl’lthle and Lankford (1984) proposes an ap-
thch is derived from phenomenologxcal description. .

- ¢
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orks/of art suggested by Chapman (1978), Wllhams (1984) and Lankford

(1970 P 348) is "description”; this is sumlar to thé "looking”, "perceiving

s
obvmus and subtle qualities” a’nd "recephveness suggested as ﬁrst steps by -

lehams (1984 p.10)pChapman (1978, p. 67) and- Lankford (1984, p.156) re-

© spectively. The next two stages of Feldman's (1979). gdgenda are "analysis"

and "int.erpretatioh“ (pp.357,362). The\s'e steps are paralleled by: Williams'
(1984, p.11) suggestions for "re{c.ting"” and "considering cultural contexté";

" Lankford's (1984, p.156) stages of "orienting", "bracketing” and

"interpreting” and Chapmans (1970, p. 72) stage of "interpreting qualities
as sources of feeling." The ﬁnal stage for Feldman (1970 p.370), Chapman
(1978 p75) and W:lhams (1984 p.11) is "judging" the work of art, and

. Lankford (1 984) descnbes the final stage of his method as a "synthesis end-

mg in judgement” (p.157). Bersson (1984, p.34) cites Feldmm 8 step-by-step

- approach as an example of how "aesthetic education has come to be closely

assqciated with the teaching of art grjﬁdsm and, in fact, largely employs
the workin'g meth'od‘ of the ang critic - especially the forma]is:t art critic - as
its model" whxch may in fact preclude "a direct aesthetic expérience”.

Foss and Radlch (1984, p.6) address some of the "conceptxons and as-
sﬁmptions about art held by tl?e public” which may affect the way in which
museum vigitors respond to works of art, in a ;study of discourse abaut the
"Treasures of Tutankhamen" exhibition shown —in*;everal, cities in the
United Statés between 1976 and'1979 They analysed ;'evié’wb, reports and

articles pubhshed m_nmspapers, popular magazmes and art journals.

- Lfetaphors, they argue. are not only a means by whxch a phenomenon can

method of art criticism‘ which can be found in the approacheé to looking at

4). The ﬁrst step for viewing a work of art, as uggested by Feldman

4"
- #7id



— -
" v

"be known, but also serve to shape, and oﬁen limit, the way in which a phé-
nomen;m is understood. Foss and Radich (1984, p.10) found that there were
six metaphors which emerged, like common themes, from the writing
_about this popular exhib?tion; these were: art as -"'ehtertainment, wealth,

vo ﬂe, antiquity, superlai,ive and technique". Foss and Radich (1984) go on

‘ tor:iuss the implications of these metaphors, two o‘flf which stand out as
sharing meanings with some of the common themes of museum experi-;
ence which I found through examining descriptions of lived ex;;eriences.
Art ‘as "entertainment”, according to Foss and Radich (1984, p.10) implies
that art" is pleasing, enjoyable, and preferably begutiful... and it is encoun-

. tered onlyl on special occasions”. The implications of the "art as technique”
metaphor are an assumption that "art is supposed to be a‘t\ﬁechnical repre-
sentation of sqmet}}ing familiar”; a tendency to atiend to the "style and
part; of a work }-ather than ... responding to the work holistically” and a
celebration of the "time and self-discipline” involved in md¥ing a work of
art (Foss and Radich 1984, p.11). Foss and Radich (1984, p.11) conclude that
)art educators would do well to examiné their own discourse about art for
metaphors which may help or hinder 'the "aesthetig awareness" of the pub-
lic. It is worth noting that w\hile Foss and Radich (1984) address the
metaphors of these whb write about art, they do not address, at least not di-
rectly, the métaphors implicit in museum visitors' discourse about art. :

Hamblen (1984) develops a theoretical basis for the ar ent that art

.is perceived according to "socially specific learned expectations” (p.25). Her
argument is constructed vc'th meticulous scholarship and is based on per-
ceptual learning theory and on pragmatist philosophy which ppsits that
both perception and interpretation are "highly dependan; on past experi-

ences, training, and intentions" (Hamblen, 1984, p.21). Hamblen (1984), like
. K ,;: . ' . ’ \Y;

o N .
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. Foss and Radich (1984), focuses on assumptions about art, which, she pro-

poses, precede response to'woi"ks of art and "allow for or prepare for the
aesthetic" (p.21). Since "learned expectations” can limit as vsu,'ell'as\s enhance
the perce;)tion of art, it is important that art eduéators emphasize "socially -
relative visual literacy”, so that an exhibition of "draped fabrics or rows of
bricks on the museum floor will not be mistaken for a janitorial oversight"

(Hamblen, 1984, p.25). -

-

-

‘ There are several well-researched bibliographies which provide a
useful overview of the quantity, quality and variety of reséarch which has
been conducted on the subject-of museum visitors. Most of this research.
uses quantiﬁable "objective" data taken from surveys of museum visitors in

order to "measuré" demographic and attendance data, motivation for at-

' tendﬁ'nce. the populanty -and cogmhve comprehension of exhibits, and ob-

‘servable visitor behaviours, (Loomis, 1973). The results of such repearch,

although impressive, tend to conceal rather than reveal the nature and
meaning of the visitor's experience in ‘t.hle museum.

In response to the expanding role of education in museums, Screven

.(1979) as chairman of the Working -Party on Visitor Research of the

Committee on Education and Cultural Action' (ICOM), compiled a fairly
comprehensive' bibliography on "Visitor education research"; Most of the

papers sélected for this bxbllbgraphy are by Am,fmcan or Canadian re:¢

" searchers and were pubhshed in the 1960's and 70's; however, there are a

few examples of earlier research, the oldest of which'is an article by

Beﬁjamin Ives Gilman of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, entitled

Museum Fatigue", published in 1916. It is important to note that the re-

search included in this bibliography discusses museums of natural histbxl'y‘,
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science and tec}inc;i};gy, histé%:‘gl museums, aquariums, zoos‘and .\’vorld
fairs as well as art n—x;seums.:?*\—" s .

Other useful bibliographies have been compi}ed by Draper (1977),
Elliot and Loomis (1975), and Borhegyi and Hanson (1968). All three bibli-
ographies émphasize American research although s,tudies from interna-
’ tional sources are cited. These bibliogréphiés have included studies of visi-
tors to all kinds of museums, ethbitions and fairs. The museums which
are most frequently cited as having conducted extensive research about
their visitors are the i{oyai Ontario Museum in Toronto, the Boston
Museum of Fine Arts, thlc\:Smithsonian Inétitution, tﬁe Péabody Museum of
Natural History at\Yale and the Milwaukee Public Museum. Some of the
', researchers whose names appear repeatedly throughout these three bibli-
ographies as well as in the Screven (1979) bibliography are: Stanléy
Bigman; Stephan de Borhegyi and Irene Hanson; Duncan Cameron and
David Abbey; Ross Loomis; Arthur"Melton; Edward Robinson and Chandler
Screven. '

The bibliography compiled by Draper (1977) contains the greatest .
number of sources which are relevant to the experience of the museumn’
visitor, covering diverse topics including: visitors' participation in and atti- ‘
tudes towards the arts and specific exhibitions; studies,measuring visitors'
attention, span, movement through a gallery and aesthetic preferences;
psychological studies of visual perception; methods and techniques forh
evaluating vit;itor behaviour; anthropological approaches to the study of
museum visitors; a ’muse‘um visit as a social activity and the reiationéhip
between museums and the public. Draper's (1977 ) bibliography covers visi-

tors research between 1930 and 1977 with an emphasis on research in the

119608 and 1970s, while Elliot and Loomis (1975{imlearch dating’
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back to 1897 - a German study which "attempts to measure visitgr reactions
to works of art” (p.12). This 1897 study is also included in the Qibliog‘raphy

compiled by Borhegyi and Hanson (1968) along with research up to 1966,
with an emphasis on studies done between the 1930s and 1960s.

According to Cameron and Abbey (1961) museum visitors in North
America have been observed and interviewed by regearcherq' using

)

"scientific methods" since the 1930s. However,

“...in spite of these and many varied endeavours, the useful
knowledge accumulated is slight and the value of such investi-
gations remains a matter of diverse opinion in the museum
profession. (p.34)

Cameron and Abbey (1961) carried out extensive audience surveys at
the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto during the la.t\e 19508 and early 60s
and are advocates of quantitative research meth;ds.

The survey of museum visitors conducted by Cameron and Abbey
(1960) at the Royal Ontario Museum is typical of some of the\cluarititative
"audience research” which, althoﬁgh it contéins an abundance of statis-
tics, actually says very little about thé nature of museum visiting. One of the
strong pomts of this survey however, which was desxgned to "define the
'museum 8 att.endmg population”, is that the researchers accounted for the
number of visits as well Qs the number of visitors; they found that ofie in ev-
ery four vmtors was vxsmng the museum for the first time and the
"typical" vmtor goes to the Royal Ontario Museum twice a year (pp.5,7). \

In an article entitled, "How do we know what our visitors think?":

Cameron (1967) claims that "the study o? our audiences is a prerequisite to

the ethical mapagexﬁent of our museums" (p.31). Cameron (1967) poin,ts out

< that information such as what visitors think~ about museums; their likes °
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and dislikes; their previous knowledge; what they are learning; the role of

museums in visitors' lives and visitors' use of leisure time is difficult to ob-

tain with any degree of "reliability” because many people have difficulty ar-

ticulating their feelings, and might hesitate to express negative féelings foxjh
fear of offending an institution which is generally considered to be "morally.
good” (p.32). He cautions researchers to be aware that the "questions that

are per}’)aps the most important of all" are the very ones which are "hard-

to-get-at"; these are questions concerning the "effe_ctiveness" of exhibitions

and visitors' motives for goihg (or not going) to museums (Cameron, 1967,

p.32). Nevertheless, Cameron (1967) concludes that with "resourcefulness

and determination”, it is possible to obtai‘n answers to these questions

through "intelligently planned and conductéd\ audience research” (pp.32-

33). ‘

In an attempt cL;J probe some of £he "hard-to-get-at" questions of visi-
tors' motivation, behawﬁour and reactions‘,f the Boston Museum of Fine Arts
conducted surveys of random samples of both winter and summer audi-
ences (O'Hare, 1974). The_purpose of this survey program was to provide
information about "visitors who were self-directed ... .adults - x’vith or with-
out accompanying children - not in organized groups”, which could be ap-
plied to museum decisions for "physical and program planning” (O'Hare,

1974, p. 126). To this end, the Boston Museum wanted, as well as demo-

graphic facts, information about what visitors "expect ... what they do and “

how they feel about it". There are some results from this study - that are
particul;alrly noteworthy because they correspond with characteristics of
museum visiting which emerged from descr'iptions collected for this thesis.
Museum visitors in Boston showed concern for the need for more signs and

maps to direct their visits; O'Hare (1974) claims that two-thirds of the

a

‘(\.
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"many visitors who come ... with a specx}ic goal in mi

they came to sée; howeveg; because so few of' these viitors report. disap-'

\pomtment about missing specific collections, O'Hare infers that many visi-

“tors "are open to the museum's mﬁuence however exerted - in planning
their visit", and" points out that the "main reason for rmssmg things was °
time... many, if not most, e&f these visits ended because the museum closed"
(p.139). The visitors who were surveyed expressed a concern for comfort
improved lighting and more lnformatlon OHare (1974) also notes the

"enormous relative popularity of 1mpress1omst pamtmgs among visitors to ‘

" the Boston'} Museum of Fine Arts (p.138). Since over half of the. visitors sur-

veyed participate in "an art hobby and oveh.ﬁfteen percént of all visitors
have " a professxonal commltment' to the arts" O'Hare (1974) /declares that,
people obvmusly come to art museums because they care about art" (p.131).

In the wmter, vxgtors to the Boston Museum of Fine Arts come alone or

thth one other person; this pattem changes with siimmer visitors who

generally visit in groups of two or three (O'Hare, 1974, pp. 134,141). |
Based on her own experience as the Director of the Junior Art éent;e

in Los’Angelea‘, Isaacs (1977) emphasazes the 1mportance of wsxtors com- .

fort In museums When vxsxtors feel good about museums and comfortable

m them, she arvgues{fhat they a'i‘qwetter able to learn and "far more hkely to

" 1) stay longer, 2) explore more deeply, 3) read labels, 4) make an extra’ mtel-

lectual effort, 5) compare objects, 6) makewone's own sense of the matferial

B presented and 7) 1nternahze new mformatxonjand concepts" (Isaacs, 1977,

p.39). She offers several practxcal suggestions for exhibition design and

museum educatxon that could add to visitors' sense of comfort Visitors'

, \ -
«  initial" onentatlon to the museums could be made much easle\r if there were

signs and floor plans designe"d with the "newly-initiated, the afraid-to-ask”.

- 4 N
[ - . -
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‘themselv‘e\’s enjoying art" ’(p-4i ). L
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and "the reluctant-to-read” in mind, as well as an inquiry desk "staffed N Jﬂ
with people who truly enjoy helping the public’ (Isaacs, 1977, p. 40). It is *

important that exhibitions are designed to allow". "freedom of choice, to

-wande and meander" and that“fabels are designed to be ' comprehensxble

to the lay person; Isaacs (1977) advocates "direct, non;techmcar language"
for labels (p.40). Finally, she suggests the union of "viewing and creating
art" in 1mprov18at10nal tours whu:h combine "arts actxvxtxes, theatre

games and dxscussxon such tours, as well as the oppprtumty to participate

"in art-makmg in the museum would promote "the: eénse that design and

“creativity can be an ongomg and satlsfylng aspect of our daily life"(Isaacs, .

1977, p.40). Isaacs concludes that the com‘p{ehenslon and appreciation of

art can be fu}ler and deeper," if visitors enjoy the art and feel good about

3 4

Screven (1969) ‘describes the behaviour of museum visitors as

-"exploratory and investigatory”, noting that, with the éxception of school

groups, museum visitors are "voluntary; they are there on their own terms

and not rief:essarily motivated to devote the time and enet"gy needed to learn

new ... ideas” (p. 8). ' . _ "

Silver (1 978) makes a similar pomt whgn she states that the museum

visit is characterized by "freedom of movement ?nd choice” and that the

'visitor's "time and effort" are required to attend to works of art. She also - -
- A ) ~ . .
. claims that, according to museum audiénce surveys, “the average visitor  ~

" gpends less than 30 s'econds in front of a work and rarely,longer than two

minutes" (Sllvers, 1978, p. 81).
A fa1rly recent study carried out by the Natxonal Museums of _ -

Canada {(1977) used questionaires sent to 32, 139 people across Canada, to

‘ ﬁnd out factors that might dlstmgmsb\ museum partxcxpants from non-

LS .
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_ participants. Education was found to be the most gignificant variable af-

fecting museum participafion: it appears that p'eople who have a universi-
ty degree are more likély to atténd\a museum than those who do not have
such a hiéh level of educatioﬁ. Age was also found to be an important fac-.
tor: there seems tq be a distinct lack of participation in museum going By
those who are over sixty-five years old, regardless of their level of educa-
tion. This study concludes that, "The profile of the museum participant as

being relatively well-educated, yourfg and an.urban dweller is the same
- | )

* profile which defines high level participation in allilc_aiéure }activities with

the exception of radio and television viewir;g" (National Museums of
Canada, 1977, p.8). - |

4 This §mage‘ ‘of the museum-goer is suppoi?ted by the Boston Museum
of Fine Arts study (O'Hare, 1974), and by the Hirshhorn study (Wolf &
Tymitz, 1980); the latter states that museum visitors are "likely to-be in the -

¢
upper education, occupationr and income groups, younger than the popula-

| tion in general and active in other community and leisure activities” (p.15)..

Hood (1983) and Morris (1968) approach the study of museum visiting
from a sociological point of view, seeing a museum visit as one among

many possible leisure activities; people choose to go - or not, go - to museums °

. based on the}r criteria for how to spend their leisure time. Hood (1983, p.51)

has identified. "six major attﬁbutes underlying adults' choices in their use
of leisure time" based on a review of research in museum studies, leisure,
science, sociology, psychology and consumer behaviour. These attributes
are: "being with people, or social interaction; doing -somet}ﬁng'wo\rthwhile'
feeling comfortable and at ease in one's surroundings; having a fhallenge
of new experiences; having -an opportumty to learn and participating

actively" (Hood, 1983, p.Si ). ' g
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Both Annis (1980) and Graburn' (1977) attempt to understand the
meaning of visitors' experience in museums by constructing a conceptual
framework as a means to di?tinguish qualities of experiénce. Graburn
(1977) emphasizes the need to understand ' the "lasting effects” - the
"ggsthetic, historic;il and humanistic” effects of museum visiting (p.5). To .
achieve thié, he says, museums must be viewed'in the context of contempo-

rary culture. The meaning of a museum visit can only be fully grasped in

relation to a visitor's other activities: a museum visit can be seen as an en-

joyable recreational activity which is voluntary and spontanéods, or, a8

"ox{erous" if it is "work-related, .overl'y repetitive or subject to coercion”
(érabum, 1977, p.9). Meaning, according to Graburn (1977) can be con-
': structed‘ out of "selected parts and asso'cia.pions of our total life histories";
the "me:ningfulness" of a museum visit is the resulft of a "fusion of the de- ‘
bris of previous e\{ents and the new Ievent of the museum exp;arience itself"
(p11). |
Fo;' Gra‘bum (1977), the museum as a “cultural production” must be
itself a "work of art" (p.12). Similarly, )_mnis (1980) describes the museum
as an "expressive medium", "a kind of warehouse for symbols" which”’
serves as "a physical and sﬁhbolic linking place between the here-now visi-
tor and other realms, other times, other ;o)laces" (p.2). The symbols of the
museum can be approached in many ways; the museum visitor ié "like the
star and writer in a play of his own. creation® jn a theatre that has a
"sprawling stage with motionless objectisymbﬁ‘{;" (Annis iQBO. p.3). This
view of the mtit;eum is echoed in the words of LloSrd He;.zekiah, Director of
MUSENiIn Brooklyn, New York, who claims that the "museum as theatre”
surpasses the outdated image of athe museum as a temple (cited in Hudson,
1975, p.120). He views "the content of a museum as the play that's mmxipg
\

o
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in the theatre... the design of the exhibits as being analogous to the props

the actor uses on EMge..l the museum visitor is the actor, who has to... get

.the production to come alive" (Hezekiah, in"Hudson, 1975, p.120). The image

of thé visitor as an actor presents a significant contrast to'so much of the

literature which speaks of the visitor as an "audience”. The imége of the
theatre is found in,Graburn's article (1 9775 a well as when he writes, "the

museum is a stage on which a production ia presented which allows the

vmtor the freedom of movement thought and tlmmg, to interpret the rep-

rpsentatmns in their own familiar terms" (p 18). Graburn (1977) sqggests

that visitor's will find more satisfaction in explanations - on Jabels, or from

guides - given, “on their own terms, 1mmedlately relatable ot the totahty of

their previous experience and understandmg of llfe" (p.10). According to
Graburn, a museum visit is a way, to make sense of the comphcatnons of the

modern worlds mﬁ 'involves the mgglc of a 'trip"™ (p.10). .

Grabum 19717, p.10') hds based his analysis of the "functions of the
museum experience” on (Wilat héppea\rs t_otbc‘a) an earlier aversi.on written in
1974 of Annis’ (1980) article. |

Annis (1980) proposes a theory of visitors' "levels of perceptxon in

museums in terms of three “spaces" experience by visitors (p.4). "Dréam

. space’, according to Annis (1980) is the "the field of sub:rational image for- .

mation" in which t!)e visitor is immersed‘in "a flow of images and mean-
ings - highly personal, lulling or surprising” which arise when ﬁe visii
tor's memory r récognition is jolted by the sight of a particular object in ‘the
museum (pp. 4-5). K o

The equlvalent of Annis' (1980) "dream spac:a is found in what-
Graburn (1977) terms "reverential experience ;Thls is the "visitor's need

for a personal expenence with something higher, more- -gacred, more out of .
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the ordinax;. ... something purer, more eternal, a more gure authority, '

somehow above the M day worl_d of tﬁ\sks ‘aﬁd decisions" (Graburn,'1977,

p.13). This function of the "reverential experience"_tﬁay bé fulfilled, claims

Graburn (1977) in churches, parks, libraries or the wilderness just as easi-
ly as in museums (p.13)=Graburn (1977) en&p‘hasizes that K'it is the
"freedom'; of the museum experience that is sought by visitors, quoting
Angis who says t'h'at "the attractiveness of the museum is in the freedom of
its dreaming spaces” tin Graburn, 1977, ;;.133). Solitude, or "the ability to be

alone even in a crowd" is an important aspect of this quality of experience

. in which the visitor feels directly connected to "what is central in his or her

universe - to whatever ifsr not 'rnux}dane, temporal, compromised or trouble-
some" (Graburn, 1977, p.13). The "reverential experience" is associated
with museum architecture that is "monumental” and conveys a‘se’nse f
the enduring; such architecture can howevér, Graburn (1977) points out,
cenvey a sense’z of "elitism and traditional values” which may be threaten-

ing to some visitors (p.14).

The _"pragmatiqn space” according to Annis (198‘0) is the "level of

physical activity" experienced by the visitor (p.ﬁ);l He notes that among the
many possible meanings of physical movement within the ‘museum, some
of these meanings are "social”, having to do with the relétionships between

. . . /
visitors (Annis 1980, p.6). Annis (1980) points out that,

there 35 no rigid time-frame or formal script imposed upon the -
visitors' attention in the museum. In drift, the visitor finds a .
speed and ‘direction appropriate to his own roles and expecta-
tions. can seek out quiet/noisy, filled/empty, child/adult, or
serious/frivolous spaces. He may freely ignore curatorial di-
dacticism. Very simply, museum objects ar¢ like living room
"conversation pieces": entry points into realins of more impor-
tant human matters (p.7). : ~

The above statement,rév(als a fresh and'perha’i)'a even radical atti-

d l
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tude towards the museum: Annis (1980) seems to be suggesting that the
visitor's perception.and experience of a museum object might be more sig-

. nificant than the object itself. .

o

The "pragmatic space corresponds with Grubum's 1977)
assocxatxonal space”, in which the' museum is,. above all, the focus for a
\socxal occaslon, in whxch the "contents of the, ‘museum may be irrelevant" K’

and "shared expenence, a comfoktable environment and a minimum of
-‘physical and intellectual constraint” are essenﬁal for an experience in
which visitogs are likely to spend "more time responding to e{;\ch other than
to the contents of the museum (R15). Museum visitors may experience
‘somethmg of t.he ‘aggociational space” at exhibition openings at which the
"crowds are indeed part of the show, more than the exhibits themselves”
and when they visit museums as a_"tourist attraction”, returning with
souvenirs" to extend the reality of the experience to.the place where it really #
counts - back home" as a "symbol of social prestlge or ewdence of having
visited a city or a country" (Graburn, 1977, p. 16)
. The "cogmtxve.space is described by Annis (1980) as "the field of ra-
" tional thought", in which a visitor might Qmplo.w;r x\nethods of art criticism to
look at workg of art or co'néider aspects of art history, social history, art the-
"* ° ory or studio techniques when looking at works ;f_art in a museum (p.7). ,
' I For Graburn (1977) the museum's "edficational function" is roughly
- equwalent to Annis' (193} P- 7) ‘cognitive/space”; Graburn however, dlS-
agrees Wlth Annis' wew(@ only 'rational thought" is involved in the edu-
cataonal aspect of museum visiting: for Graburn this is a "process”, a way
of bemg in 8 museum which is usually lmear, progressive and should

make sense' in‘some explicable way" (p.17). Here the museum visitor be-

mcpmes a "bricoleur", one who constructs meaning from the "debris" of pdst
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events, and the museum visit becomes an event: from which the "lasting
elements will be incorporated into the search for meaning in life" (Graburn |,

e e

1977 p.18). Graburn (1977) points out how the ‘educational function” of the

museum has its basis in a behef prevalent in wesgx"n culture since the
thm the mdwxdual"
(21). This outer directedness, argues Graburn (1977) has 1ed toa vxew of the

Rentaissance, that "the truth lies outside rather than

world as "'out there' to be studied, understood, conquered ; once conquered,
objects as ymbols of knowledge and meaning, are put in museums..
, pmned downl\like a dead bug, there to study, or to leave, as we see fit"(p.21).

Graburn (1977) concludes that, N

A museum is a strange place in that the subject matter, = . -~ -
the objects and exhibitions, slide past the walking visitor like a N
kaleidoscope, demanding attention, readmg, change of focus,
at a pace not experienced elsewhere: it is the burden of the .
thdt falls upon the visitor, because unlike a
church or school, the tempo ‘is not usually controlled by the
person who orchestrates the event,; but by the attendee himself:
the visitor has to decide to move on or to stay, to avoid the crowd
or.to be pushed on at a difficult pace, to read or not read the la- - .
bels, to glance at or to study the exhxbxt no wonder many chil- ‘
dren just prefer to play games behmd the exhibit cases (p:23). ’

L}

Hudson's A_S;mal_Hm&mf_Mumm (1975) as well as in an article
by Coles (1975) and a study by Wolf and Tymitz (1980) are based on research
:vhich, like my own, gives importance to the words of museum visitors as a
way of unc!erstanding museunt experience.

* Wolf and Tymitz (1980) report on a study of visitor reaciione t;o the
Hirshhorn Museum in ‘Wa hington, D.C., undertaken to better understand ¢
"the Hirshhorn as a total experience for the visitor" (p.21). The reséarcbem .
call the study a "Naturalistic Evalaation“ in which 743 i)e;gle were infor-

mal\ly interviewed and thé?-e were over 300 hours of "syetematie" observa-

t . P!
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tion of visi/tors during a period of eight months (Wolf and Tymintz, 1980, pp.
2-3). The repert includes a "behavioral analysis” of 'what visitors do in the
museum and a "perceptual analysis" of what visitors say about their expe-

rience in the museum; the latter 15 d1v1ded into visitors' comments about -

‘the Hirshhorn as a "Holistic .and Aesthetxc Experience” and as a Learmng

Experience” (Walf and Tymintz, 1980, pp.15,22). This report includes many
. £ ‘
examples of positive, negative and ambiguous comments from visitors and

the analysis and suggesti&ns are based entirely on visitors' comments and

- observations of their behaviour. (Wolf and Tymintz, 1980). concluded that;

among other things there was a r}eed for a wide rangé of printed and audio-
visual information about the works in the museum, "roving guides” avail-
able to answer quéstions in the gallery, an artist-ig-residence, an indoor
café and more seating and lounge areas (p.51). The researchers also em-
pﬁasize that what one (d{sitor described as the "serene, calming expurience”
felt in the museum is related to an ambience of spaciousness aid ease
which ‘pei:vades the museum, creating an environment in which learning
and appreciatic;n can take place (Wolf and Tymintz, 1980, p:53).

Hudson (1978) traces the social history of museums from the 17th
century when art col!ections were intended only for th;a e}es of connoisseurs
and scholars, to the 20th century, when audience surveys abound. Hudson
(1 9{_’/’5) wx"ites in a rambling narrative style; what this book lacks in scholarly
precision, it makes up in véit@y entertainment. Hudson (1975) does, howev-
er, include numerous wel‘l-documented quotations from museum visitors

through the ages, and connects these, comments wnt;h the social, political

and moral values of the tune in whxch theywete sf)oken or written; some of

'~ these comments are wort.h quotmg &)r their relevance to the topic in ques-

tion. A visitor té a collectlon in Mannheim in 1777 describes how he - like
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‘some of the visitors who described their experiences to me - first-looked at

the whole room and then at the works which appealed to him the most:
’ o

. Here I stand exposed to thc most wonderful xmpressmn

in a square and roomy hall with the most glorious statues of + -~ .
antiquity ... a forest of statues. After I had submitted for atime -~ —
‘to the effect of this irresistible mass, I turned to those figures
which attracted me most, and who can deny that the "Apollo
Belvedere", through its moderated immensity, his slender
build and free movement, his victor's look, is beyond all the
rest and also victor over our feelings. (clted in Hudson, 1975, o
P.23) *

4

The following is a list .ef "Usefui Rules to keep in mind on Visiting a
Museum" published in the 1880'8 (although Hudson does not tell us in.- |
W,thh museum thls list was posted) Some of these "rules" are, perhaps, .

still relevant today and could be understood as eternal verities of museumn -

visiting _
C e - Avoid attempting to see tc;o much. / ' : : ‘
. Remember‘ihat ox;e specimen or one article well |
) seen is better than ascox‘g of specim;ans casually o .
inspected. .
- See slowly, observe closely, and think much upon .
- .what you sée (cited in Hudson, 1975, pp. 63-54).

" Coles (1975), while working as a c;hild psychiatrist in Boston, con-
ducted an informal, but significant study of the lived expenences of disad- / .
vantaged children and their famlhes vmtmg art museums, a study whxch ‘
began mth a visit to the Gardner Museum prompted by a shy.young pa-
tient's suggestion to go for a walk, during which the boy's request for a

’ d.rink'o'f_wat,er led them to the nearby Isabella Stuart Gardner Musgum.

This 13 year old boy had nevér‘ been inside a museum; Coles (1975) was in-

trigued by the social and psyéhologica] implricatiorgs of the boy's perceptions

-~



and subéequenily incorporate,d’museum visiting into his work with chil-
dren. . ‘ ‘
' Although Coles (1975) writes mostly about the experiences of chil-'

dren, he includes descriptions of experiences with art and museuxi)s, spo-

_ken by adult members of these children's families. I would like to call at- ~

tention to one of these descriptions in particular as it shares a striking cor-

respondence with a description from one of the museum visitc;rs that I in-
terviewed. Louise's descriptior.l of the "gpecial(kind of happiness" and "real
feeling of well-being” that she experienced \whil‘e lookiﬁg at Renoir's
"Dance at Boﬁgival" (quoted in Chapter 3) is echoed in the words of a black
woman who was given a small reproduction of this painting by tixe wealthy
art‘coll'ectors‘ who emplowed her mother to do housekeeping. She talks
about the meaning of Renoir's picture that hangs on the wall of her Boston
ghetfo home: ‘ ‘ , _ ¥

, 1 stop every day, once or twice, and look at the two of
them, and somehow I feel better. Don't ask me why. I'll be
tired and I'll be sitting on a chair with my head down nearly to
the floor, and suddenly I'll look np and they'll still be there,
holding each other and looking happy, and so’I feel a little
happy” myself. I don't do any dancing myself; no time or money
for that. My husband locks himself in the closet when the wel-
fare lady comes, never mind dance with me, ... I wish that
welfare lady and her supervisor would have this picture in
their office; maybe then they would be in a better mood...

You need to stop every once in a while. You can't just be
driving yourself. I tell my children please to quiet down and let
me pray. I have to talk with Jesus, and ask Him to give yme
strength. Then T'll begin to feel stronger; so I look at the pic-
ture, and I tell myself that mgybe that woman, she had a lot of
trouble in her life. But she still could go on dancing. And the.
man, he could have been dll upset about something. You .

.wouldn't know it though ; by the way he is there; and the artist,

he could have been poor, like some artists are, but he painted a
happy picture. Of course, he must have made a lot of money, or *

-, his children did, because, look how they've made this copy of

* his picture and there probably are thousands and thousands of

7 copies, just like it.

§ - .



.. if you own something [an original painting], it doeén't : ._
mean it's going to bring you the happiness you want, and if you
. have a copy like we do, you can still put your mind to it, and
your spirits can get a lift, no matter how bad things are for you.
ah iﬁ’xd don't you think that's what the painter would like to know.
/ - that he could affect you, somethmg like that? (cited in Coles,
Y 1975, /pp\194-195)

Her husband also speaks about the reproductxon of Renoir's painting: ‘
i : < , £y
: N Now I tell you: if-you look at that picture real close you'll
] ‘ “sée that those two are not only having a good time dancing, but
L . they're feehng good. That s important; if you feel bad about the
- ' life you're living, you're m trouble. (cited in Coles, 1975, p.196)

Most of the re@arch about museum audlences, for all its sophxstxcat- '.'
' " ed language and impressive statistics ‘has neither the eloquence nor the
impact of these ‘personal’ descnptlons which are a good. example of what,
T ‘ Graburn (1977, p.13) means by 'reverential experience" or of what Annis

(1980,1) 4) would call "dream space

v ! i
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In conclusion, it could be noted, that from a phenomenological point

‘of view, a "review of literature" can be seen as an exposing of e:sisting .

"assumptions, pre-understandings, beliefs, biases, presuppositions and

theories” (van Manen, 1984, p.46) in such a way that it becomes clear that - .

© much, although not all, of the existing 'knowledge about a phenomenon,

, (in this case, the visitor's expenence of an, grt museum) i is at a rather su-
perficial level that in fact precludes the possibility for revealmg somethmg
of the depth and fullness the "quah,ta:t;ve wholeness" (Beittel, 1970) of the
lived expenence , / '

~°, ‘ ‘ = However, the literature that I have found which is related to the ex- .

- penence of museum vxsxtors does help t;o set the stage for my own research-
" by providing mformatlon about the tradxtlonal roles of the museum, some of
_ the existing theories about responding to srt as well as the Vanety, nature

-
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andt quantity of research that has_begn undertaken to study museum .audi-

ences and,museum visiting: Furti\emoré, the literature as a whole

demonstrates an active interest in this topic expressed by researchers and

" writers from varyix;g disciplinea and professions, an interest that suggests
", the importance o l

dndérstanding off}he

er research-which aims to disclose a deeper levél of

erience of museum visitors. .

’
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Chapter
Method of Regearch
o

I chose phenomenology as an appropriate “"metlied" to serve as a
guide and inspiration in the process of research, analysis and writing since
the focus of my research is the "experience” of an art museum, and be-
"cause the purpose of my inquiry has been to come to a deeper understand-
ing of the nature of that expenence as it is "lived" by actual muiseum visi-
tors However, recogmzmg the diversity and complexxty of phenomeriology
“as a development within twentieth century westem phxlosophy, I havg not
used a phenomenological methodology in any strict sense of the term;
rather, I have adopted certain aspects of phenomenology th.at some educa-
tlonal researchers have used to gain insight into pedagoglcal issues.

B have made extensive use of A_H_an_d_b_o_ok_{ox_ﬁhgngmmﬂmm Re-
saemh_m_Edmahm (1983) wrxtten by an American, Loren Barritt and three
Dutch researchers, Beekman, Bleeker and Muldenj, their handbook has
ﬂved as a practical gurde m the "how-to" aspect of collectmg and
analysmg rlescnptlons, and has offered a cliar explanation of phenomenol-
ogy as a philosophy ahd as an approach to res_earch that has as its basis ac-
ceptance of subjectivity, lived experience and a ﬂescriptive use of language
as trustworthy means for understandmg human expenence - Phenomenol-’
ogy.is'a phllosophy w1th thch I feel an affinity and an approach to doing
‘research that makes ‘sénse to me. ’

Barritt, Beekman, Bleeker and‘Mu_lderij (1983) point out that

"phenomen are experiences” and so phenomenology means, quite literally,

<
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"the ‘study of experience" (p.50); a'"phep_omer?o\ogical approach” to re- .

search, "is one that fixes on conscious experience and tries to understand
how it happens and what it means" (p. 673). In order to do this, the phe-
nomenologist follows Hueserl's maxim, "go .to the things ;theinselves"
(quoted in Barrittet al., 1983, p. 50) and studies the experience as it is lived
in ever;rday situations. According to Max Van Manen (1984), . |

phenomenology is the study of the life-world - the world as we °
immediately experience it rather than.as we conceptuahze,

, categorize, or theorize about it. It asks "what is this or that
kind of expenence like?" (p. 37 ) - -

T

Phenomenology attempts to understand the nature or meanmg of a.

~

particular human} experience by e;zamining it as a whole, “in i‘ts\complete-

"1

ness", and declares that * conscxousness is a process an activity, a moving

f bubbhng stream. And thxs act1v1ty is mherently mtentmnal" whlch is to

say that the process by which we experience somethmg - conscxousness -
cannot be separated from the object of our expenence - "the world" (Barritt,
"ét al 1983, pp.59, 67- 69). Therefore, phenomenolog:cal studies, based on a
convrctlorl that "the important mformat:mn hes in.the sxtuatlon 1tse1f" are
"necessarily context bounid, studies of situ”atigrs rather than a set of prese-
lected variables" (pp 67,59). ' T -

"Phenomenology begins", accordmg to Barritt et al. (1983 p 69),

"with nexpenences as people ‘have them, consciously, though not always

"~ with awareness. in a world which is both personal (we .are alive) and inter-

Asubs)ectwe (we are with others)." Therefore, the subjects of experxence, that

is, the people who have the expenence Wthh is to be studled are of the
greatest 1mportanee to the phenomenologxst for it is they who can describe
what a partlcular expenence is' like, In phenomenologrcal research;

sub.;ectmty is essentlal", it is not pro emahc, rather it is to be recogmzed

* MJ. ‘

A

J

A

.
o



. : | 32

PR ' ,'@
: /

and valued because without subJecthty, neither the expenence. not the re-
search would take place; "objectivity", on the other hand, observmg the

world without being there, isn't posmble" (p. 70). In fact,

in the world of human experienge objectivity isn't possible or
advisable. Treatmg subjectivity as though it would be made ob-
Jectnve distorts understanding. If science means above all tak-
ing reality seriously, as it présents itself to us; if it means being
as honest with ourselves and others as possible, then we have
no choice but to rely on the subjectively ¢ constituted experience,
Iy experience, your experience or experiences... we have been
taught not to trust ourselves when in fact there i8 no other
* choice but to do exactly that. Objectxvxty is & xmsleadmg illu-
. sion. (pp. 34-35) o

In a phenomenological approach to research, subjecti-vity-is not dis-
missed, but is welcomed and "put: to use in the service of understa'ndlng"
.(Barritt et Ql., 1983, p. 70). One way in which the researcher can use subjec-

tivity to enhance the quality of research is to examine and make explicit his

or her own prejudgements, personal commitments or knowledge about the_

“experience to be studied. To "bracket" out all ‘of one's biases, prev{ous expe-
rienca and knowledge may hot ‘be possible; one can however, at least pre-
sent these as being part of the research, as the coloured lgnees through

. which the expenence is vxewed Once the researcher's bnases are exposed

and understood, it is at least easier for the researcher to attempt to set these

as1de and "look w1th fresh eyes at what occurs” (p 57); it is also easier for

the reader to accept the researcher's subjectivity as an undemable part of

the pWéss of research. | | “ |
IntersubJectxve agreement i8 another way m' which subjectxwty can

be used to amve at a deeper understandmg of the nature of a particular ex-

perience. While each expenence is in one sense completely umque and'un-'

repeatable, it may also ghare-a structure, a pattern, or'meanings thh other

eéxperiences. By examining sub;ects descriptions of. expenences, the re-

-
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searcher can ﬁng those aspects of the experience thgt are shared or agreed
upon by several ;ubjeéts; this is the discovery 9f "intersubjectjve agree-
‘/ ;népt;' on ';common themes" of experience. Barritt et al. 1 983. p. 62) poin!: _
o oﬁt that in a' phenomenologichl study, "generality" is the result of “the&'

shared undgrstanding of an expérien’ce that thé. researcher describes a\nd.

- ‘Phe reader responds to"; they go on to say Jthat, ’ .‘ .

phenomenoIdgists believe that in most cases there are very

_ likely to be similarities in the reactions of different people to

oo - *. similar circumstances. Not in all aspects'but in many of them.
< (p. 62) .

‘We argue for understanding, even though it may not gene-

/ .. . ralizexy Shenomenological research fotuses on the -specific

« sitpatiohr and the individual experiences of those in it. There is;
: no methodological guarantee that the resglts will apply to an-

) . other group. (p. 189)

In order to find "shared meanings" or "common themes" of experi- ‘

L.

‘ence, the researcher can examine descriptions of a particular experience,—

spoken or written by those who "lived! t.l;e experience in question. Through
caref“ul study and analysis, $he resear¢her can call attention to those as-
- pects of the experience which are usually taken-for-granted, which ter‘xd "to
be obscure... to evade the intelligibility of our natural attitude"‘(van Manen,
1984, p.41). Barritt et al. (1983) point out that, |

the ordinary is full of the extraordinary which we never see
-until- we look... What was background to' the "important™,
movement of our lives becomes on second look, on re-search to
be quite wonder-ful. Having a sense of wonder about the ordi-

‘ nary events of life is a natural consequence of taking them se-
riously, of examining them (p: 60,61). S

A phehomenological approach to research then, implies a re-search- °
ing of a particular experienge, in this case, the experience of museum visi-

tors. It implies an attentive "gecond look” at that which is t'is%lly over-

<

looked: experience ,az‘ it-is lived by actual subjects in everyday life - muse-
. ) : . /
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um-going as it i8 experienced by visitors. The aim of a'phenomenological .,

study is not theory-building but rather, "a reflective grasping of what it is

that renders this or that particular experience its special significance” (van
2 RS .

Manen, 1984); an uncovering of “common themes" of visitors' experiences

in museums, and a deeper understanding and appreci'atioﬁ; of what it is-

like and what it means to visit an art museum. _
Both van Manen (1984) and Bamtt et al. (1983, pp. 19 191) advocate
what could be called a methodless-method for d?mg phenomenological re-

segrch: although they make spemﬁc suggestxons about how to generate

data" about a particular expenénce. they emphasxze a creative, fluid ap- -

proach to research in which remalmng open to change and discovery of

" method for the sake of deepenmg ‘hnderstandmg is more important, more i

rélevant, than rigidly adhering to prescribed' ;pethods. Barritt et al. (1983)
claim that their Handbook, ' '

-is nat another research recipe book... in almost every case
when doing research, we had to ‘make changes on the spot
based upon events of the moment... our prime goal is... to free
you to pursue your best hunches about how to- better under-
stand the phenomena yo6u will be investigating. (p.19)

A

. ’ At another point in the Handbook, Barritt et al. (1983) emphasize that

because. research is- a creative and exploratory process which takes place

over a period of time, it,
) . . 14 .
must be free to pursue its' own course as it tries to understand
what previously was not understood since we can't know before
what will work best, and that procedures shouldn't be_ pre-
scribed or proscribed; that research, in other words, is a cre-
ativé enterprise whlch should be open to a yvanety of methods
(p.191)

For Bamtt et al. (1983) understanding human experience is the goal

of educatxonal research; method 13 a means to achieve understanding and

-
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never an end in xtself ‘
We think it would be excmng and berieficial if everyone dld Te- .
- search gbout the things in the real world which puzzled
them... Methodological requirements which strait- jacket re-
. searchers change and diminish the investigation's value, and
in addition make the exiting-to-contemplate less than exciting.
The concern for method has been overdone. (p 79)

Van Manen (1984) writes about "generating data" as an exploratory
process, and sa&s tl'lat - B X

From a phenomenological point of view it would be more ap-

. propriate to see this part of the research process as the educa-
tional development of the researcher: that is, finding ways to
develop deeper understandings of the phenomenon being in-
vestigated. (p 50)

Ina phenomenolog‘xcal approach to research method" is not some-

~ thing to be followed rather ' method' and perhaps i in this context the word

"method" ie not even appropnate is made, invented or found, by the re-

searcher, dunng the procese.of reséarch. This way of doing research can be

. likened to a 5oumey, in thch the best route is found only after the roads

have been well travelled 'I‘he destination however, remains constant: "the

goal is awareness, appreciation of the other g situation” (Barritt et al., 1983,

, . p.189).
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Phenomenological research is consistent, not in a slavish adherence

to a single method but rather in ﬂu.idity, openness and a masterful capaci-

ty to find or mvent a variety of means which will y:eld the most revealmg
msxghts , ' EE

A phenomenologlcal approach to research is consistent in mamtam-

‘ing an attitude which guides the use of method. an attltude that is bést ex-

pressed in van Manen's (1984 'p'.38)‘ phrdse, "the attentive practice of

thoughtfulness" "awareness” then, becomes the means as well as the goal.

— ] . -
-
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+ * ' I have emphasized the freedom and fluidity with which a pﬁe-
nomenological séudy can be conducted because in 'researching the experi-
ence; of ﬁﬁxseun; visitors, I found the most gppropriaté ."methods" by ex-
ploring different ways of collecting descriptions from visitors, and by con- -
stantly questioning and reflecting upon the quality of the data that each
process of collgction generated. Thus, it was thrdugh my own experience of
researching that I came upon the most fruitful_ ]éys to research the expe-

rience of others. o

. Collecting Descripti f Lived E .. -
.Barritt et al. (1983, pp. 81, 114-117) and van Manen (1984) suggest the
- collection of pers_on;ﬂ accounts of specific experiences through interviewing
and wﬁften descriptions as a means to "éain ag_sgss" to the subjective na-
ture and meaning of a particular'éxperience. "We gathei' other people's e;t- ‘

periences" writes van Manen (1984),

" because it allows us, in a vicarious sort of way, to become more
experienced ourselves... it allows us to become "in-formed",
shaped or enriched by this experience so as to better be able to
render the full significance of its meaning. (pp.56-57)

2

Prelimi . .

-~ In order to obtain a view into the phenomenon ‘of art museum visit-
ing, I chose to collect experie;ltial dez\;criﬁtions ,from.museum visitors
through int;erviewing. Van Manen (1984) discusses the acrvax_)tages of inter-
views or "taped gonvergations" as é way of gaiping ac(lzess to the experi-

ences of others:



Sometimes it is easier to talk than to write about a personal ex-
. perience because writing forces the person into a more reflec-
tive attitude which may make it difficult to stay close to the
perience as it ig lived. (p.66) -

When i'proposed to undertake the "fieldwork" sta
search in June (1986) my intention was to. begin by asking 12-15 adults to
describe a recent or memorable visit to an art museum in an interview.

During the next three months, I set out, tape recorder in hand, to

find out "what it.is like" to wisit an art museéum. I &térviewed 17 people; I

asked friends, acquaintances, teachers and students of museum education
workshops for a«niults. and geyeral senior citizens at‘tending a leisure-time
art classes at a community centre to tell n&e about their experiepces in art
museums. My goal, at this stage of the research, was to collect a substan-
tial body of deécriptive accounts of museum visits from a variety of people
who take’an active interest in art and in museums. (Fm: information about

. ' . 0
the lives of the informants whose descriptions I eventually selected for

analysis, blease see the section entitled An_Iandnmgn'fm_j‘hg_Eng
Selected Informants later in this chapter). , '
T Bogdan and Biklen (1982, p.135) define an interview as "a purposeful

conversation, usually between two people... that is directed by one in order ,

to get iMormaﬁon". As a way of gatheﬁng “descriptive data in the subject's

own words", I chose an "unstguctured” &nd "open-ended" approach to in- |

" terviewing in which, according to Bogdan and Biklen (1982),
A

The researcher, ... erfcohrages the subjects to talk in the area
of interest, and then probes more deeply, picking ug on the top-
ics and issues that the respondent initiates. The subject plays a
stronger role in defining the content of the interview and the
direction of the study... (p.135, 136) .

Asa way to encourage the expression of " phenomenological” or ex-

periential 'descx;iptions, van Manen (1984) suggests asking subjects to de-

et -
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scribe, "a direct account of a personal experience as you lived through it.
Avoid causal explanations or interpretive generalization” (p.55).
Although I did not use van Manen's exact words, I asked informants

for descriptions of their experiences with questions such as this one from

Lomse 8 interview:

if you could perhaps ... just choose one particular visit that
you've made to a museum, that's either recent or very memo-
rable and then try to describe that to me in detail, especially in
terms of how yoy experienced it - your own t.houghts or feelings
or sensations, as you were walking through, of things that you
noticed... .

While the interviewees described their experiences, I asked questions
or made comments in an attefxxpt to draw out more descriptive details and
remind the informant&®to speak about their own feelings and perceptions;

here is an example from my first interview with Lorna in which she de-
: v

scribes her visit to a museum in San’ Paulo, Brazil.

Lorna: Instead of hanging them on walls, they had them on :
. glass panels, so you could trot around to the back end of '
the painting, read all about the painter and the
painting - when it was done, when it was shown, how
they got it and so on - and trot around to the front and
take a look at the painting. Well, that sounds like a.
superb teaching mtuatlon, nght" It's all there; you
don't have to, but - .

Rose: But - how did you find it though?

Lorna: Well, yeah, - there was no class. It had no class! I can-
not stand looking at paintings... with... no classic
background, just bn a sort of blank wall... they had
some very good stuff, but it was all stuck around like in
a huge supermarket

During these initial interviews, I had planned to ask the informants

- to describe their experiences as though they were telling a story; that is, in

a narrative from, describin events, t.hoixghts, feelings, perceptions and so

on in the time sequence if which these were experienced. However, during

7
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the interviews, I found that once the informants started spéaking about -

- " L

their experiences, the order in which they described the events of their ex-
periences was guided not by the chronological time sequence in which
eventsvoccurred, but By the intensity with which each aspect of the experi-

ence-8tood out in each informant's memory. For example, at the Marmot-

tan. Mg/seum and at the museum in Sm Paulo, Brazil, Lorna was very im-

. pressed by the exhibition design; in her descriptions of her visits to these
| musezms,'she describes ‘hex:‘r \perception of the way in which the paintings

were exhibited first, and then she goes on to talk about the other aspects of
her experience. , \

For Lindsey, on the other hand, the most memorabie aspects of her
vigit to the Roerich Museum were the familiarity ahd spiritually uplifting
quality of Roerich's’ mountain landscapes as well as ‘hér iﬁterept in
Roerich's life; it was natural and easy for her to begin a description of her

J ¢ ;
experience there by starting with what first came into her ‘mind and then

" going on to fill in the details in response to my questions.

The 17 preliminary interviews were all tape recorded and each-one
lasted between.20 and 60 minutes. Each informant 'signed a consent form
(see Appendix A) agreeing to.participate in an interview (or interviews) for
research purposes. The interviews were conducted in Montreal, in the .
'pl'aces that were most convenient for the informants: homes, a community
centre; an office, a studio, and even in the museum - in a quiet plage away

from the works of art.

v} f )

After condutting preliminary interviews, I planned to select from the
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mtemewees, "four people, with whom I would conduct further mtemews in’

1

order to thoroughly explore their experience of a series (two or three) of
museum visits in which each informant vyould engage over a period of sev-
eral weeks. _ |

The criteria that I used to select informants for further interviews

\, H

were: (1) that.eaqh interviewee would be willing to volunteer some of their

own time and energy to the research process (2) that each interviewee is

fairly articulate and capable of descnbmg their expenences in a’ phe-

" nomenological” monner, (3) that the four interviewees represent a variety
of life experiences and knowledge about art and (4), th'at each interviewee:
has. some previous enperience of and enthusiasm for visiting art museums;
that is to say, I, was interested in the experiences of reguler visitors rather
than the experiences of those who never or hardly ever attend museums.
From the 17 people w1th whom I conducted prehmmary mtemews, 1
selected 3 for further 1nterv1ews, which were carried. out in the Montreal
Museum of Fine Arts The three mermants were: Lmdsey. Lorna, and
Laurence. (Unless otherwise indicated, dll subsequent quotatlons frouxj

these three informants are in reference to experiences and works at the

Montreal Museum of Fine Arts). D —

I kept the descriptions of museum experiences obtained from the 14

informants who were not selected for further interviewing, because I felt .

that these initial interviews may contain valuable <'lesc1'iptive~ accounts
which, later in the research process, could and indeed, did, serve to illumi-

nate the data generated from the three selected "visitors".

.
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I planned to conduct an interview with each of the selected infcl:r-
‘mants after each visit in a sen:sjf{wo or three visits to an art museum. I

intended to conduct these intervfews immediately after each museum visit,

hoping that the details of the expenence could be easxly recounted by the

vmltors

However, in keeping with a phenomenological approach to research,

I remamed open to dxscovenng and inventing alternative .ways of

a

mt.emewmg throughout the process of collecting experiential descrlptlons o e
During my second mtemew with Lmdsey it became obvious that my |
original plan might not necessarily be the best or the only way to conduct an
interyiew that would aliow me to explore the _vx,"gitors' exphriences in more
epth. I interviewed Lindsey on the patio of the Montreal Museum of Fine
Arts café, immediately aft,er she had vmlted the Miro exhibition. Although .
she was able to artlcu]ate much of her expedence in a VlVld _descriptive

manner, towards t.he end of the half-hour interview ghe said,

1 thmk quite alot was just experiencing" through the senses
which is why I don't remember that much on alot of it. It's just
- an impression remhins with me now whereas one or two
. [works] that I actually thought about I can say about af
terwards. . My impressions of paintings are now shapes and”
squiggly hnes in black and red and bright green on white. .
, -.I'm left with the kind of feeling of what the'diffetent things
,look like;.and also my impressions of my humour and my ap-
preciation of the artist and what he was saying and doing.
That's what I've: come away with rather than a specific
memory of what this painting was like this or this - I don't ac-
. tually remember that much... In fact I've noticed this before. If
I want to remember somethmg I put it into words and I can
‘remember it. ... to be able to speak of something I almost have
to convert it into words at the time, otherwxse thefe's no kind of
- mpmsmon I can draw on.~

Lmdseys apparent forgetfulness of the details and chronology of her
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' experience during the second interview prompted me to try another ap-

z

proach for the third interview: this time, I carried the tape recorder and
walked thh Lindsey through the 19th and 20th century Canadian section of
~ the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, which she had just visited. This way of
mtemewmg.allowed her to "relive” her experience, to go through the mo-
tions of moving through the gallery, pausing, looking and telling me about
her. visit as she went along. Being in the gallery and seeing the paintings

and sculptures helped her to recount where she went when, what she

looked at and perhaps most importantly, her perceptxons of the works she

had looked at and the quality of her experience’as a “;hole. I found this way

of conducting an interview. to be very successful because it enabled her to

give a rich, detailed description of her moment-to-moment experience.

. After retracing her steps through 19th and early 20th century Cana- °

dian galleries, Lindsey asked me if shé could carry the tape recorder. I ,

consented and then, in a very spontameous manner, without any prompting

from me, sh

ing into the tapimachine as thoughts and perceptions passed through her
- mind. We had just

e into the section of the museum which houses 20th

century Caqadién abstyract paintings; Lindsey's somewhat cynical re-.

sponse to the works, cou leti with the unusualness of this new mode of in-

~ « )
terviewing made for a hjlarious beginning. After two or three minutes of

‘laughte;' inte persgd with Lindse);'s sp'dntaneous satire on a Kenneth
Clark style of commenting on "great" works of art, and some bewilde\;::i
and amused looks from other visitors, we settled into this new sl}yle of de-
scribing a museum experience in - which Lihdsey switched on the tape

* recorder whenever she had anything to say about her‘ experience. My role
' shifted from an intervigwer to an interviewer-observer; this manner of in-

- \ \

egan to speak of her present experience as she lived it, talk-

[y
A Te 4
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\ .terviewinf allowed ;:iww observe the experience as it was ‘appe%u'.ng andTo
question her about her movements gestures or facxal exp ession which in- _
dicated that something was happemng, even though she chose not to speak
about it. For example. at one point I smd "You walked by ﬁe and all of a

" sudden you looked at ‘his painting of this kind of Greek goddess or whatever

she is, for a couple of moments What was happenirrg"" Lindsey responded:

kliked the colours and I liked the look of it. I couldn't think of
alot to say about it which is why I didn't say anything. She -
looks like she's got everythingtbut isn't happy yet. I just looked
at that. I thought well, she's sick of her instrument ... I don't
know what it is. She sort of put it to one side and she's just
gazing out over the water. I don't know what 1ts called [she g
, looks at the label] - Sappho? X , )

I

e This way of conducting an interview allowed ‘me to be_a witness to a

i

visitor's experienoe of being in a museum, and although many of Llndsey's~
comments were very revealing, her tendency in speaking about her experi-
ence in the present Was to describe the work of art, rather that her ‘expen-
ence of the work of art or her visit as a whole, a subtle but important

. dxstmctxon Here is an excerpt from the transcnpt in Wthh Lindsey is .
/\
mg_o_r_dmg her experience as it is happening:

I really like this: Isadore Kauffman, "Interior of a Syna-
gogue".. You've got two sources of light perhaps, whereas this
is the same source that's lighting over here. It shouldn't actu-
ally. be - there must be another source. Very meticulous. You
can feel the grain of the wood and you can almost smell the old
parched leather in the books... .

And in the following excerpt, Lixdsey is reliving her visit:

And round the corner we have this brightly coloyred
- ' one which I liked even though it has all the colours
s - that I don't usually like. But, there's something
bright and creative about it. And although there are’ .
very many ob;ects I felt it was king of homely. -

) " Rose: What do you mean by "homely'"’ L : \

-
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"Lindsey: When ‘you've got your clutter around you and you
know it all, like all the objects have been painted in a -
way of feelmg famlhar in some way - t.hat. could feel

- like my kind of clutter...

The reliving or r_e_tmgng_t.h_e_msngr_a_m way of bonduct.mg an in-
temew appeared to me to combhine the advantages of recalling a museum

4
'expenence f m a dxﬁ‘erent time and place thh the advantagea-of recordmg :

a_museuin ‘experience as it unfolds in the present. That is, retracing the

visitor's steps'was a way of interviewing that allowed-the vigitor to have a

D

museum, visit uninfluenced by my presence, and to have the necessary time °

gap .which: transférms present expenence into a memory, in the process of
transformatxon from present to past experience seems to be condensed
such that the essence of the experience, the meamng), can lge most easxly
i-ecalled At the same tifﬁe Qﬂile reliving a museum experience, theim-
‘pact of the immediate, wsgple presence of works of art and of the museum
building helps to trigger the visitor's recollectmn of the detdils of his or her
perception and experience. While each of the four ways of collecting a “de-
scription of ‘museum experience that I had tried so f'ar; (1) recalling from
the pasf ( ir‘\'the preliminary ihwrﬁewe); (2) recpllfng ‘from the immediate
past (in’ Lindsey's second interview in which she talked about visiting the

Miro exhibition); (3) reliving and (4) recording an e‘é;zperience, each offered

- different advantages and different kinds of descriptions, reliving appea}'ed

to pé the most ‘practical and the most revealipg of the particular de;&ils,

character and quality of the visitor's experience. Therefore,’] chose. to use

the reliving way of conducting an interview'when I did further interviews

with Loma and Laurence.

. The rejmnggnethod of interviewing worked well for Lornas eecond

|

-
4 -

‘and | third interviews m the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts Her expenenee “
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was very much her own; sharﬁ;g it with m; Aﬁemards ‘appeared to be quite
eﬁ'oxitlesé‘. Lorna's ease of expression was 'tl;e result of her natural ﬁnself-
c(;nsciousness about re\‘realisng her own thoughts and feelings. She was re-
markmzibly candid and delightfully .unpretentious; at'time.s. she would even
laugh at her own comments or ways of being in a museum.

~ During my second and third int'q({"views“ with Lindse’y ant_:i Lorna I
found that:my role as an interviewer included being with each of them in a
personal way, as two ‘,\“nomen ‘'visiting a museum together; the time speni:
together wés a "visit to the museum",' an Outingj on a summer afternoon as

well as an "interview". This is evident in the following excerpt from my

@

third interview with Lorna, in which we are standing in front of a 17th cen- -

tury Dutch still-life ( Cornelis de Heem, "Still Life"), ot

Lorna;: [looking very closely at the painting] What is thfs little .
business in there? '

—

P

Rose: it looks like a snail to me. - : ' ;

Lorna: yeah, that's what I thought too. And I don't appreciate
that, thank-you very much. Yeah, I thought they were
snails too. They had strange ideas didn't they? Well,
[she looks at the label] - what do you expect in 16317 ...
And then I came over here [to "The Children of Altetus
Toliing" by Grerbrand van dén Eeckhowt] and thought:
what an ugly bunch of kids, which is kind of funny
isn'l it? They really are ugly! I mean kids are not{ugly,
really, because they're - you Know - cute and fresh and
young and so on, but you know, they're not very good

. looking! [we both laugh]

Rose: [laughing] No! - that was —ﬁlostly yourg¢héught when
you were looking at it? ol

. Lorna: [élso laughing] Yes, that was it. Yeah - that really did
it for me in this énd of the room! I thought I'd try to get
out of here! .

o

Loma‘s" second interview took al;out 55 minhtes and the third inter-

view lasted for almost an hour 4nd a half. After listening to the tapes from

~—

QU
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these interviews, I wanted to explore more ‘dee_ply some of the comme}nts

L

she had made about her experience of particular works of art; I was curi-
. T ) .8 '
ous as well, to know more about her life's story and experience’with art and
+ . r\\ ' ' q. ’
museums. We __thereforé arranéed a fourth and final interview session,

csnducted at her apartment. At the end of this 'interview she said that she

" had enjoyed the interviews, that it had made her think about how she looks

at art, although, she added, she hadn't come to any conclusions.

I also asked Laurence for a second interview, which we conducted in

the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts. Laurence's way of being in a museum )

is s1gmﬁcantly different from that of both Lindsey and Lorna. For Lau-

rence, visiting a museun is partvof.hls study of religion; he often goes to the -

museum to look at specific works of art, as a researcher, taking' notes, ané ’
as an »iﬂsimcmr ‘tallcihg groups of uhiversity studentsl His ma'n‘ner.ofz
speakmg about art, at the beginning of the interview, in which he descnbed
his v1s1t to med1eva1 and early Canadxmrt was analytlcal and
somewhat d1stant he was mformmg me more about the works of art than -
about his personal éxpenence of them. However, lat,er in the interview as
he was desbnbmg his vusxt to the 19th ax}d early 20th century Canadian gal-
lenes, his description took on"a far more personal tone; perhaps this was

prompted by the change in the subject-matler of the art work, or'perhaps it

- was the effect of \speaking for half an hour to a receptive listener. As an ex-

ample of how Laurence expressed more of his subjective expenence while
speakmg about Canadxan paintings, the following is an excerpt from the.

mtemew in whxch he is referring to a street scene by Hébert, entitled

' "Hyman's Tobacco Store™:

I'can imagine that world. I can actually be there because I .
lived at a time when horses were used to pull bread wagons or

/ -

- -
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milk wagons. When I was a kid, that was a normal way of de-
livering bread and milk. And the way people dressed and so -
on: those fashions are a little bit before my time but neverthe-

- less there was enough of it - of the whole atmosphere over

' that I can't help feel for it. And it's - it's a mixed feeling I have
and I don't feel entirely positive - to me it feels like a timeof
constriction and restraint. So my own personal feelings about .
my early childhood, or my childhood in general for that mat-
ter, enter mto my reaction to a pamtmg like that.

The, manner in which I oonducted these mter\news at the Montreal

| Museum of Fine Arts with Laurence, Loma and Lindsey was open-‘ended

and gmded by. the informants' expenences rather than by’ pre- -determined
questions. Van Manen a 984) pomt,s out that because of the- exploratory na-
ture of an interview which aims for the fullest posmble description of a per-
sonal .experience, "it is impossible to offer ready-made questions” (p.§6).

Therefore, the exa'ct wordmg ‘of my questions was constructed on the 'spot

and in dlrect response to the visitors' descnptlons Bamtt eb al (1983) ad-

¢

- Since you have asked for this talk, your informant wxll expect
you to be prepared with questions. This should not be a list
from which you read; that can be stultifying. Best is to have a .

. clear idea of what you hope to learn from thie session and to use

~ those ends as your guides to your questlons (pp. 114- 11 5).

The general direction of my questlomng was to draw out a personal

'x .

~ descnptmn of a spemﬁc museun .experience, and to this end, I asked the

mtemewees to clanfy. elaborat.e and give more examples while describing

theu: expenences Bogdan and Blklen (1982) write that, ol

’ The,mt;emewer may ask for clarification when the respondent.
. mentions something that seems unfamiliar... The interviewer
alsg_probes the respondent to be specific, asking for examples
of points that are made ... Informants ... need encouragement
to elaborate. (p.136) : T

The following excerpt from Lorna's third interview is an. example of

the way.in which I asked the informants to clarify or explain wﬁdtjhey re-

. g

s

s
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ally meant by a particular word or phrase

A

Lorna: And the leaves: everyjast leaf, and the little bluebemes
or whatever they are - httle blue ﬂowers, he hasn't -
fudged & one: they're all in there, isn't it? :

‘Rose: By "fudged" ‘you”mean faking it or - ?

Lorna Yeah, just sort of put a blur and puttmg the odd one to
let people know what you mean by it, y6u know.

At other times during the mtemewa} it was necessary for me to ask
the mformants ‘to elaborate on what they said in order to fill out and enrich

the descnptxon the following mteract.xon is taken from Lindsey's third in-

h Y
terview: ‘ .
Lindsey: But I like to look at that. I find it very, very pleasing.
And even the colour that he painted it, I find _
_pleasing, though I think any colour would look good. o

Rose: . Can you describe a bit what it feels like to feel )
"pleased”. . : .

Lindsey: Um - it brings out a higher quality within myself. I

guess that's what is pleasing .. what pleases me is -
that I reach for a higher ideal rather than to be
cont.entrthh the mundanity of life.

<

It ‘was also 1mportant to remind the mformanfé to givo me specific
'examples of kinds or qualities of experience; this is illustrated By‘ the o
following excerpt from my interview with Andy:

Andy I think the most important thing at museums for me / 2

was if T could go in and be free to roam and come out

+ feeling a little different as if somethmg fascinating

" happened, or .. something now in my head or mind
that made me just think a little bit more.or made me
wonder ‘a little bit more or, feeling that.I'd want to go
back. If I wouldn't leave with those feelings, 1ts Just '
something that I'd basically forget about. R

Rose:. Can you think of a specific time - can you remember a
“specific time when you felt that way, like that - feeling |,
a little changed or having some sense of wonder when :
. you came out? - S

- °
- ' PR 2
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" Andy: - You mean - any specific time? N
S n | Rofe: Xny specific time. ,
E ~ , An‘dy:' {pauses and then says] Yeah! [We both laugh] One year
: - I told you about this a bit ... Michael Snow... it was at’ L
¢ the gallery in Montreal, the Fine Arts Museum vei
[Andy goes on to describe "his visit to t.he Michael Snow
3 T exhibition in detail). .
. i '
‘Although the informants had*difﬁculty narrating their museum ex-
periences in chronological order wl')en they were recalling visits to muse-
ums in the preliminary interviews, they could speak quite effortlessly about o,
the time sequenee of their museum visits when they retraced their steps
" through the museum in their second and thn-d interviews. I encouraged T
the informants to narrate the story of their visit and asked questions which -
invited a narrative response such as these from Lorna's seéonld and third
. interviews: - , ' 7 3 ’
- Anything else in this room?
| . - Did you look at some of these? _
' > - So, when you came along here did you look
at the label first? Do you remember? Or did
" you look at all thesa little pieces?
»
- And 80 you just came up here as you usual-
ly do and you stopped here; was there a
‘ . reason why you stopped? ,Q o —
- At one point durmg the second interview, Loma . adopted my "what ®
- happened next?" manner of questioning and the following interaction en- |
aued |
+ Lorna: So then what happened? What did I donext? I looked at
- these, and oh, Cullen... K
) - " Rose:r Did you recognize it from a dmtanee as bemg by Cullen .
LT ' or dxd you -
. . ) '\?
) \ i ' ' ‘
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Lorna: Yes, I think I did, because I went by this whatever; I
went by that and headed right for this. So I don't know
whether I recognized it - I recognized it as being by
somebody I knew, but I don't know whether I labeled it
Cullen right away - no, I wouldn't have done that...

I found that silence, as well as the choice of app?%priate questions,
was an effective way to elicit describtions of personal experience f;rom the: -
informants. Barritt et. al. (1983, p. 114) write about the importance of the
interviewer "learning to f:e silent so an informant can speak”. Bogdan and

hBiklen (1982, p. 137) advise intérvigwers not to "fear silence”, because a’
silent pause "can enable s\ibjeéts to get their thoughts together and to direct
I

some of the conversation”. Van Manen (1984) sﬁgg'ésts thqs,;'\

Often it is not necessary to ask so many questions. Patience or
\ silence is a more tactful way of prompting the other to gather -
recollections and proceed with a story. But if there'seems to be
a block, then it is oftén enough to repeat the last sentence or
thought in a questioning sort of tone and thus trigger the other
to continue. (p.56) ,
Most of the people that I interviewed were naturally talkative. and
néeded little or no prompting to keep the flow of their descriptions going.
However, I did make an effort to allow silence, that is to check the natural
tendency to ask a question or make a cﬂomment as soon as there was a pause '
in the informant's talking. I also made frequent use of Van Manen's |
‘ syggestion (1984) to trigger the interviewee to continue speaking by repeat-
ing a few of their own words in a questioning tone; this technique, as well |
as that og allowing silence is illustrated in the following excerpt from Lor-
na's third interview:
Lorna: It's done in wood and - uh [she pauses] - I thought it

s> was [ she pauses again] - I rather liked it. A bit corny,
but I - I don't know, I like it [another pause].

Rose: "A bit corny"?

~ Lorna: Corny.
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Rose: Yeah - what ‘made you think it was corny, or what as-
pects of it -

* Lorna: Well, you know, the two angel heads up there, coming
out of the cloud, coming out of the rafters or whatever
they're doing. And he's a bit careless with his book, or
is he doing tjh%s_ﬂl_&h_hm arm? And, you know, the per-
spective is off and he's just too beautrful-loolnng for
words. But I thought it was - uh, [she pauses] - I
thought it was a fun thing. I wouldn't mind doing'
something like that... (

_ The use of silence and repetition of the informants’' own words, as
well as a wa 1 encodrage speaking, are the outcome of a phenomenologi-
cal approath to research, which by its very natl%e requires the researcher
to be non-evaluative, to drop previous knowledge arld opinions in order to
trufy hear the informants. By convéying my interest in the informants' de
scriptions through eye contact, and the occasional nod, "uh-huh" or "that's
mterestxhg" I let the interviewees know that I accepted their perceptions,
thoughts and feelings and considéred these to be both valid and important._
By consciously making efforts to maintain an attitude of acceptance and"
N\ ' heutrality, I estabiished a trusting rapport with each one of the informants, :
\ which was the basis upon which they could give me .such candid and i)er-

N ‘sonal descriptions'of their experiences.

Through t.he process of conductmg 17 preliminary mtemews and a

S ' serxes of further mtemews with Lorna, Lmdsey and Laurence, I had gath-
| ered in three months over 18 hotlrs of taped interviews about the hved ex-

peneneesh of museum visitors. Therefore, I felt it would be wise to take some
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time during the subsequent two months to transcribe the most relevant of
these interviews after listening to all the tapes and reﬂenci.ing on their con-
tents, a process which led me to question the value of conducting a series of
interviews with three or four museum visitors. |

My proposed approach to interviewing generated a great deal of data

which offered an in-depth view into a varietv of museum experiences as

limd_and_dﬂéczib.edinhmmnmle..%ile interviewing and espe-

cially while listening to the tapes of all the interviews;, I realized that I was
most interested in the phenomenon of what, for lack of a better term, I
would call visitors' "most meaningful moments" or "best” experiences in

museums. Therefore my interest having been shaped -and refined - "in-

formed" - through the experience of interviewing, focused on w ,

e. The emphasis of
my inquiry had shifted from three or four museum visitors to one particu-
lar museum visiting phenomenon or quality of experience. Naturally this _
implied a similar shift in my method of collecting; descriptions: at this
‘ point, while keeping thé valuable data that I had alr/eady collected, I en-
riched it by collecting more descriptions from adult visitors of the;r "most
meaningf\l" or "best" experiences in art museums. The method of collec-
tion could now .be less structured and opened up to include the collection of
written descriptions as well as more interviewing.

“Tol use the metaphor of a journey, since I had found one very fruitful
area, I felt it was appropriate to take a variety of paths from which&to ap-
proach it, thereby making a more truly phenomenological focus and ap-
proach for my researcﬁ: I had allowed myself to be guided by the inner
"logic" of the "phenomena” of museum visitors' lived experienqes to exam-

’ - - ' ? \ 4 L3 :
. ine one specific aspect of a "phenomenon” from many points of view or

<y
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“profiles”. Barritt et al. (1983; p. 187f write that, "What we want to stress
about phenomenology is its consistently critical reflection about itself." It
was in fhe spirit of phenomenological éelf-reﬂectiveness‘éndl openness that
I changed and refined the méthod of collecting experiential descriptions"
from museum visitors. T

" I asked several university students who were participating in a psy-
chology of art seminaj each write g descriptive account of an e8peciall);

meaningful, personal -experience of a visit to an art museum (please see

App;nJchX B for a copy of my instructions for writing this descnptmn) I se-
lected two of these written descnptlons to analyze for common the,mes of”
experience; these were: the particularly rich and lively accounts wntten by
Lisa, who describe:i a visit to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York
and Elkana who wrote about his visit to the McMichael Canadian Collection
in Kleinburg, Ontario. , } -

.Because ;\\Lant‘:d to have one more description of an especially
. "meaningful” inuseum experience, I conducted an interview with Andy in
which I asked him to recall and describe his experiences in art museums
which stood out as being the "best".

, The two hour interview with Andy concluded the process of ‘collecting

+

descriptions of visitors' lived experiences in museums.

E : E I] ﬁ’ E l] I 3 ’ - I . i Il *
listinction bet N Iting five kinds of descrinti

Over a period of five months I collected descriptions of "lived experi--
ence" in museums from 20 people: these descriptions were collected in five

ways and each way produced a sliéhtly different kind of description. The



following is a summary of the ways of gollecting: and the partlcular, ¢/
character of each of the resulting descriptions.

(1) recalling an experience from the past in an interview (the 17 pre-
limingry intei'views, including tho’se with Lindsey, _Lonise, Lorna, Sean
and Laurence as well as the mtemew with Andy). ,

These are descnptxons of an expenence from another time and ‘place,
filtered through memory, go that the most meaningful or memorable as-
pects of the experience are described: deta;}s and chronology are frequently
forgotten, but the 'signiﬁcance of the experience is remernbered.

(2) describing Ia museum visit, immediately after it has taken place, -
in an interview (Q;Le second interview with é‘mdsey, m which she describes -
her vxsxt to the Miro Exhxbmon)

This is a description of an experience whioh is recalled from the im-
mediate past, ratner than from the distant past and -as such, a vivid
"impression” of the quality of the experience as a whole can be easily com-

" municated, althougn specific details might be forgotten < . -
(3) reliving a museum visit in an mtemew in which the informant
retraces his or her steps through the museum and descnbes the wsxt which
has just taken place (part of Lindsey's third mtervxew, Lorna 8 second and ) N
third interviews and Laurence's second mtemew) : -
This way of collecting a description resulted i ina narrative account in
which both the meaning of the experieﬁce as.a whole as well as its particu-
'lar details and chronology could be easily expressed. From time to time, the
informarnts would slip back and forth between parrating the expenence of
the 1mmed1ate past and’ descnbmg the expenence of the pres t their
comments tended to alternate between a description of ‘how the works’ o_f art

were perceived and the recollectioP of events, ideas or other works that were

\
¢



brought to mind while looking at a particular painting or sculpture.
\ . LY

(4) recording the moment-to-moment experience of a museum visit

" as it happens in the present, in an interview, a way: of describing an experi--

ence that Lindsey spontaneously initiated during her third interview.

In contrast to recalling an experience from either the distant or im-
mediate past, th¢'emphasis in this'way of descﬁbing an experience is on
the nard:ation of the details of the informant's perception of specific works of \

art, at the expense of a description of the overall impression or felt quality of

s N AY . . . . .
. the experienge as a whole, However, this method of description does reveal

the actual sequence of the visitor's thoughts in response to a work of art; it
w.gs as though Lmdsey was thinking out loud while she recorded her expe-
nence . |

. (5) writing a description of a particular museum visit which was es-
pecially meaningful. - |

Because they are written rather than spoken, Lisa's and Elkana's
, .

. descriptions have a morie’reglective and less spontaneous quality~thap the
«descriptions obtained through interviewing. Writing is a slower process
’ <

than speaking: botﬁ Elkana and Lisa chose their words carefully, even art-

fully; their descriptions are perhaps more clearly articulatéd than some of

‘the spoken descnptxons However, through wntmg, expenence becomes

-crystalhzed mto a definite, albeit more precise,. form and loses some of the

ﬂmdxty which charactenzes a spoken descnptmn

While I wasaware “of the dlstmctlons between descriptions which

were t.he outcome of different v ways of asking for them, I treated all the de- -

scriptions slmply as 'descnptxpns of hved experierice” during the process of

. . analysis, because what the descnptxons share is more slgmﬁcant than

-, what distinguigshes them from one another. In other words,.the value of the -'

A
v
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~ descriptions 9‘5 lived experience is the"w)vay in which each one can serve to

" inform me about the nai;ure and meaning of visiting an art museum. ;

[} ‘o

From the descnptlons collecte«d from a total of 20 people; from these I .

selected descriptions from eight mférmants ‘to analyze fOr common theme’s

- Fchose to work with a selection of ‘descnptlons which represent dxverse, yet
mearﬁng'ful experiences exp.ressed in articulate and. candid terms that tend

" to reveal the nature of the experience as it was lived. I made an effort as

well, to select descriptions from several informants who, as a group, repre-

sent a variety of age, personality, profession, sacial and ethnjc backgfounq, ‘

formal education and expenence in the study andtmakmg of art.

o
- Since it-is the llfe expenence of these exght informants which gwes

meamng to their museum expenence, it is both appropnate and relevant, to.

describe some of the detaxls of their lives which have direct beanng upon .

how they vie}t art musems and on’ the way in which they describe their

experiences.
&

¥

‘Lindsey grew up in a town in Surrey, England and as a child she was

"brought up with paints and paper ‘and drawing"' art,-making was encour- f

i —

aged by hew who painted and exhlbnted as a "kind of hobby". Al-
though she dld not "go to art museums that much" with her family, Lind-
sey did go on frequent school outings toart museums in London.

.. As she grew older, she began visiting museums on her own and in

her late teens and’ early twenties I,she traveled extensively throughout En:

®
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rope. Indxa and Sri Lanka. 'I‘hxs period was, as “ghe puts it, her mam mu- °

seum gomg spree”, vmtmg four or five museu.ms in each city that she

‘ . traveled through. o, o

4

As well. as wsxtlng art museums,. she remarked, T,
- 1 traveled always with a sketch pad, and everywhere I went I

' would sit on the corners and draw; not so much for the sake of
sy _ drawing, but I liked t¢ sit on corners and look; and it ‘was a
- ' kind, of an excuse to be there and not look odd... So I sketched
‘ ¢ 'constantly, I had piles of drawings; I'd come back with draw-
ings of where I'd gone as opposed to photographs; not that I

was good {she laughs], but I'liked to doit. .

_ Desplte her enthus:asm for ait and museum-visiting, Lindsey did
: not take any studio or art hmtory courses when she attended umvcrsxty in
Englam_i.; mstead she gtudied psychology, completing a Bachelor of Scler_xce
| degree She later held a position in a Technical College leeturiag in biology
. She is now 28 years old, hvmg in Montreal an'd Kvorkmg»as a teacher

of yoga and’ med;tanon - 2
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* Sean, a 62 year old eye surgeon, was also. bom and raised in England;

his parents however, weré’ both Amencans He was educated in English

and European schools and although he does. not recall doing art in school,

'hé remembers collecting dried flowers as a child and he was introduced to

. art by his parents who both did wood~engrav1ng

While he was domg pre-medncal studxes at a promment American .-

.o umversxty, Sean completed a mmor m art history. He began collectmg art
while shll at university and completed his medical training.in Montreal
o where he settled and pursued an ambxhons career in both the teachmg and

. practice of ophthalmology oo
f;_ N . ‘ . , !
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Throughout his-life, Sean has maintained an active interest in art:

he has visited many museums throughout Canada, the United States, Eng-

land and Europe; he has been active on museum committees at both the lo-

cal and national levels. About fifteen years ago, he took a two-week dréwing

course from a local Quebec artist and since then he has pursued the study

_of drawing and painting thréugh courses and workshops. "Once I've re-
tired, at least as a doctpr” he says, "I expect to put a lot of time, at least half
. time, into this creative aspect of life".

*

v, - R

Louise is ffom the’ Montreal area; she studied "social ajd” at the

C.G.E.P. level and has taken night courses in manegement at a local uni-
versxty She is now:32 years old and for seve;;al years, she has worked in the
adrmmstratxon and management aspect of the £ravel mdustry, orgamzmg
tours to Floulda and Europe. \ .

Louise visited many art museums while conducting- coach“ tours

through Europe: "otherwise", she says, "I don't know if I 'woulq have éone

v

/

to as many museums These visits. to European museums rekindled *

Lomse 8 mterest in art. Although she did not study art in school, as a child,

. she would "sketch all the tlme" As she grew. older she lost mterest in”

making art, but for the last two years she has ‘been _taking drawing courses
at the Montreal,Museum of Fine Arts. She has exhjbi\ d some of her work
end'intends to do a fine art degree on a part time basis ;vhile she continues
he;' career in‘h;the travel industry. )

(Y ' .
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Laurence is 48 years old and lives in Montreal where he is working

v
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- towards his Ph.D. while teaching courses irx religion at hoth the college and -
university levllls.‘His'in\terest in art and museum-going started off as a
,'5 "professional” interest, ‘a desire to introduce students to a religion via the
artwo;k’a hs well as.the other sources".- Laurence's interest in art "arises”
he says, partly "from.the fact that I'm married to an art critic". o
Although he does not remember studying art'm school, he does 1791]
takmg an art class’ outsxde ‘of schooI when he was "10 or 12" years old.
Laurence was born and grew upu in Ottawa’,ev_vhere he studied En-
v/ glish literature at a ‘local university, a pursui{ which did not fully capture
v . his interest, so at the age of 19, he left university and worked on road con-
struction to earn mone? to travel to Europe where he spent "about a year :
his travele mcluded vxslts to some of the major European art museums.
. ; : He_xeturned to Ottawa in the sixties and worked at dlﬁ'erent jobs, in-
0 “ cluding running a coffee house,. editing a emall newspaper ;nfi being an
"extra" in part time acting. Later, Laurence ‘went back /6 university and
) completed a B.A. in theology and a Masters degree in rehgmn
: . 1 have less mformatxon about Lisa and Elkana bec‘ause I did not con:’/ :

'" duct mtemews W1th them instead, I asked them to add to their written de- '

S
o scriptions some pertment detm}s of their lives, education and expenence '
v {_ with art and museums Lisa is a 20 year old student who is workmg to-

wards a Bachelor of Education’ degree at a Montreal university. Although ‘
her major subject of study is elementary level educatglon, she has also taken; '

L ‘ ~ studio art courses at the umversxty level.

H ) ‘ p
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Elkana is originally from Kenya, and he is presently completing a
Masters degree in education at a university in Montreal. During his 45
) years, he has completed a degree in fine art, mcludmg both studio and art
hxstory courses and he has pursued a cajeer as a teacher and as an'

b g 4, ) ’

exhibiting sculptor.

Andy .18 a 23 year old musician who' was born in Cahforma and has
lived in Texas, Montreal and Vancouver. He attended a pnvate high school

in Montreal and then studied soclal sciences at the C.G.E. P level. He stud- -
1ed anthropology and Enghsh literature a Vancouvér umverelty for two
'years During thxs time, Andy -also taught "arts and crafts, music and
gym" to children at a’local community centre and "did alot‘of creative writ-
® ing". Later, he worked for the shipping division of a major British
' Columbia drugstore chain to earn money- to travel to \India to pursue his in-‘

terest in the philosophy and practice of meditation. ‘ '
. He says that he has, - | ' - o -
always apnreciated art, right frorn the beginning... and I;v:”

never really pursued ... painting and drawing ... I've gotten
. into'music and writing poetry L )

At home, Andy was encouraged to develop his interest in a variety of
art forms by his mother who is an amateur painter. Andy says that, '
. in high school, if the option was art, I'd always take it ... it

would be the easiest class to relax in and have a good time, and
usually the nicest teachers were in those classes.

)

Since I have made extensive use of Lorna's descriptions of her mu-

seum experiences, I felt it wouldn,be appropriate to provide a somewhat
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more extensive picture of her life's story as a context in whiéh to see her de-
scriptions. , | ' ‘
Loma began visiting museums about 20 years ago when she qccom-

pamed her husband on business trips to New York

I was a fobl you know, just to spend all that. time shopping -
what a bore! ... I just found where the art galleries were and
went... And so 1 really got myself all enthusiastic about art and
. , I've bought books and read; every time I can, I follow a little
' —~  course-in art, or try to sneak into an atelier when nobody's
looking. I'm usually the worst in the class, you know - my

technique is hortible, but my enthusiasm!

J Lorna's enthusiasm for art is very sincere: she enjoys viéiting muse-
ums; she has taken drawing and painting classes at private stuéios in
Germany and she has participated in art-making workshops at the Mon-
treal Museum of Fine Arts

. Lorna remembers doing art as a child'and attending museums on

outings from primary school; she remembers being scolded by her piano |

teacher for making "fantastic” drawmge all over her piano music. Her\

mother designed and made her own clothes and also did some painting on

(&

china and glass dishes. Lorna's father, who ran a smail electrical\ compa--

N

1y, iiked to collect and invent novel,\ decorative and“ sometimes practical

gﬁ}ngs for their home. Lorna grew up in Toronto and boasts of coming from

a fMly that is six generations Canadian. : w”

. She did not study art at the private high school|that she aﬁtended'in

Toronto; rather her interest at‘thatr time was in lan ages, mathematics,
sciences, and performing sbme of Shakespeare's plays

. After high school, a took a secretarial “course at a business col-

' lege in Toronto. After a brief Ating as a secretary for a business in Hamil-

: bon,.' Lorna took a job as a meteorological teletypist for the federal govern-

- / . . )
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. ment,; this v:/as a "war-time" jobnan\d she worked in weather observétioxi of-
fices at several locations in Ontario for ten years. Later, she bécame the
secretary for the "officer in charge” of Malton airport in Toront.o.‘ It was
there that she met her husband who, at' thgt time, was a meteox,"ologist with
the British Royal Navy. - o .

Lorna and her husband lived in Dorval, then Torénto and later in
Montreal; they have i:wo daughters. After a few years of full-time home
. making‘ aLnd parenting Lorna %eciding to go to teacher's college where she
completed a teaching diploma, and then taught ét a private bgy's school m
Montréal for several years. ’

Ldma is now 64 years old and lives in Germény with her husband
who is vice-president’ of ap international company. She spends the sum-

mers in Montreal and at their country home in the Laurentians.

v
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Analvzing the Collected D it for C Ti
- The purpose of analyzing descriptions, according to Barritt et al.

(1983, p. 90) "is to ﬁndicommon themes" of experience. Analysis is a process

of making sense of experience as it is lived. In a phenomenological ap-

proa;ch to research, it is a process which rquires openness and respect for
the expeﬁence and wprds of others, to permit the informants to spéak
_through their descriptions _until, among the din of several voices, some
ghqrd of shared meaning is struck, a recurring note is heard, resonating

with the ring of familiarity - or, perhaps intersubjective agreement is never

—

heard; that is"always a possibility, although an unlikely one. Analyzing ex-

periential descriptions is an attempt to understand something of the essen-

tial characteristics of a phenomenon.
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The analysis of" the descriptions of actual rexpe-riences in art muse-
ums selected from eight informants was a process of gradually finding or-
der among hundreds of pages of transcripts and written descriptions. I be-
gan by looking at the transcripts from Lorna's interviews; which as a series
stands out for several lreasons: Lorna's descriptions are rich in meaning
and variety; her manner o_f épeaking'is consistently lively and, above all,

candid: her words seem always to be a clear reﬂectioﬁ of the nature and

\ quaiity of her experience. Lo\rria‘s interviews also offer access to quantity as

well as quality of descriptive material: Lofna p’ariicipated in four interview

;essions, with a total of four and a half hours. ‘ ’
Barritt et al. (1983, pp.éO-lOl) outline a ri'gorous' procédure for

analyzing ciescriptions of lived experience, which I found very useful. This

procedure, which was worked out through the expex:ience of _doing phe-

nomenological research is given as a "starting point" for analysis; Barritt

et al. (1983, pp. 90,95) write that, "this procedure is oifered because wé've
found it helpful. It is not a fixed formula and we bend it to fit the informa-

tion whenever that seems best..... it isn't a flawless procedure but it is sys-

-

tematic.” ‘

7
. The first step in this process of analysis is to read the descriptions - in

this case, the ‘transcripts from Lorna's interviews - with "fresh eyes" and

. to, "select from it those moments whiph seem to be at the centre of the event

for the person ... which 'ﬂy.up,lik'e sparks’ from the description” (Ba.rritt et
al. pp. 57,92).
Lorna and the other informants would generally take several mo-

ments or even minutes to describe a "moment" of their experience of being/

in & museum. The follbwi_ng, for example, is an important "moment” of ex-

perience from Lorna's second interview, condizcted in the Montreal Muse-

el
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um of Fine Arts in’ whxch she describes her expenence of looking at "Mount

Temple" by Lawren Harris: o ‘ -

Lorna I turn around and I have another look at this Harris
one. Because that is, you know, that's like the Rock of
Gibralter, isn't it? You know, Prudential life had the
Rock of Gibralter as their trademark; yeah, “build on
the rock"; it's a very - before your time - it's a very old
slogan: buy their life insurance and it's.as firm as a. ,

. rock, you see.

So this reminds me of Gibralter in its firmness and
stability. And it's good to see it again;-you know, yous
come along, and my God, you have personal tragédies -
everybody does - and you have, you know, maybe you

- have a bad day and you come and you Jook at that. It's
very pleasmg

Rose: So this is a painting that you're familiar with, that
you've looked.at before and you've come back to?

Lorna: Yes. And I've gone out of my way. When the Canadian
. collection used to be at the front, I'd go out of my way to
go over and have'a look at.this one. Oh yes, I like this

very much. ,

Rose: I found that interestmg when you said that it's some-
thing that you do come back to intentionally and that
you find it very pleasmg - could you talk about what
that is?

- Lorna: Well, I do it too with that one Pissarro ["The Harbour
' at Rouen"]. When I first started coming here, coming
to.the art gallery - because we hadn't been here that
long. It's nothing like what I was used to in Toronto
and I didn't see too much stuff I liked, &and there

wasn't too much selection, so I had to latch on to
something. So I latched onto this one; I latched onto
that other one-and I latched onto "Autumn” ["October”
by Tissot] as I call her-and a few paintings. And it's
: made me feel closer. to. Montreal because now I have
- some old friends in the art gallery here. It's difficult
‘ : moving around. I've done the.same things in
Hamburg actually; there are a couple of paintings that
I go and see every time. I might go and see’ a special
exhibition, but I'll go and see their general their usual
stuff. These.two, especially this one - is a magnificent -
I think it's a Renoir... [she goes on the describe this
L painting in Hamburg] It's @ beauty; I like to go and see

-




: that one.

But this - coming back to Harns, this is a peaceful
rock - rock of Gibralter. And you can come in here and
think: well, you know, these things may go on in life,

' but spme thmgs never -change. It's that trite - the
. . feeling. And this, this one too ["Cathedral Mountain"
L by Lismer], but to a lesser degree because this has
more angles and is busier and it's not as peaceful. But
this one has that lovely - this Harris has this great
. vertical development and even though he has some
diagonal lines, he has this nice sort of flowing part at
the bottom. Those kinds of things are very restful, very
peaceful.

Rose: Yeah, that's right. In fact, I think:what you're saying
-, .about it, even though sometimes it's hard to find the
words, or the words might sound trite or cliché, it's
actually quite a profound sort of experience, I think.

Lorna: Oh, very! Oh, yes. To talk about it is trite, but to feel it is
' not trite because it's worth while, you know, coming in
just to see it, really.

" After a careful reading of all t.he transcripts of Lorna's interviews,
the abeve passage as well as five others stood out as being esi)ecially signifi-
cant "moments” for Lorna. For each of these five "moments” I followed the
suggestion of Barritt et al. (1983, p. 92) by listing key words and pmaees tixgt
seemed to express the character of each experience. - ‘
Inherent in this process is the way in which experience, especially
met;tlipgful _experience eludes }ipguistic expression; the informants' de-
scriptions refer to their experiences and although these bersonal narratives
are as close as possible to the lived experience, they should not be seen as

1denhcal with the experience itself: therefore the meanmgs ‘are oﬂ:en heard

- "between the hnes" between the wordg and through the description as a

1whole. augmented by my memory of the informants' gestures, facial ex-

pression and tone of voice. _ ‘ o
<c Ag an example of how I made a list of the key words and phrases
from each 1mportant moment the followmg is the list of 18 points taken

»
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from Lorna's description of her experience of the Harris painting; quoted

dhove.

10.
. wasn't too much selection, so’l had to latch on

11.

and I have another look at this Harris ’one
that's ike the Rock of Gibralter, isn't m '

Prudential 11fe trademark’ ... a very old
slogan: buy their life insurance and it's as firm
as a rock you see. '

this remmds me of Glbralter in its ﬁrmness'
and stabxhty

it's good to see it again

my God you have personal tragedies -
everybody does ... maybe you have a bad day
and you come and you look at that.

It's very pleasing.

I've gone out of my way I'd go out of my way
to go over here and have a look at ‘this one.

. oh yes. I like this very much.

I dldnt see too much stuff I liked, and there

to something..So I latched on to this one... and
a few paintings. ~ -

it's made me-feel closer to Montreal becauee,

now I have some old friends in the art gallery

.- here.

12.
13,

14,
. 15.

I've done the same thmg in Hamburg actually;

there are a couple of pam'hngs that I go and Bee

every time.

these two, especially this one - is a magmﬁ-

cent... a Renoir... It's a beauty; I like to go and _

see that one. .
this is a peaceful rock - Rock of Gibralter.

you can come in here and think: well, you
know, these things may go on in hfe, but some

° )
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things never change. .
| 16. this one has that lovely... this great vertical de-
o " velopment and even though he has some \

.diagonal lines, he has this nice sort of flowing
* part at the bottom. ‘ -

17. those kind of thmgs are very restful, very
. peaceful.

18. to talk about it is trite, but to feel®it is not trite,
because it's worthwhile, you know, commg in
just to see it, really. .

After making lists from each of t.he six outstandiné "moments” from
Lorna s interviews, I began to find "common themes" of experlepce
.a.ppeanng among Lorna's descnptmns, for example Lorna was often at-
tracted to works of art that recalled gsomething famﬂxar or recogmzable and
on several occasions she spoke of her experience in museums as peaceful
or relaiing Curious about whetller or not these and other themes would
show up in descnptlons from other people, I turned to the descnptxons from
Lindsey,. Lomse, Sean, Laurence, Elkana, Lisa and Andy and repeated the
process of lxstmg the key words and phrases from the "moments" of experi-

ence that stood out as especially meaningful or important from each infor-

' mant. This'process yielded 9 more lists (2 lists from both Lindsey and Andy, |
one from each of the others), making a total of 15 lists of key words and
phrases. .

The next step in the procedure outlined by Barritt et al. (1983, pp.

94,96) is to compare all the lists of key words and phrases taken from in- '

formants' descriptions; wherever shared meanings, perceptions, patterns

or duali_ties or experience appear, these are grouped together and summa-
rized by a phrase which is faithful to the informants' words: these resulting

-

phrases are called "common themes". 2 .

s
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As well as themes, Barritt et al. (1983, pp. 95,96) pqini. oﬁt that "
* amongst several descriptions of an experiepce, one is also likely to find -
. "variations" or "unique themes" which "frequently highliéht the meaning.
_of the common forms"; sometimes these appear;és subtle modifications ofa
theme and at other times the variations are more dramatié, ‘appearin‘g as .
paradoxes or opposites ‘which illuminate thf meaning of the common ’
theme. Barritt et al. (1983, pp/. 96 - 98) sugéest compiling a thrée pért list for
. each common theme, stating the summarizing theme phrase; the
"s,tatements" or key words and phrases taken from the informants’
descriptions -and the varigtibns on the common theme. For example, Table
I illusltrates a portion of one of the three part thematic lis}:s that I constru'ct-
ed from the informants’ worys, whjch shows how certaiﬁ aspects of ‘Lor-
na's experience of looking a;):he Harris painting are shared with the expe-
riences of others. | |
The systematic rigour involved in the procedure for analysis outli,ned'
by Barritt et al. (1983, pp. 90-101) makes this a satisfying process of real
discovery;.the thoroughnéss of this procedure allowed me to.feel thatI was = -
uncovering something unexpected, unforseen in the informan‘ts' de-
scriptions. In a phenomendlogical fapproach to research, it is the sui)jective
‘ lived experience" of the informants which provides the basis for inter-
subjective agreement about the shared aspects of their experiences; in the
éame way, the subjectivity of the researcher is not to be undervalued and

certainly not overlooked or denied. Barritt et al. (1983) write:

. ...decisions abput the meaning of experience do reflect the __
reseacher's "reading” of the data. Other researchers might ’
reflect a different emphasis. We ar¢ confident nevertheless
that our different readings would be'like two accounts of the
same event rather than two different{occurrences. (p.104)

[
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" nizable".or "familiar

Common theme

- being attracted
to works of art that
are “reminiscent” . of
something "recog-
and pleasant, some-
thing with which the
visitor can identify.
“\

" think of times when

Key Phrases from ~
Informants’ Descriptions
(theme statements)

Lorna: List #3 (Harris)

2. that's like the rock of
Gibralter, isn't it?

3. Prudential Life... trade-
mark... a very old slogan: buy
their life.insurance and it's
as firm as a rock, you seé.

Lindsey : List #8 (Roerich)
9. Especially the paintings
of places that I knew: when
I recognized them, it was
just amazing to see th’em.

Laurence; List'#15

4. Tom Thomson... Pkea me
used to

‘go out into the country

alone... and go for walks in

the country... in my teenage
years.

(2
N

Variations

- being attracted to
the unknown, the

 mysterious or

surprising:

Andy: List#6 -
(Michael Snow)

8. It's an experience

that stuck out because

there was always that
‘element of something
_ that just wasn't what

69 . -

you'd expect.. .you just

had no way of under-
standing it, but you
_knew you liked it, be-
cause you were enter-
ing into this realm of
-thinking that you'd
never. thought of

, before. .

Sean: List #12 ,

11. It came as a
surprise. It came as'a
distiriet surprise...

I didn't know also about

the cartoon [drawing]
s0 that cameas a
terrific surprise...

it was great!

- . B
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Through a careful "reading” of the descriptiohs from these eight.

informants, I found 12 common themes of éxperience which recur fre-
quently throughout the descnptxons These are the shared. aspects of the
expenence of vigiting an art museum whxch "flew up like sparks as [ ex-(
amined the descrxptxons As a group, these common themes reﬂect the

"best" or "especially meaningful" experiences of eight visitors to art muse-

~ums, at pagpticular times and in particular places. These themes may or |

—

may not be true for other vnsxtors in dxfferent places and times. Bamtt et a]

(1983. p. 189) remind us that, “Phenomenologxcal research focuses on the -

specific situation and the individual ex'periencee of those in it. There is no
x_uethodologic'al guarantee that the results will apply to another group.”
However, I am confident that because these 12 themes do reflect aspects of
experience which are so centrel to the ;phenomenon of vigiting an art mu-
‘se'um'l, that auy one who was ever had a meaningful visit to an art museum
" is likely to find a quality or pattern of experience among thotse themes
which resonates with their own best museum experiences. "As in any
study”, Barritt et al. (1983, p.104) write "the only way to be sure is for the
readers to investigate the pheuomenon for themselves".
- While these themes are an expression of some. of the taken-for-
granted aspects of "what it is like" to visit an art museum, the themee are

also an expresswn of the mformants and my own values, perceptions,

, understandmg, life experience am} ways of oonstructmg meaning.

-

.

The 12 common themes: of museum experience \which I found
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threitgh anglyzing ’the selected de’scn'-ptionshﬁ'om.e‘i'ght informants can be
tdivided ihto three ‘gro‘trpﬁ*the‘ﬁret six themes deal epeciﬁcally with the

-.ways in which museum visitors are attracted to and attend to works of art

N

and how visitors find meamng and value in the expenence of looking; the

. next three themes are about how seeing works of art is related to makmg )

art and how' visitors no’tice, admire a'n‘d‘ are sometimes critical of how
| works of art are made; the last three themes deal with visitors' bhysicat
- presence in the museum building. . _ A
The theine‘s are intended to/serve as foxcal points of experience, rather
than discreet categot-ies and therefore their m&ﬁnge’ tend to overlap and
flow mto one another. Each theme is like an extracted essence oOr
distillation of a partlcular pattern or. quahty of experience that is found i in
several, but not all of the descriptions. leemse, several common themes

may be present in a single phrase or description of an experience; conse-

* quently, there are a few descriptive passages which appear several times

throughout. the discussion of the themes. The fact that the same descrip-
tions can serve as expressions of dxﬁ'erent themes is evidence both of the
'ﬂuldxty of the themes and the density of meaning in many of the informants
descriptions. '

I have arranged the first six themes in an order that attermpts to re-

flect the experience of museum visitors, starting with how visitors are

drawn to certain works of art, followed by how attention and concentration

take place, the feeling of unity with what is seen and the c_lesine_to,proloné |

the experience of looking, culminating in the "feeling of well-being" which

L

characterizes a meaningful museum experience. .

o .



v 1 At tion to the Familiar.
The first theme, being attracted to works of art that are "remi-_”'

-

niscent” of something "recognizable" or "familiar" and ‘pleasant, some-
. £hing with which'the visitor can identify, can be seen in the way in which
visitors are_attractea to paintings of recognizable landscapes. When Lorna
looked at Tom Thomson's ‘painting, In the Northlénd_", she recoﬁfﬁzed
familiar qualities of the Canadian landscape: "all the colours are there and
- the blue of the lakey",’qualities which she saw as tjrpig:al of a particulax: time,
of year, "that's really the way it is in the autumn"” (See Figure 1). |

Laurence also looked at this painting and recalled certain aspects of

.the Canadian autumn, a time of year that he likes very much:

I like the copl days... lack of mosquitoes, ... beauty of the trees,
the drynessg!.. certain smells.inr the air... a time of reflection, .or’
bringing everythmg altogether... a time to make sense of
things. -

Looking at Thomson's landscape triggered the recollection of special

.

/ . .
memories for Laurence:

.. makes me think of times when I used to go out into the
country alone... and go for walks in the country... in my
teenage years. .

"In the Northland" also brought to mind paintings that Laurence

had seen as a child:

...it's reminiscent-of paintings that hung on the walls of school
rooms when I was a child in elementary school.

Lindsey, like Lorna and Laurence, rec'ogﬁized the typically Canadian
qualmes of the Thomson pamtmg, she "noticed" "In the Nort.hland"

..particularly because it was so very Canadian... rich blue of -
the water ...all the leaves on the trees, and the fact that they're
all thin and spindly-which you only get in Canada 'cause they
ripped all t.he trees down.

.8
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. — . painting that captures mountains, it takes me to that expen-

74

For both Lindsey and Lorna, the thrill of recognition appears to be

" closely sssociated with their attention to the details of the painting.
/
Laurence's comments however, suggest' that the Thomson landscape

served as a means to ignite his interest and attention, which quickly fo- -

cused on his own memories and reﬂections Elkana speaks about the view
from the windows of the McMichael Canadian Collection and a pamtmg by

Varley in a similar tone: /

Kleinburg's hilly environment permeated the walls of the

gallery. I saw not the Kleinburg hills... instead I saw the

Kabarnet Hills and cliffs that. I was familiar with... Varley hak
’ created a beautiful piece reminiscent of the morning views of
+ . the Kabarnet Hills.

The phrase, "instead I saw the Kabarnet Hills" reveals Elkana's at-

traction@ the familiarity of the viéw, and the way in which the image in

his memory is given much greater significance than the scene before his
eyes, or perhaps, more preciseiy, tl}e view tht;t he sees at Kleinburg is at-

tractive and significant to him'because of the significance of the image of

“the Kabametu Hillg'in his memory. o ' | |

- Lindsey in her description of visiting the Ro'ericthuseum in New

" York, offers another vxew mto the way in which a chenshed memory of a

partxcular landscape plays an 1mportant role in enjoying works of art:

o \) Espe‘;glly pmptmgs of piaces that I knew: when I I:ecogm.zeg

Y them, it was just amazing to see them... I love seeing paint-

ings of mountains... being in the mountains is one of the expe-
riences that I cherish most... 8o when I see a really good

ence of bex,ng in the mountains. (see Figure 2)
- When she says "it takes me" Lmdsey seems to suggest that in lookmg
at Roerich's paintings she is transported, instantly, through memory and

imag'ilnatio'n. to an g}fpeﬁence which is already meaningful and, like
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Elkana, it is her own remembered experience which gives significance to

the landscape in’the museum:

And the sky he will paint quite extraordinary shades, and yet, "y
when you're there, you can see why he painted like that... it's * -
really very, very vivid, and the colours are very vivid in the
mountains... somewhat technically exaggerated but in doing

80, this captures the feeling.

Lindsey alludes to the way in which her own experience of being in

this kind of landscape allows her to appreciate Roerich's paintings:
*... in addition, he's captured the amazing differente in percep-
tion, because in the mountains things actually look different;
they look staggeringly beautiful... it's more than just... my ex-
perience of bemg in mountains,... something more than that...
he was painting somethmg very, very fabulous and fine and
exhaulted.

While looking at a paintiné by Pissarro in the Montreal Museum of
Fine Arts, Lindsey recognizes the place depicted in the painting:

This has been accurately painted but it's a dull scene [ she

looks at the label], "Afternoon, Duquesne Dock at Dieppe". Oh,

I've been at Dieppe: it looks like that... a cloudy day. You're
© just kind of waiting for something to happen.

t:.v

Recognition of a familiar ‘era and way of life can also spark visitors'
interest in & work of art. Lorna speaks about how she is attracted ¢o a
.Canadian painting from the 1930's: |

. Prudence Hewerd dont know who she was. But probably

. part of ... the sort of in" people with money... the people who

Lo lived around here. This would be absut this time, see - [she
looks at the label}, she was bom in 1896... And so, I thought:

oh, this looks like "old nXme here, having j;mer '
it .Another Canadian painting from the 1930's, "Hyman's Tobacco

\
Store" by Hébert had a look of familiarity for Laurence:
\ I can imagine that world. I can actually be there because I -
lived at a time when horses were used to pull bread wagons or
mlk wagons.

. .
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Laurence's rbsponse to this painting shows how the recognition of a

familiar era is not necessarily a pleasant of comfortable experience:

It's a mixed feeling...’] don't feel entirely positive... my own
personal feelings about my ... childhood... enter into my reac-
tion to a painting like that... the 408 or the 30s ... a social realm
. in which ... I didn't feel that I belonged..."I recall in a vague
way those feelings of restraint and of repression... oppression,
... 8 world of fixed routines and very limited possibilities:

~
-~

For Lorna however, the association of an old advertising image with'

LY y

a Lawren Harris painting, "Mount Temple" is a more positive expenence

. that's like the roc&: of Gibralter, isn't it? ... Prudential Life ..
' trademark a very old slogan - buy their life insurance and
it's as firm as a rock, you see... this reminds me of Gibralter in
its firmness and stablhty

The attraction to paintings that are reminiscent of familiar works of

v

!
art is evident in the comments of Lorna, Elkana and Lisa. Referring to a
Flemish painting by Jan Van Kessel, the Elder, "A Garland of Flowers
with the Virgin and Child in Grisaille", Lorna says: ' ‘

That, to me, looks like old Pennsylvania Dutch stenciling on
) furmture his colours and absolute definition, - it remmds me
of that in this painting. -

- Elkana remembers sgeing paintings by the same artists in another
museum: ' ‘ "
~
I had seen... works by the Group of Seven at the Art. Gallery of
Ontario.... it struck me as something special, but seen at the
Mchchael Collection... they acquired new life. '

 Lisa'is remindefl*of a work in another art form - music - wﬂif_edvisit-

" »
'L ¥
»» R

" In the room with historic musxcal instruments, I had .

Pachabel's Canon playing softly in my mind. .
The following comments by Lindsey show how a museum visitor can
be attractad to and identify with & quality of familiarity, a feeling of being "at



4

-

! \ 78

R
home" that is perceived in a painting, in this case "The Green Jug" by

Pellan: )

says:

I felt this was kind of homely... when you've got your clutter
around you and you know it all... all the objects have been
painted in a way of feeling familiar... that could feel like my
kind of clutter. : :

Referring to a painting by Suzor Coté, entitled "Landscape” Lindsey

” * "N

I like this - very homely,. beautiful landscape shot... it's a kind

of living room painting... the sort that... makes you feel at

{{mme and that all is well thh God and nature around you, you
now.

In contrast to being attracted td the familiar and the comfortable,

Andy and Sean speak about their attraction to the "unknown", the

"surprising’;or even "mysterious” in works of art; their remarks reveal

something of the special intensity of a new experience. Andy describes his

experience of viewing an exhibition of works by Michael Snow at the

Montreal Museum of Fine Arts:

It's an experience that stuck out because there was always that

element of something that just wasn't what you'd expect... you

just had no way of understanding it, but you knew you hked it,
because you were entering into thls realm of thinking that
you'd never thought of before... I'd always go for that; I'd dive &
into situations where I don't understand something, yet it feels
comfortable, - I go.

Sean speaks about his discovery of a drawing by Leonardo da Vindi,

the "Cartoon for the Virgin and Child with SS. Anne and John the Baptist”

" in the National"Gallery, London:

"It canfe as a surprise. It came as a distinct surprise... I didn't

know about the cartoon so that came as a terrific surprise... it
was great!l... the mystery of it. It's a very mysterious sub;ect

"You can't help but wonder exactly why they're there sitting in

this strange landscape, all somewhat subdued a little on the

dark side. (see Figure 3),



r

Emm‘.e_a. Leonardo da Vinci
"Cartoon: The Virgin and Child thh SS. Anne and
; John the Baptist”
‘ . 141.5cms x 104.6 cms
' black chalk heightened with white on paper -
in the collection of the National Gallery, London
g:p;odt)xced from a nost-card prinifed by the Natnonal Gallery,
: London

AITTIE IR SR THL A U S

R
Cg



80 -

-

The above descriptions, with their emphasis on wonder, surprise and

the appeal of the unexpected are variations on the theme of attractxon to the

familiar, and as such, prov:de a deeper understanding of this theme

Sean's and Andy's descriptions suggest that in discovering the unexpected
they were challénged to be open and completely attentive to what was before

their eyes in the present. However, in describing experiences of

. ‘reminiscence and recognition of the familiar, whether it is the familiarity

of a landscape, an era or a style of painting, museum visitors allude to a
particular quality of experience which is one of recognition, rather than

discovery; of that which is already known, rather than the unexpected,

'novel or unknown; being lulled into dreamy reminiscence of familiar

experiences and imageé of 6thgr places and times, a rehect_:iveness, which
may or may not be fused with attention to the work of art itself, a quality of
experience that stands in contrast to being challenged to wonder and be

fully attentive to the experience that is unfolding in the present

-

Theme 2: Returning to Old Friend

Lorna, Lisa, Lindsey and Sean speak about returning to or discovering

works of art.that are like "old friends", which "never change" and éffer a -
sense of "stability” and "comfort"; the cap'acity. of such works to attract

these visitors' attention, again and again, is "inexhaustible". Lorna

descnbes how she took up the habit of returmng to favounte paml:lngs,

I didn't see too much stuff I liked... so I had to latch on to
s’bmething. So I latched on to this one... and a few paintings...
it's made me feel closer to Montreal beeause now I have some
old friends in the art gallery here... I've done the same thmg in
Hamburg a couple of paintings that I go and see every time.

1 &
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, The sense of return to old friends is captured in several phrases from

"

‘Lorna's interviews, for example:

" That painting always attracts me, the still life ["A Garland of
Flowers..." by Jan Van Kessel, the Elder] ... I've always looked
at it:. it's been here a long time. )

I have another look at this Harris one ["Mount T,émple"]... it's
good to see it again.. I'd go out of my way td’go over here and
have a look at this one. © £

Sean speaks in much the same manner about returning to the

Leonardo "Cartoon” in London:

it's an inexhaustible thing: the more ydu look at it, the more
you can see in it... I've gone back; anytime I'm in London, I
always go there.

Sean describes, as well, returning to favourite paintings as an aspect
of the way in which he likes to visit museums; )

The second and third time in the same institution... I go back
into the room and look at the ones I like.

Returning to favourite objects at ‘home can be seen as a variation on
___ the theme of returning to old friends in a musetim; in Andy's words:

- . ... & lot of people create their own homes to be sort of like mu-
. seums for themselves to come home each day, - which is sort of
what I do. I like to look at nice things, not too many ... create
. an artistic feeling in my own home so that its' nice to come
“* home and it's different from what it was like out on the road.

The above description helps to point out how the sense of return im-
/ -

plies a personal and meaningful relationship between the work of art and
i .the viewer. The value of tl:is relationship seems to increase through time
and repeated visits to see the artwork. Lorna describes how a painting by
Pigsarro, "The )Harbour at Rouen" and "Mount Temple" by Harris act as
anchors, of stability and comfort amidst the changing events of her life: -

" Pissarro - it's Mde a river and boats tied up and peoﬁlé on t.lie
dock, - that's kind of nice... it's not so extraordinary: it's just

-

-
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that for some reason it etuck in my head... I don't go back for
any fancy artistic reason... I go back because I know it and 1
feel comfortable; as I say, an old fnend I thHink it gives you a
‘sense of security.

My God you have personal tragedies - everybody does... maybe

you have a’bad day and you come and you look at that... you can '
come in here and think, well, you know, these things may go

.on in life, but some thmgs never change... To talk about it is

trite, but to feel it is not trite, because it's worthwhile, ... com-

ingin just to see it.

A similar sense of "comfort" and "stability” is apparent in Lindsey's
c descriptions of her response to "The Green Jug" by Pellan and Suzor Cété's
"Landscape”, quoted earlier. Although she is seeing. these paintings for the
first time, they evoke a feeling of the "homely" and "familiar". The sense of -
return here is subtle: it is a return to a feeling of ease and comfort, rather
than a return to specific art objects. . -
A eomewhat different. sense of return to an old friend is presented in
Lorna's description of visiting the Frick Collection in New York; here it is .'

°

the museum's environment as a whole tﬁat attracts her to retum'

I adore lookmg at, say, pamtmgs in the Frick Collectlon . it's

in the proper setting, in a lovely house, with lovely furniture
around and all the doo-dads... may be it's not such a hot paint-

ing, even; may be you've seen it 18 times before, like the
Constable they have there; you know Constable did about eight '
views of Salisbury Cathedral ... And so there's the same darn

old cathedral but it's just the settmg

L:sa egcribes her "farewell” to a painting in the Metropolitan
Y Museum of Art, "In the Meadow" by Renoir, which became an "old friend"

during one aﬁemoon 8 visit:

When I had to finally leave my meadows behind, I felt a great’
sense of loss while saying good-bye. It was farewell to an old
friend. I kept my eyes on it as I slowly strolled out the door, and
left hesitatingly, looking back over my shoulders to catch one oL

last glimpse. . 1

' -Lmdsey echoes the emotive tone of Lnan "farewell” in her descnp- '
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tion of "meeting good friends" in-the Roerich Museum:

I was very excitable... I got so sort of, high, looking at these
paintings... Especially the paintings of places that I knew:
when 1 recogmzed them, it was just amazing to see them... it's
not unlike meetmg ‘good friends that I haven't seen for years
and years.

The key phrase in this theme is "an old friend" which implies a
cherished relationship between the vxewer and the work of art; what is

" cherished is a feeling; a feelmg of "comfort” and "stability’, "something

that never changes". Friendship implies as well, a mutual exchange: the

work of art gives of its .unchanging presence, its image and in return, re- ‘

ceives the vmtor 8 .attention; the visitor offers h.lB or her own time, capaclty
to attend to the details of the image and, most importaritly the capacity to
make sense of the image in terms of the viewer's own life extpenence, and
~in return, is made to feel at ease. The friendship cannot be smd to belong to
" either the viewer or the work, rather it occurs in their meeting. Works of
- art, like "0ld friends", can be greeted, parted with and visited, again and

again; each visit reinforces the sense of friendship a‘nd\the return can be a

return to a feeling, to a specific work or to a museum; a return to a friend-
ship which is so full that it can never be exhausted.

The third tﬁemo is found, with varymg degrees of intensity, in de-

scriptions from six informants. This theme can be summed up by the

‘ "not}xihé else matters"; the viewer is "enmpiured". unaware of time and
oblivious to the sd¥roundings. '

. phrase: attending to works of art with such complete "concentration” that
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"Two museum visitors speak of being "concentrated' while looking at
works of art. Andy explains: , g

Sometimes I'll look at a picture or an exhibit and I'll stare at it
for a long, long time and I'll notice that my own thought pat-
terns are very, vefy concentrated in that particular piece of
art... I'm starting o imagine whatever it is that's happening.

And Elkana descri*:es how:

there as we went through the gallery, except I never noticed
their presence due my deep concéhtration in the exhibits.

I began to realize tnat all along the women guards had been
Other visitors tell us how their attention is captured and held by
works of art. Both Lorna and Lisa speak of heing "intrigued” by paintings.

For Lisa, the Impressionist paintings at the Metropolitan Museum,

-...seemed to demand my attention, calling me to stare into
them endlessly. They had an uncontrollable hold on me... I . |
could not take my eyes of it... unable to leave its presence, ... I
tried to break the spell, and wandered back over to the other
pieces... I could not get to distant without being drawn back to

" my intriguing Renoir... my heart was tied to the bows in the
children's hair... Many came and went, ... I stood, unmoving.

I could not tear away

LY

Li,ndsey, referring to a sculpture at the Mnntreal Museum of Fine

Arts by Laliberté, entitled "The Young Artist" says: "Now this is what

really caught my -attention". On annther occasion, while describing her

- . . visit to the Roerich. Museum, Lindsey alludes to being "enraptiured".while

looking at \works of art, & feeling which, for her, is directly related to her
“understanding of the artis®

. I like, when I look at a painting, to live... something of what
the artist is living; particularly if it's a hngh and fine state, I'm
all the more enraptured.

Implicit in concentration and attentiveness is an investment of the

inuseum visitor's time. Lorna says; "I stood there for quite a while", look- .

g
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ing at a painting by Prudence Heward; Andy talks about staring at a pic-

ture "for a long, long time". Elkana deécﬁbeé his experience of looking at

‘ an Exmly Carr pamtmg for a long time;

.’it was as though the totem poles in the plcture were indeed
sent to invite me into Kitwancool... long afterwards... I was
still at the "village".

'Sean tells us that he spent an hour and a half looking at Leonardo's
"Cartoon" which was exhibited, in the National Gallery in London, in a
way that allowed visitors to look at this drawing for a long time:

. you can git there undisturbed by anything else... no other
pamtmgs around; the room has just this one art obJect in it...
you can sit there for as long as you want and really appreciate
it, study it and thoroughly enjoy a real'masterpiece.

It appears that the time spent looking at works of art is more com-

plex, more subtle than a simple matter spending .a few minutes or even

hours to understand and enjoy a work of art. Lisa describing her experi-
ence at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, alludes to a sense of timelessness
in which her attention is fully absorbed in the present, to the point where

she is unaware of the passage of time:

. these timeless creations étopped my mind from running...
It was only that moment, those paintings... Hours passed with
me unaware, gazing at each painting repeated]y, each time as
though it was the first time I was seeing it.

Both Lxsa and Andy descnbe as well, how their interest and attention
was 80 completely absorbed in lookmg that suddenl?'" everything else was

insignificant and they became aoblivious to their surroundings. Lisa says,
When I stepped... into the world of the Room of Impres-
sionism, the rest of the world ceased to exist... stunned by the

pure beauty... All else was forgotten, nothmg else seemed to
have any importance. \ \

Andy tells us that, while looking at a Michael Snow exhibition,
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" visitors can travel into another kind of world in whic‘hwthey feel unbound by ~

86

I wasn't noticing the walls any more and I certainly wasn"t
noticing that I was going in circles... you were able to forget
that you were in a room; that you were doing circles.

He explains his absorption by comparing this to ancther expe‘rience
of looking: '

it had the same-effect as if you were lying down on the beach
and you were looking at the sky and watching a bird fly.
Suddenly, nothmg else matters. You're just watching that bird
fly.

The state of attentlyeness xncludes bexng concentrated", "intrigued"”,
"gpell-bound” and "enraptured” while lookmg at works of art. The complete .
absorptwn in lookmg, suggested in several descriptions, has a rapturous. %
dreamy quality: Lisa writes that after leaving the museum, "A part of me, “"
was left in the Metropohtan, gazing dreamxly and Elkana says thst\
When it came to leaving the gallery, it was hke a return from a long jour- '

ney into dreamland". This last phrase suggests, rather poetically, how |

the usual sense of time and place Through bemg wholly attentive in the
present - "only that moment, those pamtmgs - it appears that museum

visitors enter into a timeless realm, in which, although they may “stare” at i
i » i )

.‘a work for a "long, long txme they are unaware of the passage ¢Ftime

and ogf the:r surroundxnss. ’ B

~
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Looking at works of art with great concentration, can sometxmes ab—
gorb visitors 8o completely, that they imagine or feel as thoﬁgh they \are\

"nght there "part of” the scene depxcted in the painting. '

S
—

In the followmg passages, Lorna descnbgs her experience of feehng
” .
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"part of ' the water-lily paintings by Monet:; she explains her expenence in
terms of the opportunity to view these pamtings in comfortable, solitary

surroundings in the Marmottan Museum in Pans

... you can just sit there and let yourself go and get into that
painting ... if there's nobody there... you're right there... And
§ to me, it's just as if I were in that lily-pond, part of the.lilies...
.. it was, I was sure, just like being a frog in the pond at
\ - Giverny... T haven't felt that too often. (see Figure 4)

. ’ '\\ )
e Later, Lorna explains her sensation of feeling "part of' Monet's lily-}

ponds by comparing this to another enjoyable experience - swimming in the
Laurentians: . /
..it's much like... when you're looking underwater, or when
you're standing there [on a rock in the middle of the lake] and
you're part of the scene there fou feel like a beaver must feel,
you know; you feel like you' re part of the landscape.

Lindsey and Lisa both descnbe their experiences of looking at certain
paintmgs in terms of sensations of touch, gmell, sound and temperature.
) Lindsey, refemng to "Interior of a Synagogue" by Kaufman, says:
You ;;;1 feel the grain of the old wood... you can almost feel the
—_old parched leather in the books... you can almost smell the

wood and.the parchment apd you could imagine it would be ~
slightlg musty... probably sniell of wax, wax and candles®..

Lisa tells us how she,

..was struck by the perfumed scent of van Gogh's "Flowering
Garden"... felt the chill of the early morning fog hanging over
Monet's "Morning at the Seine at Giverny".

-

For Laurence, it is the recognition of a familiar era which allows
sahim to 'acutally be there"; he can easily "imagine that world", while look-
igg at a street scene-from the 1930s in a painting by Hébert.

Andy describes an experience of "being there" while looking at a se-

~ ries of paintthgs by Michael-Snow. For‘Andy, this kind of experience is the
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Figure 4. Claude Monet . »
"Water Liligs" - ) ) .
200cm x 200 cm. ' (
oil on canvas .
about 1915-1917 "
in the collection of the Marmottan Museum, Paris . L4

!

(Reproduced from in the Metropohtan Museum of Art, 1978,
illustration no. 69)

L



‘lookin:g, and in this case, hearing as well:
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result of a combination of the artist's intention and his own

L

participation in

-8

It seemed like he... left that element for you to be there... it was
like the art was actually*hvmg with you because it was your
input of life that created it. You needed the ears, you needed
the eyes... it was like I was there; I was at that landscapeand I -
was also there watching that landscape change...

Elk‘ane tells us how, while looking at the "Corner of Kit'wancool‘

Village' by Emily Carr, "it was as though the tote;‘ni)oles in the picture were
indeed sent to invite me into Kitwancool". Lorna i’s critical of the co'mposi-

tion of Tom Thomson's "In the Northland' and<suggests that by,

eliminating the foreground, your eye gets fight into the other
side of the lake and your eye starts going through those white

" birches over there; you're falling over a stump and you're .
scratching your legs on the twigs and so on, but you're in.

’

Lindsey, also dissatisfied with Tom Thomson's composition, explains,

hiw the row of trees in the foreground are "the same right the way across,
like a grid, and it doesn't draw [the viewer in] particularly. Lindsey de-

scribes as well, how she finds "something very. unpleasing”. about

" "Landscape at St. Rose" i)y Fortin, "because”, she says, it doesn't draw me

in anywhere", implying that it is "pleasing” to be drawn in, to feel as if one
is "in" the painting. -
Lisa descrxbes how she wanted to take the "beauty of Renou's "In

the Meadow" to be part of* herself; this can be seen as a vanatxon on the

theme of feeling "part of" a painting. Lisa tells us how, after leaving the
Metropolitan Museum of Art she, '

now glowed warmly with the-light from those floral meadows '
that I took in to he a part of me, to stay with me forever, every-
where 1 went. ,

o
“‘ij
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. Not oxﬂy did Lisa feel that 'she had taken somethingvof the painting in
the Metropohtan to be "part of" herself she also tells us that, "A part of me
was left in the Metropohtan ’gazmg dreamily and Lmdsey says that, as
she left the Roerich Museum, : e

Ifelt I'd taken the feeling of the gallery with me. It was around
me for several days afterwards... left in a kind of bubble, a
mountain bubble. ,

It appears, in terms of the descriptions quoted above by these six in-

- formants, that there are three distinguishable means by which viewers can

feel "part of” a work-of art. All three .ways involve, not only cdncentrated
looking, but the capacity for imaginative locking, that is, the capacity to
make the imaginative leap as it were, from the literal or actual situation of

physically standing in front of a painting to being "right-there", "part'of the

‘landscape” or, also in Lorna's words, to "let go and get into that painting".”

The use of imagination in looking at a work of art is apparent in phrases

>

gsuch as:
..you can almost smell... e
o j--» you could imagine... (Lmdsey)
S ... 1 can imagine... (Laurence)
... as if I were.., ,
... just like being... t -

...it's much like... i

... you feel like... (Lorna) i - -
.. it was like... (Andy)

... it"'was as though... (Elkana)

Lisa however, describes her feeling in more literal terms: she tells us
that she "felt the chill of the early morning fog..." in a painting by Monet.
Laurence, Andy and Lorna also speak of their experiences in literal terms:

' I can actually be there (Laurence)
I wgs at that landscape... (Andy)
- .. and get into that painting...
ypu re right there...
..you're falling over a stump and you're
scratching your legs on the twigs... (Lorna)

S
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It seems that the more literal ttorm of expressxon 1p indicative of an
especxally intense imaginative expenence, rather than #n unimaginative
one. All of the above phrases allude to temporarily accepting and partici-
pating in the reaiity of the image in the paintjng, knowing full well.that
physically, it is eertainly impossible to step into the landscape, depicted in a
painting. But imaginatively, anything is possible: in one's imagination,
thought or feeling one can, quite litetally, be "part of fhg landscape”; hence,

the literal form of expression used by Lisa, Laurence, Andy and Lorna.

One way in which a landscape painting can "invite" or "draw in" the -
viewer is through a composition which allows the visitor to "enter" the
scene. Recoghition of a fagiliar era is another means by which a viewer
‘can feel "part of" the scene depicted in a painting. A third way to feel "right
there” is imagining the non-visual sensatlons, expenenced through the
body and senses, of what it would be like to be in the scene, such as 1magm- 7
ing the sounds or smells. .

The result of these three means 13 the feeling of being "there", "in"

the painting, a sense of being at one with the scene in the pam@g

{

) 5. Wanting to Prol he E . f Looki

For‘ several informants, looking at works of art in a museum end es-
pecially, feelihg "part of' a painting was 80 enjoyable, that they wanted to
prolong the experience. _ '

Louise describes how she felt about her time spent looking at a Renoir

exhibition at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts:
I must have been there about an hour, but I could have been ‘ .
there much longer; we had to leave ... somebody was picking ) .



92

us up... I wish I could have spemt more time there.../I regret-
ted that we didn't have more time; I really wish thAt I could
have spent more time there. ) C '
Algo in reference to a painting by Renoir, Lisa tells.us that,

) o ;

I stood, unmoving. I could not tear away, so I stood there until
the final moment - until closing time.

Lindsey alludes to a similar phenomenon in her description of visit-
ing the Roerich Museum:

I spent a lot of time in the gallery... I felt I wanted to stay there
forever and I didn't want to go... that's a feeling which I don't
usually feel... I like being in art galleries but usually my feet
get tired. :

Andy describes how, after seeing a Mjchag}l Snow exhibition, he

wanted to see more work by the same artist: -

...at that time... I got really turned on to him as an artist... for
weeks I would be waiting to hear when he'd come back [to the

museum]j,” T
Post-cards, calendars or*photographs can serve as means by which
visitors extend their museum experience, by taking an image, a visual

record, home with them. Louise says,

When I was there, I bought the 1986 calendar and I have it... I
just love it because the scenes are really nice on the calendar.

Elkana gives us a vivid narrative of how he wanted to have a "record-
ed memory" of his experience at the McMichael Canadian Collection,

another expression of the desire to prolong an enjoyable experience:

It was so beautiful outside I felt like taking a picture. I tried to
push the blinds to get the proper.position for my camera and a
lady in uniform bellowed at me, "Gentleman; don't push the
blinds". She appeared uneasy, I was more uneasy; especially
 to leave that corher without a recorded memory of the country-
side beyond the windows of the gallery! e

Lindsey, in her 'descript’ion of buying post-cards after a museum vis-

®
-——
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it, suggests that she wanted to somehow continue or recreate the joy she felt - .

in looking at. Roem?hs ‘paintings: o ;

/ Even the little post-card size reprmts, I Jugt love looking at
- _them.. afterwards... I would have bought all of them, if I'd had
the money.. as it was, we bought about 20 post-cards, and
maybe four blow-ups of the ones we really loved most.

Not only did'Lindsey "take" _something” of her experience of the
gallery away with her‘Kthe tangible form of p/ost'-cards, she also succee&ed

-in taking the less tangible but equally real 'f/eelihg" of the gallery with her -

which was ."around me for several days/ a remark which suggests the

temporariness of the "feeling". /
Time is an important aspect of this theme: visitors talk about want-
ing to spend more time in the museu}n; wanting to extend an enjoyable ex-

perience over time; or taking post-éards, calenders. 'or photographs as re-

minders of their museum experlence, ‘gouvenirs that allow for the

possibility of the experiende ha;}pemng again.

The last theme has to do with the sense of value that visitors attnbute

il

to museum going. Thxs can be paraphrased as a "feeling of well-being"

which may mclude happmess , "amusement”, "e ent”, "serenity”,

feeling "satisfied" Y msplred", "high" or even "exhaulted”.
There are,iﬁany phrases in the interviews and written descriptions

in which the iﬂformants speak of their museum experiences in very posi-

tive terms, aé though these experiences are of great personal value. The .

sense of wprth appears to be the value of an expenence that is pursued and

enjoyed for its own sake: the reward is simply an abstract sense of feeling

A 1
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* good about oneself. The abstractness of this theme makes it difficult to pin-
pl)int one particular word, phr_ase or even feeling that expresses it; perhaps
the most succinct expression is found in Louise's phrase, "a real feeling of
"well-being”; it is a quality of joyousness, as well as ease, }hat shines
through the il'lformants .words; a quality which embraces a whole range of
"good" feelings from "peace" and "relaxation” to feeling "excitable" and
"high". ' | “

The feelings that comprise a sense of well-being can be divided into .

” ”" " "

four groups: first, feeling ."happy”, “excited", hléh", "delighted" or even

"amused”; second, fi?llng "peaceful” and "relaxed"; third feeling
mspxred" .and finally, feeling ' ‘satisfied” or fulﬁlled

Louise's description of how she felt while looking at an exhibition of
paintings by Renoir at the Boston Muset;m of Fine Arts reveals a brighi, ef-
fervescent happiness; an extraordinary happiness *thal “happens only
:rar'ely: | . \ | ’ .

It's only happened a few times that I can remember feeling
that way. It's ... like a light in the back of my head that I feel...
it gives me a real feeling of well-being when I'see these things.
Of course, it's temporary; but at the time it makes me feel very,
very happy, you know that kind of happiness you get when you
see a great painting? But this was like one great painting after
another... it's like a high, but unlike I feel in other aspects of
my life. [My sister] really enjoyed it as well... we were both
pretty excited by it; we both thought it was- fant.astlc

The Way in which Lindsey speaks about looking at Roerich's paint-
ings conveys a similar quality of happiness:

e
i I was very excitable... I got so, sort of, high looking at these
~ paintings that I didn't know quite what to do with myself.

Lindsey also describes her amusement in.looking at some sculptures

at the Miro exhibition at the _Morltreal Museum of Fine Arts:
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I was"amused particularly when I'looked at the sculpture: I'd
- look back at the-title and I would invariably be amused because
... the amusement is catching on to what he's saying. :‘7"

In describing her experience of looking at Monet's water-lily paint-
'ings at the Marmottan Museum, Lorna says that it was "delightful... this

water-lily feeling". Sean tells us that, for him, looking at Leonardo's
"Cartoon for the Virgin and Child with Saint Anne and the Infant St.
John" was "about as exciting a museum experience as I've had", a phrase
that suggests the rarity of truly "exciting” experiences. He speaks as well,
of_" enjoyment and appreciation: ' ‘ \

... you can sit there for as long as you want and really appreci- ,
ate it, study and thoroughly enjoy a real mhsterpiece.

Andy speaks rather philoséphically about the "happiness”,
“freedom” and "joy" that he felt while looking at landscapes by Michael

Snow:

... only paint... an/illusion in canvas... how could something
that was not supposedly real appear so real, but at the same
time, how could something so.unreal make me so happy?...

~What I was noticing in all those paintings was some sense of
freedom and joy that I got from it.-¥et you don't paint the word
"freedom" and you don't paint the word "joy". Somehow it
comes ... The experience that I was looking for ... in art or....
life was just that sense of being free and of being happy and of
feeling joyful. o B

-

Although Andy questions the reality of the paintings, he speaks of the

"sense of free,éom and joy" that he felt while looking at these works as being
very real a,x{d valuable; identical with the guality of being that he holds as
the goal of experience. l
' In contrast to a feeling of excited happinesg, jo;. delight or amuse-

ment, peacefulness and rélaxatipn are calmer, quieter feelings; yet both are

good feelings; feelings of "well-being”. Lorna speaks of museums as placet;' '

of refuge from daily life, and museﬁm-visiting a8 a "relaxing” activity:
b .

/ ~ I remove niyself entirely from the grubbineds, or the disen-
jo T | . .

7
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chantment, or even excitement, sometimes, of the everyday
world...

... a very relaxing thing to do...

... Nothing-is demanded of you; all you have to do is walk
around and behave yourself, - you know, - don't touch ... to en-
joy the solitude, the serenity, absolite peace, - marvellous.

She speaks as well, of the feelings evoked by looking at "Mount
Temple" by Lawren Héjvis:‘ ....those kind of" things are very restful, very
peaceful.” In a simila;- tone, Elkana writes that, "...loocking at "Summer
Hillside" ... made me feel relaxed and completely at ho‘me" "(.see F,igure 5)
and Lindsey talks about feeling "at home and that all is well with -God and
nature around you" while looking at Suzor C6té's "Landscape”. Lindsey's
words suggest that to feel "relaxed", "peaceful” or "at home" is to have a
sense of an inherent goodness and order of all things. Being "relaxed” and

"peaceful” can be associated, as well, with an absence of hurry - the hurry

of the city outside the mu;;eum and the "hurriedness” of a restless mind.

Lindsey describes how she had, ﬂ
. *

... come off this New Y(;rk street ... [into the Roerich Museum]
a massive painting in pale blue and white ... Immediately .. all
the feeling of being in a big city had left me in just one look.

Lisa writes about the Impressionist paintings at the Metropolitan

"Museum:

These timeless creations stopped my mind from running and
shut out the desperate hurriedness of the city beyond those
walls. — * e

N U TN ST e

Inspiration appears as another aspect of the sense of "well-being": felt

by museum visitors; an experience that inspires, that expands the visitor's

‘sense of what is passible, either in art or in life itself, is an experience

yvorth having. Lorna tells us how she feels inspired and encouraged

“ through looking at"modern art:

The new stuff is... inspirational; it's encouraging to know that
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Emn:g_ﬁ A.J. Casson
"Summer Hillside, Kamamskeg
50.7x61.1 cm
1945

_ - inthe McMichael Canadian Collection, Klemburg. Ontario
‘(reproduced from Pattison, 1978, p. 44)-




e

-

98
\ . ) ' v

people have the inspiration to do this kind of thing; so in turn,

it inspires you to read more and look more... it's marvellous...

and you benefit from it. ' ' . .

Lindsey speaks of Roerich's paintings as,

...connecting me to something really... exhaulted, I think is
the word... it connects me to something very, very vast and
eternal. It's very expansive.. just looking at the paintings

" you... somehow become ... something - greater than you would
be if you were walking along a New York street. Something an
awful lot less mundane... it expands the idea of what you could
creatively do with your life, just looking at a painting like that.
(see Figure 6)

In explaining what she finds "pleasing” about Laliberté's sculpted
head of a "Young Artist", Lindsey elaborates on what it means to "expand"
the "idea of what you could créatively do with your life":

I like to look at that. I find it very, very pleasing... It brings out
a higher quality within myself. I guess that's what is pleasing.
I look at this and what pleases me is that I reach for a higher
ideal, rather than being content with the mundanity of life; it
tunes me into aspiring... an aspiring face, very fine.

These comments of Lorna and Lindsey suggest that works of art,

" when contemplated, can inspire, or "breathe into" the viewer an expanded

_ possibility of wanting'to return:

vision of possibility-and give courage to aspire, to "reach for a higher ideal”

»

or knowledge.
For Andy, the inspiration to "think"” or "wonder a little more" is as-
sociated with a satisfying museum visit; to leave a museum with a sense of '

fulfilment is to leave, not only with a "feeling: of well-being", but with the

~

- ‘ .
The most important thing at museums fo} me was if I could go ™~
in and be free to roam and come out feeling a little different as

if something fascinating happened, or... something now inmy -
head or mind that made me just think a little more or made

me wonder a little more or... feeling that I'd want to go back. If

I wouldn't leave with those feelings, it's just something that

I'd basically forget about.

Here, Andy suggests that a memorable museum experience is
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Figure 6. Nicholas Roerich : - - -
"Pink Mountajns" ' -
in the collection of the Nicholas Roerich Museum, New York .
(reproduced from a post-card printed by the Nlcholas Roench
Museum, New York) . ) X
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" Louise, who felt

_one that leaves the visitor "feeling a little dnﬁ‘e
"very, v {y happy" and "excited" looking at R oir pamtmgs in .
Boston, speaks of this exhibition as "...really memorable for me..
f;htasﬁc, the best I've ever éeen'... just about my best experience 8o
far". She also tells us that the Renoir exhibition "was even more than
I expéct?,,d". Lisa alludes to a sense of satisfaction when she writes -

that after leaving thle Metropolitan Museum of Art, she "glowed

,warmly with the ligh}" from Renoir's meadows and Lorna speaks of

her immersion in ﬁonet's \water-lily paintings at the Marmottan
Muge\im as " a very phys;cal thing... It's very satisfying".

There are three i_mportapt variations on the theme of well-be-
_ing. The first of these variations is found in Louise's description of
visiting the Renoir exhlbltlon. in which, as well as describing her
own expenence of happiness that she felt w1th1n herself, Lomse
speaks thh a sense of wonder about how happine#s can be commu-

nicated through a pamtmg

There was one of this couple dancing ["The Dance at
Bougival']... they really looked as if they were havmg a good
time dancmg, they're peasants, I guess, at some picnic. I just
femember how happy they looked; what a good time they were
havmg amazing how you can portray that in a painting, eh? -

's really something! (see Figure 7) \

- The second variation on the theme of well-being is a sense of the un-
pleasant and uncomfortable which is found in ‘Laurence's and Lindsey's
descriptions of how they experience certain paintings. Luurence tells us
that he had a "mixed .feelifng", not "éntirely positive" about looking at

" "Hyman's Tobacco Shop" by Héberf, because this painting brought to mind
the jtime of constric“tion and restyaint" m which he grew up. Lindsey de-

scribes her experience of another Canadian painting from the same era:
9 ” : w7
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Figure 7, Auguste Renoir . ~
"The Dance at Bougival"{detail) ' :
.180x 90 cm )
oil on canvas
) '1883 ‘ o
' in the collection of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts
- (reproduced from Gauthier, 1976, p. 47)
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There's one here [she looks at the labell... "Landscape at St.
Rose" by Marc Aurel Fortin, which I found the epitome of con-
fusion... there's something very unpleasing about it because it

~ doesn't \draw me in anywhere and the colours I don't really
like. ...The way the branches twist perhaps, the way that
everythmg is patchy on the ground. There's an obstacle course
getting from the boat to the house... It doesn't make me feel
clear and bright and happy about my hfe It makes me feel that
life is a struggle. J

Here, Lindsey makeP a direct connection between the formal qualities
of the painting, such as composition, shape and colour and the quality of
feeling that the painting creatﬁ; in her. Unlike Louise, in her description of
- Renoir's "The Dance at Bougival”, Lindsey is able to articulate precisely
how a particular feeling is ¢ommunicated through a painting.

What a difference there is between the pasqage 'quoted above and Lindsey's
description of looking at paintings in the Roeri;:h Museum. The ,third '
variation is found in the way }in which Lipdsey Aescribes | her own
expen’enée_of being in the mountains in order to convey something of the .
"exhaultation" she felt Whilt;. looking at Roerich's mountain landscapes:

If I walk up a inoﬁntair;, absolutely one hundred perc\ent I ar-

rive in a higher state of consciousness - I feel totally at one with
S the whole of life, without any feeling of questioning or wonder-
ing why I'm there or what I'm doing.. a very exhaulted state

and everything is clear... as if my whole being has
become clear and radiant. ,

Laurence also describes the sense of well-being tha\::;has experienced
hi

through being in a natural environment. The way in w he speaks of his

experience however, diff;;;-from Lindsey's description: Lindsey describes
her experience of mountains to express the "exhaultation” she experienced
while looking at Roerich's landscape paintings, whereas Laurence simply
recalls the clarity of mind he felt through being alone in the country, rather

than actually reliving that  feeling while looking at Tom Thomson's "In
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_ideas, allowing themselves to look at works of art with real openness and
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the Northland". ' N

The sense of "well-being", as it is described by these'museum visitors
appears to be a rare and particularly memorable experience of works of art. -
The way it which the informants talk about their feelings of "happiness"”,
"peace”, "inspiration"‘o;‘ "satigfaction” suggests&thaﬁ. while the circumstan-
ces of the visit, including the visitor's state of mind, certainly contribute to a
"real feeling of well-being", this ig a quality of experience which cannot be

deliberately willed; rather it comes unexpecfed, as Andy says, "you don't

paint the word 'freedom' and you don't paint the word 'joy". Somehow it

cé&hes". Lorna talks about how the environment of the Marmottan Museum

aflowed her to "let go and get into that painting”; her subsequent experien

of Monet's water-lily paintings waz; "delightful" and "satisfying”. It seems
that the "feeling of well-being' ié most likely to be felt at times when |
museum visitors "let go" of some of their expectatiojns‘ and pre-conpeived

-

sensitivity, with “fresh eyes" as Barritt et al. would say (1983, p.57).

1] 7: Noticing Detail I F 1 Qualiti

. The seventh common theme is the first in a series of three themes
which deal specifically \lriﬂth the ways in which museum visitors a;f.énd to
works of art as objects which have been made, objects which are the embod-
iments of qualities, often intentionally selected, and combined with some
degree of technical skill. Seven informants described how they noticed, ad-
mired or were fascinated by the technique, details and formal qualities of -

works of art, such as colour, composition and style.

Museum visitors sometimes qpeak of workg of‘art in a manner that
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reveals their awareness of the style which characterizes the works of a par-
ticular aftist, group or period. Lo;'xia, referring to Lawren Harris says "you
imow the way he paints, chunky a;ld predictable”. and in speal;ix@ about
;'I'n the Northland" by Tom Thomson, Lorna remarks, "this is so“gro’up of

- seven-ish”., Lindsey, although not at all familiar with the history of art in

Canad;: immediately ‘péréeived in Thomson's landscape, the Canadian-
ness wfxich was the aim of the Group's painting style. Elkana, who, like
Lindsey is not originally from \banada, noticed “elements of gimilarity" and
"obvious differences” among the paintings by the Group of Swn during his
visit to the McMichael Canadian Collection. He noticed as wéll, "the feelmg
of monumentality as I looked at Carr's massive trees, mountains, and
turbulent skies”, a comment which reveals his sensitivity to qualities
typical of iBmily‘ Carr's style of painting. |

"Louise recognized Renoir's work as typical of Impressionist paint-
ings: she sums up her perception of Renoir's style in succinct and uncom-
plicated terms which reveal thgt she has grasped the characteristics of

Impressionism through her own experience of Iooking'

we [Lomse and her sister] were impressed W1th his style... you
know, the Impressionist style - kind of hazy, but so clear any-
way.

Both\Lorna and Lindsey noticed how lines and shapes are structured
or composéd in paintings. Lorna, speaking of "Mount Temple" by Harris

says: -
'I‘hxs one has that lovely... this great vertical development and
even though he has some diagonal lines, he has this nice, sort
.of flowing .part at the bottom... not too many lines going too
many ways.

Lorna is critical of the way in which the foregrdund of 'I‘hom_éqn's

-_——

. "In the Northla_nd" has been composed, and she prefers to Jook at the béck-"
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‘forms as areas of colour”.
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ground to

I still think that's a beautlful picture, if you can just look at it
half way up - just gorgeous.

Lindsey, referring to the same pajnﬁng, points out how the trees m ,
the foreground are all "the same right the way acroés, like a grid, and it
doesn't draw [the viewer in] particularly”. She is also critical of the fore-
ground of a painting by Monet,

The composition also, 1 .would put something [m the fore-
ground] at least, even if it was a grass or two.

Implicit in Lomg's and Lindsey's criticisms are the positive sugges- "
tions for improvement; these and other consvtructive criticisl'n; of paintings
v;rill form the basis for the qinth comman theme..

Colour is another aspect of painting which Lerna, Lindsey and
Elkana noticed. For Lorna, it was through the éolours of "In tile
Northland" that she perceived "the ways it is, in the éutumn". Both Lorna
and Lindsey commented in the es‘;écial'ly brilliant blue of the lake in this
same painting. Elkana writes about how the autumn'[ colours outsidethe
windows of the McMichael Canadian Collectign echo the colours of paint-

ings by the Group of Seven:

Through the windows... the trees outside.. were still ablaze
~ with the Fall hues. Impressions of this wa

) were captured in, A.Y. Jackson’s, "Red
o Thomson* "Tamcracks" or the "October, a T ousand Shades
* of ge and Yellow" by Casson.

Later in his description, Elkana expresses his perception of
"Summer Hillside" by Casson in terms of colouf: “the warm browns in
contrast with expansive cool greens of the background, simple treatment of

Lorna alludes to the way in which the mood-of "Mount Temple" is

/
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_communicated through colour when she says:

it's grey-white and then it's blue and then it's blue-white and
it's peacefiil, because, you know, he doesn't slap in a big hunk
of red or eqmethmg o L

Lindsey describes how Roerich's "sémewhat technically exaggerat-
ed" way of painting has "captured the feeiing' of the particularly "vivid"
colours of the Himaléyan' landscape:” ,

It's astonisHing when you look at the paintings, because they
stand out at you... Then you go and really peer at the oil... right
‘at the edge [of a- ‘mountain] he's.. . painted a line in dark blue or T
mauve or black even.. somethmg really qmte dark... and often /
it's next to snow and then rays of sun coming in bnght orange. /

On another occasion, Lindse& describes her unexpected enjoyment of /
* bright colours in "The Green J dg" b‘S? Pellan, referring to this painting as, /

This brightly coloured one which I like even though it has all
the colours that I don't usually like, but there's something -
# bnght and creative about it. .

It appears that these museum visitors not only notice but qtudy andl
.'cox.xltempllate the details of works which they find attractive. While looking 'ai:

- . Rex;qir's “In the Meadow", Lisa noticed the "depths of the rolling hills, the
’ﬂow of colour among the spring flowers, and the mysterious backs of two

7~

small girls". Later, she found herself,

being drawn back to my intriguing Renoir ... my heart was tied

' to the bows in the children's hair. I decided to give in, and
spent the rest of the afternoon trymg to understand the attrac- .
tiveness of this painting. -

— Lisa seems to suggest here, that her perception and appreciation of
Ms painting is enhanced by examining its details. By studying the details
of colour and shape in "The Young Artist”, Lindsey was able to appreciate
. special qualities of Laliberté's sculpture; she says: : -

_His whole face is so perfectly shaped, and in fact a... shape of
someone who is driven to achieve; he has a vision he is reach-

#

'/’ ‘ . . | ~Y | & *
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ing to ... a person with his life ahead... I find it very, Qery
pleasing... even the colour that he painted it, I find pleasing ...
it tunes me into aspiring... an aspiring face, very fine. -

As well as details, museum visitors observe technique orthe way in
which a \;vork of art is made. Lindsey's comments about "Aftefnoon,
Duquesne Dock at Dieppe” by Pissarro show how it is more than-mere tech-
nical ability which attracts the attention of a museum visitor: "This has
been accurately painted” she says, "but it's a dull scene”. Louise, however,
is completely unrestrained in her praise of Renoir's painting technique:

..

And his work - unbelievable! It's unbelievable that somebody
can perform that way.. I was really quite overcome; I jUBt ©
could not believe it - that someone could paint that way!

Itﬂ appears that the appreciation of technique often goes hand in hand
with the close observation of the de(tails in a work of art. It is not only the
skill with which de Heem has painted "A Garland of Flowers..." that cap-
tures Lorna's admiration, but it is the "patience”, "precision" and th‘or-

oughness with whicil he has depicted every detail:

It's the beauty and the patience that the artist has used to get
those flowers just right - isn't that fantastic? ... he hasn't
fudged the petals; he's put in every petal... And the leaves; ev-
ery last leaf and the ... little blue flowers; they're all in there...
he's put everything in... even the bee here; the butterflies and
moths; the beetle; all done in great precision; little grass-hop-
per - isn't it fascmatmg"

The way in which Lindsey speaks about Kaufman's "Inferidr of a
Synagogue" reveals a sin;ilar observation of details and admiration of pre-

cision and technical skill:

I really like this... Very meticulous. You can feel the. grain of
the old wood ... every little grain, see - every knot.in the wood,
‘you can see it, every little line; you can see how the fugmiture
was made. He really looked at that before he pgi‘nted iﬂvu

« Sean describes Leonardo da Vinci's "Cartoon for the Virgin and

Child with Saint Anne and the Infant St. John" as "really an exquisite

4
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work of art". His wonder and admiration are the result of thé observation of

both the details of the subject-matter and of Leonardo's drawing technique:

a large drawing of a seated figure with anothaer figure on her
lap... It's a very mysterious subject. You can't help but wonder
exactly why they're there, sitting in this strange landscape, all
somewhat subdued, a little on the dark side. ... the magnificent
draftemanship... the incredible| use of chiaroscuro, all the
shading - the way it brings out\the forms of figures, and the in-
credibly delicate subtle shading.

In contrast to admiring the way in which a work of art has been

made these museum visitors are occasionally critical of the technique, de-

tails and formal qualities of paifffings. Lorna, speaking about "At the

Theatre" by Prudence Heward, says:
It's not terribly well done, ybu know, those shoulders and that
dress - it looks a bit amateurish... this chair here: I didn't
think that was too well done.

Lindsey tells us how she finds ihe colours and the composition

"unpleasing” in "Landscape at St. Rose" by Fortin:

The colours are: red, kind of grey-green and slightly muddy,
dark, grey-black with a little more turquoisy colour and...
lemon-yellow. ...there's something that's very unpleasing
about it because it doesn't draw me in anywhere and the
colours I don't really like... There's an cobstacle course getting
from the boat to the house. -

- As a variationaon the theme of noticing and admiring the way in

which agrvork of art is made, Lorna's and Lindsey's critical perceptions re-

veal how a vfsitor's careful attention to the technique, details and qualities

which constitute a work of art, can contribute either to the visitor's liking or

o their disliking of a work. -

The perception and appreciation of the technical and formal aspects

of art is a common theme of experience which is about a conscious analyti-

cal process; a process of distinguishing and then evaluating various formal
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elements and quglii;ies, as a way to become in-formed about the quality of

~——

- the work as a whole. Visitors' experience and knowledge of art contributes

to their capacity to appreciate technique and to perceive meaning in such
aSpchts of a.work as éolour, composition or style, which, in turn, con-
tributes to their capacity to explain their perceptions. Clearly, museum
visito;s who have developed some degree of "viéual literacy” are able to
bring more to the exﬂerience of looking at works of art which can enhance

their enjoyment, or if not enjoyment, at least a reasoned criticism.

T] 8: Looki Art Recall { Inspires the Practice of Arf
While looking at works of art in museums, Lorna and Elkana re-

member some of their own experience of art-making and, along with

Lindsey, they speak of being inspired by a museum visit to continue or re-

turn to art-making.

»

Lorna's criticism of the "amateurish" way in which Prudence

-

Heward painted "At the Theatre" is based on her own experience as an

amateur painter; she says:

this chair here; I didn't think that was too well done. I'm being
very catty here. Because there's - I think it's a Renoir... any
way he did this chair and the material so you could just reach
out and touch and feel the plush... wéll this doesn't look like a
plush chair; this looks like a chair 1 would have painted,
because I tried to paint that painting [by Renoir] and my chair
turned out like this actually. So, that's why I'm saying that.

Lornd recalls another painting experience as she describes her per-
ception of Thomson's "In the Northland"; she is particularly critical of the
bright colours in the foreground rocks because they remind her of one of

her own pa;(mtings that did not satisfy her:

Y
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I tried another painting once of rocks and water... I remember

. the teacher at the time... ranted and raved about it, you
know: terrible: -looking rocks! . Maybe I'm critical of rocks I
had made this crumby red colour rocks and all the other
colours and it was a disaster, the painting! And - I had proba-
bly done the same mistake, frankly... it was too bad, because
the rest of his [Thomson's] painting is very, very good mine
wasn't; mine was just a total disaster! But,h&s, I feel, is just
worth savmg! [she bursts into laughter] .

Elkana writes that, while he was looking at lardscape paintings at
. {

the McMichael Canadian Collection, /‘

I blushed before some of them, looklng back at what I used to
do in painting years'ago ét University.

Like Lorna, he sees slmllarmes between one of these paintings and a
painting that he once did:

"Summer Hxllsxde by A.J.Casson is more or less the kind
of thing I used to do in painting, except that "Summer
Hillside" is just too good to be compared to my amateurish
"Kigezi". . -

Although Elkana is very huthble in the way in which he wntes about™™
his “own painting, the effect of lookmg at "Summer Hlllsxde" ‘was certamly

not a sense of intimidation; rather, Elkana tells us about the "challenge” he

" received:from seeing this work, and the renewed inspiration to return to

paintihg that ile felt as a result of 'visiting the McMichael Canadian
Collection:

There were days in the 708 when I used to paint. I stopped
paihting and never had the urge to return to it except when I
was at the Art Gallery of Ontario in February I left Toronto
and forgot about that. But since’.I returned from the .

- McMichael Collection, this time, I have bought painting tools

and materials and I have started. The experience at the gallery
was more than just an inspiration. I was discussing in my
mind several things. Ideas came quickly and lingered on only
to be temporarily pushed aside by more and more revelations.

Although Lorna does not have as much confidence in her painting

" ability, looking at Tom Thomson's landscape did awaken her desire to do -

- \4
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more landscape painting; she says, 'fI wish I could paint up in the country

.;6mething that would come off as well as that." On another occasion, Lorna

talks ‘about howahe finds contemporary. art msplratxonal"

The new stuff is msplratxonal it's encouraging to know that
people have the inspiration to do this kind of thing; so,in turn,
it inspires you to read more and look more.

Lindsey also speaks about the connection between looking at art and
feeling inspired to make art, a phenomenon which for Lindsey is indicative

of the quality of the work of art:

I notice that whenever I see some truly inspired art work... I
immediately feel like painting myself... I think that's the way
that I know that it's truly inspired, because I feel the inspira-
tion myself. j

As an example of }‘eeling the inspiration that she perceives in works
of art, Lin—dsey says of her visit to the Miro exhibition at the Montreal
Museum of Fine arts, where she saw Miro's sculptures made from "found
objepts":

I noticed a couple of times it crossed my mind... yeah, I should
go and find a bit of garbage sometime and see what I can do
with it. And.I only think that when I'm feeling kind of in-
spired... somewhere I also want to be part of this whole hap-
pening of finding something and creating something from it.

Louise also speaks about the relationship between seeing and making

art, but in a slightly different way, emphasizing the "feeling of well-being"

which is the result both of seeing works of art that she likes and of making .

a work that pleases her; in her own words:
... it gives me a real feeling of well-béing when 1 see these
things.. it makes me feel very, very happy... it's the same feel-
ing I get if I do [make] something that I like, which isn't very
often, something that I wou.ld paint.

The above comments from Lorna s, Lindsey's, /Elkanas and Louise's

_descriptions show how, for people who have had some expenence of mak-




PR AP

newed inspiration for art-making.

112 -

ing art, particularly in their adult lives, a museum visit can rekindle their

sense of identity as an artist; these visitors recall past experiences of art-
Pl

making and when they see paintings or sculptures that resemble some-

thing which they might have aspired to make, they are filled with a re-

Another aspect of the connection between seeing art and making art

painting and says,

This is very pretty, probably, it's the sort of thing that I would
have at my home, except that it's so lacking in contrast... If |
ever painted that myself I'd, be dissatisfied with it and I'd feel it
was unfinished. I'd take this orangy-brown out of the. sky...
make it clearer and accentuate.. the shadows and the water in
between the rocks . somehow, bring it forward a-little more...
The composition al“\“} would put something [in the fore-
ground] at least, even'if it was a grass or two... if one can say
this about a great master.

is found in Lorna's and Lindsey's descriptions; their response to certain
paintings is one of not accepting these works as they are and considering
* how these paint-ings could be changed or improved. As she looked at "The
Cliffs at Pourvil/le" by Monet, Lindsey imagines herself as the creator of this

Lindsey also made suggestions for the improvement of Tom

Thomson's "In the Northland": if it were painted without the trees in the
foz_'eground, she says, there would be a "centre”, a place for the viewer's eye
to be drawn into the I;ndscape. Lorna, although she usually accepts "most
anything" she sees in a museum, was also dissatisfied with the foregro:kmd
of "In the Northland" and recommends that by "elimipating this area of the
painting "your gye gets rigllt into the other side of the lake". While looking
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at this painting, Lorna held her hand in front of her eye to block out the
foreground, and said, "it makes quite a different painting actually, if you
block out the foreground... it gets your eye into it better”. For Lorna, it is the
bright colours of the rocks in the foreground which distract her attention

from the rest of the painting:

I don't know about the rocks. I think he's going a little far
there for the<rocks. ... I think ... that's just a little too too, those
rocks. Of course, he's not trying to be realistic. But in a way he
is. So, why - to me, he's-got all this lovely colour... the different
blue of the sky and then the deeper blue of the lake and all the
foliage and the white birch trees. To me, your eye would have
got into - into all that - easier, if he didn't have all this colour
splotched on the foreground.

Lorna and Lindsey suggest improvements for these paintings by
Thomson and Monet with the understanding that works of art in a muse-
um cannot actually be changed or improved. Andy describes his experience
of a work of art which was exhibitedion a university campus, with the un-

derstanding that viewers actually could and would change or improve it:

Someone took a stand and instead of making a sculpture, they
put a cube of clay there... it was incredible because everybody
X)ho walked up to it or near it, modified it, and did something

it, so the a rtywas alive... it wasn't saying come up and do
somethmg to me... people would naturally play with the clay...
I could go up and wreck it and change it myself.

The above description can be seen as a variation on the theme of con-
sidering how a museum work could be changed or improved, a variation
which helps to show that although visitors are prohibited from

" "

"modifying”, "wrecking" or, in anyway physically changing the works of
art they see in the museum, they are always free to alten what they see in
their imaginations; museum works are very much "alive” - in -the -

imaginations of museum visitors.

-~
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Throughout the informants' déscriptions there are comments which

suggest that the presence of others in the museum affects the visitor's ex-
* e
...  perience, in ways which can either distract or enhance the quality of the

visit as a whole.

A

' T(_) begin the discussion <;n the presence of others in the museﬁm, I

v \ ~“would like to 'present' some excerpts from Lorna's description of being alone
%‘; the Marmottan Museum and Lisa's description of feeling alone in the

. Metropolitan Musgum; the solitariness of these experiences is in fact a

i\ \vt\iriation on this tl';eme; the effect of tzhe presence of othgrs in the museum

gan perhaps be mox{e ea%ily understood by first examining the sense of be-

\ .in§ alone in a museum. Lorna tells us about how she felt in the room where

|
Monet's water-lily paintings are exhibited:

... it's beautiful and there's hardly anybody there
o yci_u!‘re alone and you're so influenced by it [Monet's paint-
. ings _
A . ... nobody else around; no guard's even: they don't bother
... nobody else around; you can just sit there and let yourself go
+ . .. if there's nobody there, ... you're right there ["in" the paint-
ing) . ~
.... I like the solitariness of those smaller places

\

. ™ \
On another occasion, Lorna says that she likes to visit museums "to
enjoy the solitude, the serenity, absolute peace - a thing I think, better done
' m .
on your own". Lisa writes about visiting the Metropolitan Museum on her

., ~ own: ‘

I decided to spend my final day of that memorable vacation -

) ",  alone in the Metropolitan Museum of Art... Floating from one

(- ' -exhibit to another, alone in my private world, I was grateful for

o~ ! + . the time to think freely, without having my thoughts being in-
terrupted, - no-one ardund to discuss the "hidden meanings",
-no-one else's pace to keep up with.

¢ Although there were certainly many other peopfe in the muse.ixm,
\ ,

:‘; 3 & *’Mﬁ\v}
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Lisa felt alone. For both Lorna and Lisa, the sense of being alone in a mu-
seum allowéd them to be "influenced" by the art work, to "think freely"
without interruption and to move at their own pace.

In c;ntrast to these solitary experiences, Lorna, Louise and
Laurence describe what it is like to be in a crowded museum and how they

are affected by the presence of other visitors. Lorna tells us that she is "very

~much influenced by people... I don't like full galleries... it interferes.”" She

believes that a museum,

should be like,a library... you shouldn't be allowed to talk, be-
cause you're intruding on someone else usually... I've felt in-
truded upon when :g\er people have been gabbmg away... |
don't like to hear other people discussing... because I tend to
listen to what they're saying'.. instead of just looking.

These are the things that Lorna does not like about being in a crowd-

ed museum:

garhc breath ... all around you
.. people sneezing and generally being too human
... somebody obnoxious coughing behind you
... you can't see over anybody
... extraneous noise going on
.. smells and movements in the background

The "solitude", "serenity”’ and sense of lettihg herself go that Lorna

felt while she was alone at the Marmottan museum is a "feelmg which,

she says, she "can't work up" "in the middle of a crowd".

Louise describes the crowdedness of the Renoir exhibition in Boston:

we had to wait... because there was a starting time... it was 8o
crowded... that was un-real! ... you had to wait about five min-
utes before moving on to the next painting: I'd never seen that
anywhere else before; a little bit of pushing and shoving, in a
museum of all places' . it did affect my enjoyment of certain
paintings because they would be clustered around one ...
painting ... and I couldn't see very well. I wasn't able to enjoy
every pamtmg as much as I would have liked to ... I would just
move on to the one where there was less people. -

2
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Laurence tells us that he notices, .

people... they are a competing object of attention, but they're™
not a dxstractxon . they're just also something else of interest.

As well as noticing the presence of other visitors who are strangers,
Lorna, Louise and Elkana describe how they are affected By the friends and

relatives who visit museﬁms with them. Lorna says that she doesn't like,

going with a fnend because it's too-distracting... I'm more
conscious of the personality of the friend; they always talk too
much... I don't like to talk; I don't like to discuss until after-

wards.
Going to a museum with her husban}d however, is a very different
_gituation; in Lorna's words, "but I like going with my husband very much
...-we're usually ready to go at the same time". Louise speaks in a poéitive
_manner about visiting the Renoir exhibition with her sister; unlike Lorna,

Louise enjoys discu‘ssing works of art. while she looks at them:

I was with my sister and we like to discuss it as we see
things... to share it nght away... [my sister] really enjoyed it as
well... I think that maybe I notice things a little bit more be- -

cause she likes to have me point things out "oh, did you notice
this?"

Elkang writes about the sensitivity of his friend's presence as they
visited the Mchchael Canadian Collection together:

I think Jim was very careful he knew a lot about the artists
. exhibited here; he left me alone to enjoy it in my own way with
occasional remarks here and there to add flavour to the truth.

Security guards are among the noticeable others in a museum.
Elkana writes about how he was oblivious to the security guards at the
McMichael Collection:

I began to realize that all along the women guards had been:
there as we went through the gallery, except I never noticed
their presence due to my deep concentration on the exhibits.
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-« Lorna tells us that she is;‘;

aware of ghards—i—trymo say hello to them... they're sitting
here all day and it must be very lonesome; so 1 try to smile or

~ say hello to them infany language... if they're officious, or

make you feel gmltyo if you get a httle too close to the pamt-
ing... I can't blame fthem.

U

é .
According to Lorqa and Elkana, security guards have a presence
i :

which is accepted as beivhg part of the museum.

For Lisa and Elkana, other visitors - like security guards - are an ac-

cepted aspect of museum going; their presence is not a distraction or a hin-

drance as it was.for Loma, Louise and Laurence. Elkana tells us that.

the many people who walked dround the same hall as we did
never seemed to be there at all... We had to squeeze our way
through a big crowd of teenage children ... in there ...
[everyone] got absorbed and forgot about each other's pres-
ence... our speeds could never be the same. -

1

Lisé alludés to a similar experience of the presence of other visitors

in the "Room of Impressionism” at the Metropolitan Museum when she

says, "I was alone in this over-crowded room"; however, she was not com-

plefely oblivious to the other visitors and writes about how she observed

them with interest:

m——

I was quite aware of others around me, and found it most in-
teresting to watch those around me view a work of art. The
comments; criticisms, facial expressions and explanations to
children were fascinating, and everyone was sure to have an
opinion. From the lay person to the art historian, everybody
was an expert that Sunday. _. .

. Andy describes how he-f¢lt the unseen presence of the artist in an

exhibition of works by Michael Snow:

) \ { It was designed in such a way that it always felt as if maybe I

-~ was being filmed watching the art, because I can't understand
how he would know the full experience of his art unless
watching' somebody experience it. -

‘K
14

. -
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Thelexperience of being alone or feeling-alone in a museum accord-
ing to the déscriptions of Lisa and Lorna, is an experience of feeling at ease,
in which the visitor is concentrated, undistracted, able to give full attention
to the works of art and free to move at his or her own pace.

These- positive - qualities of solitary museum experiences are also
found in Lisa's and Elkana's descriptions of being with others in a muse-
um. It would appear that "being alone” has a more subtle meaning than -
merely being by oneself in a room; "being alone" in a museum can\be un-
derstood as a quality of experience° an attitude whigh is closety related to
the origins of the word "alone”, in mid- tWele to mid-fifteenth century
English as "all-one" (the shorter Oxford Enghsh i)mtmonary,!Q73)

To be "all-one", as a museum-ws1tor then, is to maintain an attitude
which includes all others - visitors and security guards - within one's own
experience; the presence of others is accepted and even enjoyed as being
part of the whole experience of museum-visiting. Museum visitors who are
"all-one" canno? be distracted or annoyed by the presence of others; they are
absorbed in a quality of being which is undisturbable, because it is all-in-
clusive. | '

However, this is not to deny that the extremely &owdéﬁl and uncom-
foryable~museum conditi_ons described by Lorna and touise do present a
very real hind}'ance to the enjoyment of being in a museum. - '

Although each one of the informants who spoke ;:bout tfle presence
of others in the museum has their own preferences for how and with whom

AN\ '
they visit museums, each of these visitors expressed the value of being in 8.

situation in which they are able to move at thei//;wn pace, "let go" and en-

joy looking at works of art in the most concentrated way, whether by them-

selves or with others. .
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Comfortable Enui 1 Lights ]

~ |
All of the eight informants whose descriptions I selected for analysis

mention how carefully designed museum architecture and exhibitions, a'

rd

comfortable environment and good lighting enhance the experience of
looking at art. It appears that museum visitors notice and are very much
affected by the physical as well as the human environment of the museum.

According to Sean, museum architecture should not be,

.... 80 outstanding that it kills the works of art ... on the other
hand, it should have a certain presence, a certain dignity of its
own so that it does enhance your appreciation of the works and
... enhances your museum experience ... Sometimes you go
back to a museum simply because it is sp exciting architec-
turally, in the sense that it helps in showing the works of art.

Lorna also notices museum architecture; she was particularly im-

pressed by the Guggenheim Museum: "to me" she says, "before you've seen
anything, you see the Gugggnheim‘s degign... fantastic design; I don't care
what they're showing."”

Several informants talk about the advantages of both large, awe-in-
spiring museums and smaller, less formal musepmlbuildinﬁs‘. Sean tells

us that,

my favourite art museums are the large ones because it's there
that you have these tremendous treasure houses and varieties
of experiences and styles and artists; it's quite wonderful to see
all this under one roof.

A

Louise however, found the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, which is one
of the "large ones", "a little bit grand". Lisa was very much impressed by
the gv\*andeur of the facade of the Metropolitan Museum in New York; her

description reveals her own love of dramatic effect:

™~
I stopped dead in my tracks. Fifty feet in front of me stood a

¥
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massive, awesome structure, with streams of people flowing

inside and out... Silk banners of bright colours hung down

from the rooftops, blowing wildly in the December wind, an-
nouncing the exhibitions... hyge oak doors‘opening and clos- .

ing, swallowing hoards of vxsl I8, and I found myself moving

- swiftly, yearning to reach the stairs, the doors, the grandeur of

what was waiting for.me wi . then held back, deciding in-

stead to mount slowly, yet amnously, savouring the anticipa- \
tion of the moments before unwrapping a neatly packaged gift. \

Lorna echoes Lisa's appreciation of the architectural features of a

" museum which accentuate the sense of anticipating a great eVént', when

" ghe says: \

I love walking up flights of stairs t6 get anywhere. I love that.
That's sort of like 'anticipation. ... I love ... looking through a

doorway and you see... a... succession, like beads in a string ...

a succession of rooms ... and then at the end, if you can see a
painting... and you're saving until last, like icing on a cake,

that painting at the end. Oh - I think that's great!

As well as the gragy\ieur of large museums, Lorna enjoys the
"sol,i?,ériness" of smaller museums such as the Marmottan Museum which
she' describes as an "old house" or the Frick Collection in New York.
Lindsey tells us that the Roerich Museum, also in New York, is “much

more comfortable than most places, because it was in a home, as opposed to

' a darge, 'square building."

Museum visitors do nqﬁcé the way in which works of art are exhibit-
ed. The paintings at the Roerich Museum, Lindsey says, "were.. higgiet#
pigglety, really ... just sort of put up and an awful lot of paintings in a very
small area ... I think I prefer them higglety-pigglety in a house." Lorna de-
scribes the way in which Monet's water-lily painings were exhibited at the

©

Marmot Museum:

... nothing else in the room, but these beautiful big paintings
of... water-lilies"and... scenes of the garden at Giverny. ...not
too many paintings, and they're all b1g I sat cbwn .. Bur-
rounded by these paintings.
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Sean remembers another situation which, like the Marmottan mu-

seum, created a sense of reverence for a work of art and allowed for con-

templation, even reverie:

one [experience] that stands out in my mind, which was very
simple, was in the National Gallery in London... a small room
which is kept fairly dark... a cartoon by Leonardo da Vinci...
you can sit there undisturbed by anything else... no other
paintings around; the room has just this dme art object in it...

you can sit there for as long as want and really appreciate it,
study it, and thoroughly enjoy a real masterpiece.

Elkana writes about how he experienced the McMichael Canadian

Collection as a "serene, out-of-this world environment”; he tells us that the
r

country rocks and wooden beams ... at the entrance never left
‘'my mind as I-went deep into the gallery. ... Kleinburg's hilly
environment permeated the walls of the gallery... through the
windows into the wilderness ... the trees outside ... were still
ablaze with ‘fall hues. Impressions of this warmth in colours
were captured in [paintings by] A.Y. Jackson... Tom
Thomson... and Casson.

In contrast to the quiet, contemplative atmospheres of the Mar{f&)ottan
Museum, the McMichael Canadian Collection-and the room that houses
Leonardo's "Cartoon” in London, Lorna describes how she delighted in the
glamourous, ':show biz" aspect of a "block-buster" exhibition, i» this case,

the Miro exhibition in Montreal:

The museum next door [the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts] ...
they know how to put on a show! I think they're very good, the
way they hang their exhibitions... Miro's great hanging...
. Miro's girl - girl with the red legs. ...And it's perfectly framed
in that door way... you come up the stairs, you turn around
and you look; and my God ... you say: "oh - how marvellous!"
You don't have to see another thing ... you've got your price o
admission right there! t's what I think is important in ¢
,gallery ... it's show biz, ess. - é

For Lorna, the way in which works of art are exhibit'&l, and the mu-

seum environment as a whole are of great importance:

o

*




122

To me, a painting has to have, not only a frame, but a framed
milieu... I adore looking at paintings at ... the Frick Collection
__.._it's in the proper setting, in a lovely house, with lovely
___ " furniture ... and all the doo-dads, and there on the wall is a
frame ... and then in the frame is something ... maybe you've
gseen it 18 times before, like the Constable they have there; you
know, Constable did about eight views of Salisbury Cathedral
... And so there's the same darn old Cathedral, but it's just the
setting. ' '
... in some other galleries .:. there has been a fantastic collec-
tion,cbut it's just all hung up cheek-by-jowl with one another,
and no classic background, just on a sort of blank wall.

As an example of a museum in which the works of art are lacking a

"classic background", Lorna descrii:es the interior of a museum it-l San

) ‘Paulo, Brazil, where there are some "gorgeous old paintings"; however,
they are "hung just on glass pahels ... it was all stuck around like in a h;Jge
supermarket ... it had no backgrour;d ... there was ne-class." Andy also

discusses the effect of the museum environment and exhibition design:

if ... there's a display of something really nice, that would not
always be good enough... some really amazing paintings and
they weren't lit up properly or you felt like you were in some
government. office just looking at these things on the wall ...
your attention never really would be held. ’

Andy is careful to point out, however, that while the museum envi-
ronment is important to him, it is not always as important as the works of

. art themselves; ) )

This is going to completely contradict everything I just said:

but sometimes I feel like if the art is powerful enough... the art

is going to take me over anyways, no matter where it's hang-

ing. For instance, if you showed me an oil painting of Van

Gogh's, I wouldn't care where it was: if it was in a garage or

in a museum. I would be into the painting, and if I needed to
<. I'd use a flash light to see it.

Louise eludes to a sense of feeling frustrated and limited by an
exhibition design which prevented her from moving freely in the museum
and enjoying the paintings as fully as she might have in another setting;

.A,\

!
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here, she describes the way in which the Renoir exhibition was set up:

The whole thing was cordoned off so you really weren't free to
move around... there was a path... you were able to see the
paintings closely ... but you weren't able to move that far back.

To what extent do visitors actually notice the details of exhibition de-
sign - th'e details in which museum personnel have ixivest_ed hours of care-
ful planning and labour? Louise tells us that at the Iienoir' exnibition in
Boston, she noticed a "beatr:tiful blue wall - I remember that, and I can't
remember the other colours ... but most of the museum was done in off-
white, very modern”. Lorna however, says that she is, "never aware of

walls" and,

I'm no longer aware of frames. I used to be aware of frames...
I don't even know if they are in a frame, except, I saw some-
thing [a frame] downstairs... it was done just beautifully ... But
that's the only frame I remember; that was ... unusual. I don't
think I've noticed a frame in years.

Several informants talk abb.gt how they have enjoyed ldoking at works .

/ “
of art in a museum environment which is comfortable and how physical

. discomfort, tired feet and line-ups have detracted from their enjoyment of a
museum visit. Lorna states her belief in the importance of feeling comfort-
- able, suggesting that psychological ease can be the outcome of bodily ease
and is a prere;uisite to the full appreciation of works o;' art: "I think you
have to have physical comfort to enjoy, to let your mind be comforted.”

According to Andy, a museum should be "a comfortable place”; "no -

matter what type of peri?n you are" he says,

Whatever your status in life, then you're going to feel comfort-
able in there ... I think it can be done ... in some of the art mu-
seums I've been into, they've been successful because that's,
how I've felt.

Lorna tells us that she does not relish "uncomfortable, hot circum-
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- stances” in museums; she describes her visit to the Jeu de Paume in Paris

as an example of an uncomfortable situation:

you usually have to line up, and I get sore feet and fidgety and
crabby... when I have to line up... Gee, if your feet are hurting
and it's hot... you've stood in line for two hours...

Lindsey gives a vivid description of how museums can be wncomfort-
able and uninspiring: "Some of the museums I've gone to" she says, "they
feel tired, you know"; she continues, describing how,

you feel tired just looking at the endless corridors... it doesn't
help if the actual museum is dull... the building - it does make

a difference. ..Well, your feet hurt; the floors are kind of thick
and hard and cold and yet somehow you have an idea that ...
you have to try and see the next painting, at least. ... you can
almost feel the tired feet [of all the previous wisitors] when
you're walking. ’ -

Perhaps comfortable seating in museums is a possible solution to

"tired feet" and "endless corrid\ors“. Laurence tells us that,

How long I look at a particular work would depend upon com-
fortable seating in front of it. ... Part of my own relationship‘to -
things... is taking notes, so I find it very inconvenient ... to take
notes or write down reflections, standing.

He goes on to suggest how museum visitors could, more easily con-

template and "enter into" a work of art in a comfortable situation:

if there was... a work... chosen from the permanent collection
... and comfortable chairs to sit and look at it and ... handouts
[that] helped you enter more into the work ... I think that
would be great. ‘

The comfortable setting that Laurence hopes for is perhaps found in
Sean's description of looking at the Leonardo “cartoon” in a room with "two
rows of sofas”, and in Lorna's description of "letting go" and "getting into”

the water-lilies at the Marmottan Museum:

\

a lovely cold blast of fresh air is around you ... youcan sit on a
lovely round sofa in the middle and just, sort of, sink back ...

b
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surrounded by these paintings ... all you had to do was ...
stretch your neck a little and you could see the whole thing. - _-

Sitting down; however, is perhaps, not Lorna's usual or even pre-

ferred way to look at works of art because on another occasion she claimed,

I never sit down - I can never sit down, no matter how tired; I

can't stand to sit down and gaze at a picture. I don't know why

that is but I never sit down. I can be very tlred and I never sit

down - absolutely not!

Perhaps it is the unusualness of Lorna's experience at the
Marmottan Museum that makes it so memorable. ‘ {

Lighting is another aspect of Lorna's visit to the Marmottan Museum
which contributed to the value of her experience there; she mentions,
"indirect lights in the ceiling ... beautiful lighting for the ... Girverny
scenes”. Although most of the informants did not mention lighting, this is
an aspect of exhibition design which Lorna does notice, and she finds that

in "many" of the museums that she has visited,

The lighting is not as good as it could be... maybe they'd fin-
ished the painting to such a high gloss that the lighting ...
blinds you, or certainly gives you blind spots in the painting.

Andy also notices the way in which works of art are ilh.xminated and
tells us that, "lighting is of huge, huge importance in a museum... I know
that it creates environmental differences for people in how they feel."

In light of these visitors comments about museum architecture, ex-
hibition design, a comfortable environment and lighting, there are certain
physical conditions which c;xn enhance the experience of looking at works
of art. These are a cool, spacious, u;lcrowded environment, with plenty of
comfortable seating; architecture and exhibition design which draw the
visitors' attention to the works of art: if exhibition design is "show biz" then
it would best fulfill its burpose by showing off the artwork with appropriate
lighting and pleasant summdings that provide a suitable context for the
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works of arP
Through the informants' descriptions of the museum'’s physicaj en-
vironment, we can get a'glimpse at the nature of museum-visiting and
viqitors' images of art museums. Museum visiting is viewed
gimultaneously as a glamorous, public event and as personal reverie; in
this view, the theatre and the temple become fhetal;hors for the museum.
‘Lorna and Lisa allude to a sense of child-like delight in museum vis-

¥

jtinpsin phrases such as, "the anticipation of the moments before un-

a neatly packaged gift" or "saving until last, like icing on the
cake, that painting at the ehnd"; these comments seem to suggest that a visit
to a museum is like a rare treat, an event that is full of wonder and the un-
expected. These same qualities are apparent in Sean's description of look-

ing at the Leonardo "cartoon" and Lorna's description of looking at Monet's

' . water-lilies, suggesting that a museum visit can be experienced as a spe-
A

cial event, set apart from daily life, whether the environment is grand,

spectacular and exciting or quiet and contemplative.

—~

T} 12: Habits of M Visiti

The informants descriptions suggest that through repeated visits to
art museums, visitors form habits and preferences: pacing and the amount
of time spent with each work and in the museum as a whole; selecting
works of art to look at and attending to labels. While the previous two
themes dealt with the visitors' experience of ti'ne museum as a human envi- .
ronment and as a physical environment, this theme is about visitors'
movement through the time and space of the museum building; evidence of

this theme is found in descriptions from each of the eight informants.

el
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Time is an important aspect of museum-visiting; tlm\e spent with a
work of art; time spent in the museum and each visitor's rate of movement.
Lorna tells us that she "can't absorb much more than three-quarters of an -

hour” in a museum; she goes on to say,

L]

I just speed-look.. I really do; my eyes get sore; I look very hard
and very fast... all over the place. I can't take it for too long.

However, when Lorna sees & work of art that captures her attention,
she will stop and look at it; for example she says that "At the Th:eatre\" by
Prudence Heward, "intrigued me. I stood here for quite a wh{le". Similarly,
Andy says, "sometimes I'll look at a picture or an exhibit and I'll stare at it °

for a long, long time"; he continues, explaining that he will, .

just continue looking until I get the most out of it; until I've
filled that up inside by brain to the extent that I know that I've

experienced it to what it can do for me. =

Sean, in his description of looking at Leonardo's "Cartoon", alludes

to a similar pattern of looking at a work of art until he is "filled", sat.isﬁed;. |

and then returns again as though empty, with a fresh appetite for looking:

I was there for about an hour and a half ... and I've gone back;
anytime I'm in London, I always go there.

The length of time that Sean spent in front of this work was partly
ue to the fact that he could sit down to look at it; Laurence makes a direct
ection betweeh available seating and the length of time spent looking at
"a/work of art when he says, "how long I look at a particular work would ae-’\*
end upon comfortable seating in front of it". .

Both Lisa and Sean talk about a sense of "dilemma" ihey feel ‘about
the relationship.between the time available for a visit and the number of
wor,

to be seen in a large museuxﬁ. Lisa describes how she felt when she

arrived jt the Metropolitan Museum in New York:
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-So much to see - so little time. I had one afternoon to cover as
much territory as possible, and soon came to the realization
that in these few houts, I could never cover all of the museum.
...Jt seemed as though I was a contestant in a game show, giv-
en a couple of minutes to cram all the gifts that I could into a
shopping cart. Here I was, open to all the museum had to of-
fer, trying to drink it all up before the day came to a close.

Sean addresses the same issue in the form of a question:

It's always a dilemma when you go to a museum and you have
—_— a limited amount of time: what do you do? ... try and rush__ -
through the whole museum and get an impression of every-
thing, ... or do you concentrate on just a few paintings?

There is a sense of freedom in Lisa's description%f the time she spent
at the Metropolitan Museuxﬂ: uncongtrained by co-visitors, the time was

o

her own and she could choose hov;r to use her time. She describes herself,

floating from one exhibit to another, alone in my private world,
I was grateful for the time to think freely ... I breezed by pieces
I didn't care for and stopped to gaze at others for longer than I
was aware. .

" Lisa tells us that, as. sh(; first approached the Metropolitan, she
climt;ed the stairs "swiftly" gnd then, realizing that this was a rare event, a
special treat for her, Lisa "Lheld back, deci'ding instead to mount sl\gwly, yet.
anxiously, savouﬁng the -aniicipatibn".

Lisa alludes to the way in which psychological time eludes the pas-
sage of chronological time when she writes, "hours‘ passed with me un-
aware, gazing at each p‘ainting répéhtedly, each time as though it was the

first time I was seeing it". Fully absorbed in looking. timé seemed to stand
| still for Lisa: "i_t was only that moment, those paigtings". Yet that
"moment”, apparently only a single point in time, had duration: "what
hung‘on the walls seemed to.der.;xand my attention, calling me to stare into
them endlessly". In giving her attention completely to the present, the past
and future momentérily disappeared for Lisa,.allowing her to dwell in one



a 129

moment, endlessly. "These timeless creations”, she writes, "stopped my
mind from running";”as her mind “stood still, so did her body: "I stood.
Unmoving.” She goes on to say that she "stood there until the ﬂnél moment,
until closing time". |

Lindsey and Elkana convey a similar experience of ldng timeless

moments during museum- visits that were especially memorable: Elkana

tells us that leaving the McMichael Canadxan Collection "was like a return

from a longjourney into dreamland" #®#d Lindsey says of the Roerich mu-

:xeum, "I spent a lot of time in the gallery ... I felt I wanted to stay the®e for-

ever and I didn't want to go... that's a feeling which I don't usually feel".
Sean and Lindsey describe similar patterns of moving through a

museum and attending to works of art. Sean tells us that,

what I like to do is to go through as much of the museum as I
can, get an overall impression and then come back to the
works I like. The second and third time in the same institu-
tion... I go back into the room and look at the ones I like.

This is Sean's solution to the dilemma of visiting a large museum for
a\short time. Lindsey talks about how her "style” of museum-visiting has

changed over the years, from a dutiful thoroughness to spontaneity:

there was a time when I was gallery-going that I actually
would go and see the whole gallery... I'd keep going from
painting to painting and see it all. Whereas my style these days
- now a lot of the Englishi galleries have a room for each one;
there's a Turner room and a Constable room, for example, in
the Tate. Well, I'd take a swift look inside and get the space of
the pictures and see if it's something that I would feel joyful
looking at, or in some way interesting ... something that's alive
or expressing something.

Lindsey's current style of looking at works of art however, does not
preclude thoroughness; when she visited the Roerich Museum, she looked

at, "the g)aintings up the stairs - I'd look at each one, one by one... each

P
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painting, I really sicpped and looked at, and wondered at’. At the same -
time, she says that she "couldn’t help but be drawn here and there".

o ter visiting the Miro exhibitioh, Lindsey explains how she is

- —

-~

"drawn" or "attracted" to certain works of art:

I'm very much like a child wandering around... I went here .
and there... I'd look at a painting or a pigte of sculpture and
when I'd finished, I'd move on... there wasn't a thought: now
I'm finished; now I have to move on. It's just that I found my-
self moving. ...I was attracted here and there very naturally
without much kind of thought about it. Some things definitely
attracted my attention more than others. I didn't have to think
about that. '

Lisa also mentions "wandering” in a museum and being

"drawn" to particular works of art; while looking at Regoir's "In the

. Meadow" she was,

unable to leave its presence... I, tried to break the spell and
— -wandered back over to the other pieces... No matter how far I
wandered, however, I could not get too distant without being
drawn back to my intriguing Renoir.

/

LY

The above excerpts from Sean's, Lindsey's and Lisa's descriptions
show how museum-visiting is characterized by freedom of movement; theseé%
museum visitors speak about how they are free to wander here and there,
being drawn by the power of attractién that certain works of art hold for
them. While in an art museum theréz is very little that visitors are oblige'd to
do, in Loma'é words: "nothing is demanded of you; all you have to do is
walk around and behave yourself, you know: don't touch. All you have to do
is Jook". ‘

Lindsey, Louise and Lorna describe similar patterns of attending to
labels: looking at a work of art, »tl.len checking the label in order to better
understand the work and finally, looking at thg work again. Lindsey tells
about hew she looked at labels at the Roerich Museum:
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" each one was labeled... I'd look at a painting... then it would
occur to me to wonder what he called it... then I look and see
what he called it... then I would go back and see what he was
meaning by it.

Lindsey followed this same pattern of looking at labels when, during
her visit to the Montreal Museu_m .of _Fi-ne Arts, she looked at the painting of
Dieppe by Pissarro first and then looked at the label; wher; she discovered
that the painting depicted Dieppe she turned agg}n, té the painting, which
now had more meaning for her}’Sinﬁlarly, Louise tells us that,

Usually I look at the label after I look at the painting and then
I'll look at the painting again, I guess - [I look at labels] - in the
middle, but not prior.

In her description of looking at Heward's "At the Theatre”, Lorna -
looks at the label to affirm her own perception and tQ deepen her under-
standing of this painting; she says, looking at the label:

Prudence Heward - don't know who she was. But probably part
of ... the sort of "in" people with money.. this would be about

. this time. See - [she looks at the label] she was born in 1896.
...Oh! it's a theatre though, is it? I just thought they were at a
dinner table, but I see... it's a theatre.

Lindsey, in describing how she looked at labels in the Miro exhibi-
tion, reveals how knowing the title of a work .adds to its enjoyment; she

says,
I was amused particularly when I looked at the sculpture: I'd
- look back at the title and I would invariably be amused because
. the amusement is catching on to what he's saying. ...I think
the titles are important to his work because you get an extra
buzz when you see what he portrayed.

The other information that is usually given on museum labels, such
as dates or media, was not particularly meaningful for Lindsey during her

vigit to the Mxro exhibition; she ways that,

sometlmes I just happened to [notice the date on the label] '69,
.. they all seemed to be roughly the same time... I wasn't
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" really interested because I didn't know anything about the his-

* tory of the artist.. A lot of them said something like
"lithography" but didn't mean anything to me.

- Louise, however, expresses an interest in the dates given on

museum labels:

What mainly interests me is when it was painted; what part of
.the artist's life; how old he was; what he did at the beginning of
his career and at the end. ' .

In this last theme, intersubjective agreement is found not 8o much in
the particular habits and preferences of these eight museum visitors, but
rather in the fact that they all speak of having developed prefe;'red ways of
visiti;lg museums. As they describe their experiences-in museums in
terms of time, selection of works of art and attention to labels, the infor-
mants also reveal some of the taken-for-granted characteristics of muse- -
um-visiting: although it takes time to visit a museum and to attend to works
of art, vigitors can feel a sense of timelessness through attentive looking;
visitor; are free to move through the museum and look at the woxiks that
are attractive to them, selecting as mény or as few works as they like and
finally, attending to labels can add meaning and enjoyment or occasional

bewilderment to looking at works of art.

As a group, these 12 common themes work together to reflect the
museum experience as a whole: thoughts, feelings, memories, sensatiops,
the effect of the physical and human envir‘onment,of ‘the museum are all
experienced simultaneously. The themes are fluid, their meanings flow
into one anothex;, merging into the completeness of experience. Each
theme, like a window into the same experience, represénts one aspect of

museum visiting, the meaning of which can be fully grasped only in rela-

< e —
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tion to the other themes. For example, the sense of well-being that a visitor
might feel may be related to the recognition and remembrance of something
fam111ar, observation®of technical details, good hghtmg and comfortable
seating and the quality of the presence of other vxsxtors in the room.
Experience as it is livgd is whole, indivisible, but not always comprehensi-
ble. It ig for the sake of understanding that experience, in this case muse-
um experience, is analysed and described. In doing 80, it is my sincere
hope that some of the taken-for-granted characteristics of the museum-vis-
“$ting have been disclosed, revealing something of the qualitative nature and
meaning of museum experiences that these eight visitors have deemed to be

amongst their best.

R
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- The purpose of my inquiry into the lived experiences of adult muse-
um visitors has been to arrive at a deeper understanding of what it is like
and what it means to visit an art museum. The 12 common themes that I
found among the informants'’ descrippions can be seen as an expression of

my understanding of some of the taken-for-granted characteristics of mu-

seum going for these visitors. Yet the question remains: what do these .

characteristics reveal which might be of some consequence to those who are
interested and involved in museum visiting? -

There are many issues and questions which could be teased out of thé
discussion of the 12|comr_non themes of museum experience. Just as the
particular significance of a museum visit will djffer for each visitor and for

each visit, 8o too, the significance, import or consequence of these common

. themes will naturally differ for each reader. As I read through the discus-

" sion of the common themes, indeed as I "lived” through the entire proceés

of inquiry, there have been some questions and issues which have
repeatedly captured my interest and attention; these are a cluster of ideas
focused around what one of the informants (Louise) has called "a real feel-
ing of well-being" which, according to the descriptions of these eight muse-
um visitors, appears to be a significant outcome of meaningful museum
experience. I would like to call attention to three related aspects of these
visitors' "best" experiences in art museums which repr-esent a synthesis of
ideas expressed throughout the thematic analysis of informants’ descip-
tions. These are: 1) circumstances and attitudes which, for these visitors,

are conducive to a museum experience that allows for the possibility of a
e 4
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sense of well-baing; 2) the pervasiveness and meaningfulness of familiarity,
comfort and ease throughout the inforrpants' descriptions and thmuéhout
" the 12 common themes; 3) the apparent association, for these visitors, of a
sense of well-being with ex;:eriences of being completely absorbed in looking
at works of art.

In an attempt to disclose the significance of the informants' best ex-
periences in museums, I will dis;:uss gach of these three aspects of muse-
um experience énd then, through a brief interpretive reflection on the
meanings of experiences of museums, musing, reverie, reverence and aes-
thetic, I will ;;how hHow the meanings in the above-mentioned three aspects
of museum experience merge and culminate in a particular quality of ex-
peri,eqx;xce that Csiks.zentmihal‘yi (1_982, p.35) has termed "flow", which
charaterizes what these eight museum visitors consider their "best” expe-

riences.

It is appropriate at-this point, before launching into a discussion of -

these conclusions: to emphasize that a phenomenological approach to re-
search aims to achieve a depth of;'understanding, "a reflective grasping of
what it is that renders this or that particular experience its particular sig-
nificance” (Van Manen, 1984, pp. 40-41). A grasping of something of the
essence of a particular ex;)eriencé is ;mt to be confused with generalizabili-
ty: 1 can state with cgrtainty that I have understood something of the nature
and meaning of the museum experiences described by these eight people,

but I do not, for a moment, claim that these understandings can be applied

to other museum visitors. Rather, it is my hope that my understanding of

the significance of this researéh will gserve as a catalyst for further discus-

sion, inquiry and self-reflection on the nature and lived meaning of muse-

um experiencé. I would also like to remind the reader that the common
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themes and the conclusions reflect the experfences of adults who are casu-
al, yet enthusiastic and regular museum visitors; they have described visits
to museums which were made alone or with one other person and perhaps .
mo.st importantly, they have spoken of their "best" or "especially meaning-
ful" museum experiences. It is worth nbting the kinds of museum visits
that the informants did not describe: difficult, unpleasant or discouraging
visits; experiences of participating in guided tours or museum education
programs. Also, with the exception of Elkanal who is‘a pr(;fessional sculp-
tor, the informants are not art or museum professionals and as a group

they represent visitors with a varying degrees of studio art experience and

knowledge about art.

According to the descriptions of the eight informants, a meaningful
museum experience seems to b;a quite unexpected; a somewh‘at elusive
quality of experience which cannot be planned or willed. However, the in-
formants did indicate that such an experience may be more likely to occur
in certain circumstances. These are some of the conditions which could al-
low for the possible unfoldment of a meaningful experience and a sense of
well-being: an openness to taking advantage of the freedom of movement
and freedom of choice available in an art museum; a willingness to spend
time, and sensitivity to a quiet, contemplative atmosphere. -

The way in which all of the informants spoke about their experiences
in museums suggests that a museum visit, whether alone or with others,
is a personal and individual .experience, characterized by freedom of

movement and freedom of choice which is implied in phrases such as:

"nothing is demanded of you"; "if I could go in and be free to roam and
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come out feeling a litt}e different”; “floating from one exhibit to another,

alone in my grivate world, I was grateful for the time to think freely". It ap-
pears that these visitors' awareness of their f/reedom in the museum con-
tributed to the meaningfulness of their experiences and to their sense of
’ Well-beingé freedom to take their own time and to find their own pace; free-
dom to select works that they would like to look at and freedom to interpret
what they see as they would, suggesting that there need not be~any hesita-
tion for museizm visitors-to be "drawx{ here 1 ;and there”, to wo;ka which at-
tract or "capture” their attention. There is noXeason, it seems, for museum
visitors to feel that they ought to go around a riuseum in an arbitrary fash-
ion. It appears that therc;. are as 'many possibilities for meaningful ways of
visiting a museum as there are visitors and visits; there is no single right
way to visit a museum, it seems, apart from taking the liberty to suit one's
own preferences. |
A’ willingnes3t spend time and feeling unhurried seem to be con-
ducive to concentrated‘ attention as well as to dreamy reminiscence and
imaginative looking. Lorna, Lindsey, Sean, Lisa, Elkana and Andy speak of
heightened experiences in which they looked at works of art for a consider-
able length of time; for example, Lisa says of her visit to the Metrop_o_l-itan

Museum: )

What hung on the walls seemed to demand my attention, call-
ing me to stare into them endlessly... hours passed with me
unaware, gazing at each painting repeatedly, each time as
though it was the first time I was seeing it... as many came
and went, I stood. Unmoving. I could not tear away, so I stood
there until the final moment - until closing time. .

This comment suggests that to allow plenty of time for a museum

visit is to allow time for feeling time-less and time to be drawn into the im-

age of a work of art.

i 7}
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Lorna, Sean, Louise, Laurence and Elkana expressed a preference
for a quiet, contemplative atmosphere in a museum, suggesting the impor-
tance of an attitude of respect for other visitors' silent enjoyment of art; for
example, Lorna said that a museum "should be like a library ... you
shouldn't be g,llowed to talk, because you're intruding on someone else usu-
ally... I dﬁﬂf like to hear other people discussing... because I tend to listen
to what they'rie saying... instead of just looking". Faor Lorna, a museum is a
place to "enjoy the solitude, the serenity, absolute peace”". The informants'
descriptions suggest that the quality of a museum visit can be enhanced
through sensitivity to the ex;j:rience of co-visitors - the friends or relatives
with whom one might visit a museum: sensitivity to their pace, their choice
of what to look at and the appropriateness of discussion or silence.

A sense of well-being, according to the informants' descriptions, is a
fulfilling and meaningful outcome of museum visiting. Rather than
expecting to feel an extraordinary sense of well-being, visitors can(\create for
themselves the conditions and attitudes that allow for the possibility of a
sense of well-being. The informants' descriptions suggest that it is an atti-
tude of openness, ease and "letting go" which invites experiences of unex-

pected meaningfulness, delight or inspiration.

o——

According to the informants' descriptions, familiarity, ease and

comfort appear as significant aspects of meaningful museum experience in

several different ways. -

First, there is the sense of comfort and reassurance that comes from
finding familiar images or qualities in works of art, exemplified by

Lindsey's descxiption of looking at a landscape painting by Suzor Cété: "it's
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a kind of living room paint.ing..‘. the sor&wt mak.es yod feel at home and
that all is well with God and nature around you, you know". o
Secondly, there is the sense of familiarity that is felt in returning to a
spt;ciﬁc work of art or to a particular museum, in which Ehe recognition of
a familiar image or place puts the visitor at ease. This is especially evident
in Lorna's descriptions of returning to Lawren Harris' "Mouqt Temple"
and to "the Harbour dt Rouen" by Pissarro at the museum in Montreal or in
her description of returning to the Frick Collgction, as well as in Sean's de-
sﬁriptionl of going to see the Leonardo "Cartoon" whenever he is in London.
It appears that the meaningfulness of these v_isitors' "best" experi-
ences in museums lies partly in the way in which museum ;risiting func-
tions as a way to recognize and reaffirm ideas or images which are already
meaningful. ’ | | ' -
Repetition is a third aspect of familiarity: as the informants describe
their preferred ways of visiting art museums, they seem to be describing
the way in which repes_ated visits have generated habitual ways of being in a
museum as well as a sense of familiarity with works of art and w1th the
museum itself. As these eight visitors speak of habit and repetition, they do
not seem to be alluding to meaningless repetition or dulled sensibility;
réther, they describe their repeated visits in a tone that suggests something
of a pilgrimage; repetition, for these visitors-appears to hgve a greater
affinity 1vith experiences of the "reverential” that with éxpériences of
"anaesthesia” (I will address the meanings of "reverential” and' "anaesthe-
tic" experiences in the context of museum visiting latef in this chapter).
Through repetition, these visitors have cultivated a sense of feeling at home
and at ease in museums. For example, Lorna says that when she first

began to visit art museums:*I missed an awful lot at first; I never knew
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what I should look at: should I look at the titles? S\hould I look at, you know,
the artist's name? And then you get stuck in some gallery, especially in
Germany where there are a lot of old icons and Etuﬁ' like that, and that
didn't really turn me on. You know, I got [fed u ... when you first start
looking, that old art looks pretty stony, eh?" After ‘repeated visits to muse-
ums over a period of 20 yeJrs, Lorna describes her current museum visit-
ing in a different tone, as an opportunity to get away from "the everyday
world... a very relaxing thing to do." Her sénse of confusion has, it seems,
through repetition, given way to feeling at ease in the museum environ-
ment which, although familiar, is set apart from daily routines and from
the unpredictability of life and therefore serves as a place of refuge, to
which she can return to be comforted by a sense of the unchanging. The.
significance of comfortable and easy familiarity in meaningful museum
experiences is particularly evident in Lorna's descriptibn, but it is also al-
luded to in Lindsey's description of visiting the Roerich museum and in
Sean's description of returning to the Leonardo "Cartoon". Furthermore,
Lorna associates the psychological comfort she has felt in museums with
physical comfort. Afidy, Lindsey and Laurence also describe how comforta-

ble environments have contributed to their sense of well-being in museums.

1

|

The informants' descri;ltions suggest that lieing completely absorbed
in looking at a work of art can be a heightened aflxd memomble experience,
the outcome of which is a feeling of personal we;ll-being, which the infor-
mants express in terms of feeling excephonally happy and excited or
amused, or, in terms of feeling calm and at peace, mspu-ed or fulﬁlled

Among the mformants descnpt:ons there are several examples of

” \
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being absorbed in looking at works of art: Lorna talks about letting go and
getting into Monet's water-lily paintings; Lindsey describes her joy in look-
ing at Roerich's mountain landscai)as; Elkana talks about gazing at an
Emily Carr painting for a long time; Sean speaks of how he was absorbed in
looking at the Leonardo cartoon and Andy describes how he was "at" the
landscape in Michael Snow's paintings. An especially good example of be-

)
ing absorbed in looking is found in Lisa's description of her visit to the

-

Metropolitan Museum:

When I stepped over the threshold into the*world of the Room of
Impressionism, the rest of the world ceased to exist."

I was alone in this over-crowded room, stunned by the
pure beauty of the masterpieces that danced on the walls. All
else was forgotten, nothing else seemed to have any impor-
tance. It was only that moment, those paintings, ... These
timeless creations stopped my mind from running and shut
out the desperate hurriedness of the city beyond those walls.
They had an uncontrollable hold on me, forcing me to go back
over each one time and time again. Hours passed with me un-
aware, gazing at each painting repeatedly, each time—as.
though it was the first time I was seeing it.

Nothing has captured my heart with such intensity
since the moment I spotted the most captivating work of all,
and fell in love with Renoir's "In thd Meadow" ... [which]
seized my attention, and won all my praise. I could not take my
eyes off it, ... .

1 was mesmerized by this masterwork, and found my-
self paralysed in front of it, unable to leave its presence...

There was 1o point resisting this pull, my heart was tied
to the bows in the children's hair. I decided to give in, and
spent the rest of the afternoon trying to understand the attrac-
tiveness of this painting... When I had to finally leave my
gxeadows behind, I felt a great sense of loss while saying good-

ye... . .

Inside me, however, I now glowed warmly with the light
from those floral meadows that I took in to be a part of me, to.
stay within me forever, everywhere I went...

The above description reveals how absorption is characterized by
complete and concentrated involvement in looking to the point where the

viewer's attention, so fully absorbed in the present, temporarily loses the

~
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usual awareness of 'time@and 'place. This appears to be an experience which
is engaged in for its own sake; the rewérds are intrinsic and intangible,
contained within the process of looking: attentiveness, calmness, and a
sense of being comple{ely at one with what is seen, participating fully in the

¥

artist's vision. . -

e
¢

The sense of well-being that is the outcome of these visitors' experi-
ences of being absorbed in looking at works of art is closely related to the

quality of experience that Graburn 1977, p.13) has called "reverential”, a

.quality of experience which, it seems, for these visitors, surpasses other

museum exp9riences in terms of intensity and’ value. I would like to ex-
plore, brieﬂy',l the connectedness and implications of the meanings of expe-
riences of museuxhs, musing, inspiration, reverie, reverence, the aesthetic,
a phenomenological approach and experiences of what Csikzentmihayli
(1982) has called "flow" (p.35). These are the expé,rignées to which I would
like to call attentioxmch experié?xces have perhaps, been overlooked -’.or if
not overlooked - sadly under-i:ated for thei:(poten‘tial value in museum art

education (Bersson, 1982).

The word "museum” is derived fronia Greek word meaning ghe/"seat '

of the muses”. The muses in Greek mythology are the nine goddesses who -

“inspire learning in the arts" and "all intellectual pursuits”, including po-

etry, literature, music) dance, astronomy and philosophy. The muses are
seen aﬁ "personifications of the highest intellectual and artistic aspira-
tions": thus, they give inspiration while représenting aspiration. (The
Oxford Classical Dictionary, 1970; The Shorter Oxfor& F{nglisthictionary,
1973). : |
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The word "muse” has another meaning as well, which is, "to be ab-’
sorbed in th?ught, to ponder, to reflect upon, to contemplate and ta wonder
(The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 1973).

- To be in a "reverie" is to be in a state of "abstract musing" (The
Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 1973). Reverie is also associated with
dreaming: in the context of the literature related to museum experience, to
be in a "dream space" is to be immersed in a "flow of images and
meanings" abstracted from their original context (Annis, 1980\, p.b).
Graburn (1977, p.13) names this same quality of expeﬁence "reverenti;a\l"; it

includes reverence, revérie and dreaming; it is both a "fantasy spﬁce" and a

. "sacred space". It is an experience of something "higher", something to

which one aspires, or through which one is inspired, a "direct connection to

~ something purer, more eternal” (Graburn, 1977, p.13). An éxperiencé of the

reverential can be u)mderstood as an experience of musing; in Graburn's
words, it can be "contemplative” and in a museum, “one can be alone with
one's thoughts and make of the objects and exhibits whqt one will"
(Graburn, 1977, p.13). | |

" Art m:;'seums are often asspci%ted with the concept of the "aesthetic":
aestheticé; aesthetic quality; aesthetic value; and that much abused term -
aesthetic experience. '}‘he original meaning of "aesthetic" Bersson (19,82)
reminds us, is "pertaining to sensuous perception; received by the senses"
(p'.35). The antithesis of the aesthetic, Ross (1984, p. 145) points out, "is not,
as commonly tbo{ight, the ugly, but rather the habitual, the repetitious, the
imposing, all I:.hat dulls, enervaztes, puts us back to sleep, drains off or curbs
vital spirit." The aesthetic, understood a8 the opposite of "anaesthetic" is,

"esthesia”, or feeling (Flannery, 1980, p.27), and is all that is sensitive,

awakened, alert, fully alive and full of wonder; as such, the aesthetic em-
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braces the notion from Merleau-Ponty and Tsugawa, of "the aesthetic expe-

rience of sensuous immediacy” which Bersson (1982) explains as:
the consciousness of sensuous experience - of the myriad
sounds, smélls, sights, movements, texture, and tastes possi-
ble to human perception. Sensuous aesthetic immediacy also
involves the consciousness of emotional states..: in the experi-
ence of sensuous immediacy, the 'here and now' is all. There
is no future goal or desired end point. ... a preconceptual phe-
nomena (pp. 35-37).

To live in the "anaesthetic" is to live in what phenuvmenologists call .

the "natural attitude" in a "world .of habit, a world of repetition, of

‘ monotony - a prejudged world" (Flannery, 1980, p.28). The "aesthetic"

however, is associated with feeling and with a phenomenological approach
to understanding which is characterized by "'openness to direct ‘experi‘-
ence... uninfluenced by predetermined notions, concepts or theories of real-
ity" (Bersson, 1982, p.35; Flannery, 1980).

Ross (1984, pp.142-145) tells us that "aesthetic experience" is "life-en-

hancing" and i an experience of "order" and "coherence”; the aesthetic, as

'an experience of wholeness is linguistically connected, according to Ross, to

the words "health” and “holy", reinforcing the connection between the aes-
thetic and the reverential.

Csikszentmihalyi (1982) has developed "a theoretical model for en-
joymex:nt" based on interviews with composers, dancers, rock climbers, sur-
geons and chess players: men and women engaged in "autotelic activities"

which Csikszentmihalyi (1982) defines as experiences which are:

Poised between boredcn and worry, the autotelic experience is
one of complete involvemenit of the actor with his activity. The
activity presents constant challenges. There is no time to get
bored or to worry about what may happen or may not happen.
A person in such a situation can make full use of whatever
skills are required and receives clear feedback to his actions ...
we ‘shall refer to this particular dynamic state - the holistic

T
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sensation that people feel when they act with total involvement
- as flow. In the flow state, action follows upon action accord-
ing to an internal logic that seems to need no conscious inter-
vention from the actor. He experiences it as a ynified flowing
from one moment into the next, in which he 18 in control of his
actions, and in which there is little distinction between self and
environment, between stimulus and response or between past,
present and future... Ideally, flow is the result of pure in-
volvement without any consideration about results. (pp:35-42)

_ Experiences of "flow" are characterized by "undivided attention”, "
"'gself-forgetfulness’, 'los§ of self-consciousness’, and even 'transcendence of
individuality' and 'fusion with the world™ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1982, p. 42).
"I';iow" is most likely to happen in experiences of "play” and "creative"
activities as well as in "work" activities and "the practice of Zén, Yoga and.
... meditation" (Csikszentmihalyi, 1982, p.37). .

I would like to add museum-visiting to Csikszentmihalyi's list of ac-
tivities which are conducive to the experience of “flow". The people who de-
scribed their "best” museum going experiences to me spoke of feeling:
"enraptured”; "concentrated"; unaware of time," it was only that moment,
those paintings... hours passed with me unaware’; #bsorbed in looking,
"suddenly nothing else matters. You're just watching... you're part of the .
landscape"; exceptionally positive and extraordinary experiences,

.. along, j_oumey into dreamland;
. a real feeling of well-being;
. a special kind of happiness;
... absolute peace;
.. inspired;
.. connecting me to something really... exalted ... very, very vast and
eternal... very expansive; ... tuned into aspiring.
In such phrases, these museum visitors were, I would like to sug-

gest, indicating experiences of "flow". They were also speaking of
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“reverential experience”, "dream space”, a phenomenological approach to

looking and aesthetic experience. These are the various names for a partic-

ular quality of experience which is the nature of museum-visiting at its best,
- at least for the eight visitors who described their own best museum experi-
enc‘e(svto me - and, I suspect, for many others as well.

Bersson (1982, p.38) quotes Flannery's statement that "aesthetic con-
sciousnelss" "brixrgs us into contact with ourfa.liveness' and makes our lives
not only worth enduring but exquisite"; perhaps this is what Louise means
by the "real feeling of well-being” which she experienced while visiting the
Renoir exhibition, suggesting that a heightened awareness of "our alive-
ness" is central to meaningful experiences with art.

Have we, as art educatbrs, emphasized ideas and information about
art at the expense of meaningful experiences with art?

If museums are truly the abode of the muses, then their primaryl\
function is to inspire, to houge representations of “the highest intellectual
and artistic aspirations”, to provide an environment and an atmosphere

suitable for musing and experiences of reverie, reverence, and the aesthetic.

!
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Appendix 1
C t Forin to Participate in R }
.
| SOOI agree to participate in a tape recorded-

interview (or interviews) for an z:n't education research project with Rose
Montgomery-Whicher. I realize that this interview (or interviéws) will be

. useti only for educational purposes. I realize that my participation in this
" research project is voluntary and I am free to withdraw my participation at

any time, without any negative conéequences.

SIGNATURE.................. ST R
WITNESS SIGNATURE..........u... rerereesenstesnasserassesssossenes
DATE oo oeeeeeeeeeseteeeeseessnsssesses eereesrones cevseesrerenaseneeees '
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Appendix 2
B I ﬁ la[ 'lI \ D . I.
\ | Narcaties of 8 M Exoeri
PLEASE WRITE A DESCRIPTIVE ACCOUNT OF A PERSONAL
EXPERIENCE OF A VISIT TO AN ART- MUSEUM WHICH WAS
ESPECIALLY MEANINGFUL FOR YOU.

Before starting to wﬁté, it might be helpful to reflect on your
- experiences in art museums throughout ‘your life. ' 3 Z/-

Then, focus on one particular experience which stands out in your
memory as an experience that was gigniﬁcant, valuable, or meaningful for
you; in short, your "best’ experience in an art museum. This might be an
experience of one art museum visit as a whole, an experience of one room
or exhibition, or, an experience of one work of art.

As you write, describe this experience as you lived it, giving details
that wxll let the reader understand what this experience was really like for
you. Try to write in a manner that reveals your "stream of consciouspess" -

- your inner thoughts, feelings, impressions, imaginative associations,
sensations; as well as descriptive details of the museum environment, the'
presence of other visitors, security guards, and, of course, your own
perceptions of the works of art. Please ‘describe also, the circumstances
surrounding this visit - which art museum was it? when? what prompted

| you to visit that museﬁm on thatv day? - were you alone, or with friends,
family or other students? As much as possible, use simple descriptive
languagé, as though you are writing a letter to a close .friend who has not
studied art or art history, and try to &void causal explanations,

interpretations, or generalizations of your experience.




