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Walking with Janet Cardiff, Sitting with Massimo 
Guerrera, and Eating Apples with R. Murray Schafer

Meaningful museum experiences with participatory art for 
visitors with and without visual impairments

Elizabeth Sweeney

Abstract As Anthony Robbins once said “If you do what you have 
always done, you will get what you have always got”. Now more then ever 
museums and galleries are seeking to attract new audiences and find in-
novative and meaningful ways to engage visitors. While these institutions 
aim to respond to their responsibility to provide access to their col-
lections, new modes of interpretation are needed to ensure they reach a 
wider audience. This audience must include the ever-growing population 
of visitors with disabilities, who for too long have been denied their 
human right to cultural heritage. When it comes to visitors who are blind 
or partially sighted, many art galleries are left scrambling to find ways to 
provide quality programming and access their all too often “untouchable” 
art collections. Unfortunately, sometimes this means that visitors with 
visual impairments are segregated for specialized programming, isolating 
them from their sighted friends and family members. This article will 
provide examples of how The National Gallery of Canada has adapted 
public programs and developed new ways for diverse audiences of various 
ages and abilities to come together in inclusive settings. Furthermore it 
will explore how interactive and participatory art can be instrumental in 
providing meaningful museum experiences and opportunities for multi-
sensory engagement, which in turn offer an entry point for new visitors. 
Visitors do not require a PhD in art history to “get it”, they need simply 
to show up and participate. What is notable here is that these expe-
riences are not watered down or simplified—in fact the contrary. The 
outcomes of these programs and exhibitions suggest that visitors are 
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looking for challenges and opportunities to engage with art, in ways they 
have never tried before, even if it’s hard. 

 “Art is more then what we see.”
Penney Leclair, Deaf-blind visitor 1

PLEASE DO NOT TOUCH THE ARTWORK. 
It’s the museum security guard mantra, virtually the world over. Anyone 

who has been to or worked in a museum will be familiar with this rule. Such 
notices exist, because visitors have a tendency to want to do just that, touch. 
This desire is certainly understandable considering that recent studies in 
cognitive psychology have concluded that we actually learn more, when we 
are able to touch that which we are looking at and hearing about.2 When 
multiple senses are engaged we learn more then when only one sense is stim-
ulated.3 For visitors with visual impairments, having an opportunity to learn 
using senses other then sight, is not just desirable, it’s essential. 

When museums offer new methods of engagement through a multi-
sensory approach, they in turn provide more opportunities for a wider au-
dience to participate, which promotes greater access to collections. This can 
be achieved by developing multi-modal learning opportunities that not only 
allow visitors to touch, but also create the opportunity for meaningful expe-
riences which allow visitors to engage both with an artwork and with each 
other. By doing this we, in short, provide new ways for our visitors to ‘get it’. 
In an attempt to respond to how museums can diversify their audiences, this 
article will explore examples of museum programs and exhibitions at the Na-

Penny, a deaf-blind visitor 
discusses her perspective on art 
in Stimulating the Senses. Photo 
© NGC
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tional Gallery of Canada that promote multi-modal learning opportunities, 
for both visitors with and without visual impairments.

ART FOR ALL

The National Gallery of Canada has been delivering adapted programs for 
visitors with disabilities in some capacity for over 20 years. The Gallery was 
fortunate to have received support from The J.W. McConnell Family Foun-
dation to develop education and public programs for visitors with dis-
abilities. This included hiring an accessibility educator (myself) for a 3-year 
term to research, develop and implement new programs while adapting and 
expanding existing ones, as well as creating local and national and part-
nerships. Unlike many major museums in the US and the UK, (i.e. Metro-
politan Museum of Art, the Museum of Modern Art (NY), Victoria and 
Albert, etc…) where designated accessibility coordinators are standard 
fixtures, it is speculated that this was the first time in Canada one employee 
had been assigned the singular responsibility of researching and ensuring 
access for Deaf and disabled visitors through public programming. 

These programs, affectionately called Art for All, were the result of initial 
research and mentorship from international leaders such as the museums 
mentioned above, the Tate Modern in London, as well as the powerhouse Art 
Education for the Blind in New York. Most importantly, Art for All is sus-
tained and dependant on an advisory committee, which comprises of self-
advocates with disabilities, special education teachers, mental health 
professionals, art educators and support workers. The committee meets pe-
riodically as a group and members are called upon individually for specific 
consultation and to provide gallery staff training. This committee offers an 
essential connection with the community and from it many partnerships 
and collaborations resulted. One example of this is an ongoing partnership 
with Family Services à la famille Ottawa, whose staff became actively involved 
in the advisory committee. This committee member offered extensive 
training to gallery staff on strategies for working with adults living with 
mental illness and collaborated in the development of workshops for his 
clients. In turn, when Family Services à la famille Ottawa wanted to offer 
their staff professional development, they turned to the Gallery who provided 
training in Visual Thinking Strategies, a questioning technique that has 
become popular with not only art educators but many medical and mental 
health professionals. Furthermore, this strong partnership resulted in the 



238 ELIZABTH SWEENEY

collaborative development of Expressions: Creativity in Mental Health, a one-day 
free conference held at the National Gallery for mental health professionals 
and clients in May 2008. 

This community consultation has fueled and informed the wide variety 
of adapted and inclusive programs offered by the National Gallery. In re-
sponse to the Gallery’s national mandate the accessibility educator has 
offered on-site training to several other museums in Canada on how they too 
may develop their own accessibility strategy. Based on this national need to 
create dialogue and training, and building on the success of Expressions, the 
National Gallery organized the first Canadian conference on museum acces-
sibility titled Connections, Collections and Communities: Making Museums and Gal-
leries in Canada inclusive and accessible in October 2009. Although the 
accessibility educator’s 3-year term ended in November 2009, the National 
Gallery continues to regularly offer Art for All programs, including the in-
clusive program Stimulating the Senses, developed to make art accessible for 
all visitors. 

STIMULATING THE SENSES

It’s 6:30 pm on a Thursday evening at the Gallery. A small group of 10 adults, 
from ages 24 to 75, are sitting silently in a small circle of chairs in the Gal-
lery’s Rideau Street Convent Chapel. Sighted participants are seated wearing 
blindfolds or with their eyes shut, while blind or partially sighted partic-
ipants sit with their white canes or guide dogs resting on the floor near their 
feet. They are participating in the inclusive monthly program, Stimulating 
the Senses. 

In teams of two, they cup personal CD players in their laps while lis-
tening intently through headsets. Aside from the occasional quick breaths, 
gasps or short laughs, they sit here in silence for over 12 minutes. Gradually, 
it becomes obvious through their body language that the track they were lis-
tening to has come to an end. Headsets and blindfolds are slowly removed. A 
Gallery guide asks them about their experience. 

“The sound, it was amazing. I‘ve never heard anything like it. You could 
hear the airplane soar right over head,” shares Angelo.4 Angelo is blind and a 
regular Stimulating the Senses participant. In fact he has been a regular 
program participant since he first started coming to the Gallery four years 
ago with the Canadian Council of the Blind. 

Angelo and the other participants have just finished experiencing Janet 
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Cardiff ’s Louisiana Walk (1996). Cardiff made a series of audio ‘walks’ which 
are audio based artworks recorded in binaural audio to create an excep-
tionally real sound experience for the listener. She explains: 

The format of the audio walks are similar to that of an audio guide. 
You are given a CD player or ipod and told to stand or sit in a par-
ticular spot and press play. On the CD you hear my voice giving di-
rections, like “turn left here” or “go through this gateway”, layered 
on a background of sounds: the sound of my footsteps, traffic, birds, 
and miscellaneous sound effects that have been pre-recorded on the 
same site as they are being heard. This is the important part of the 
recording. The virtual recorded soundscape has to mimic the real 
physical one in order to create a new world as a seamless combi-
nation of the two. My voice gives directions but also relates thoughts 
and narrative elements, which instils in the listener a desire to 
continue and finish the walk.
 All of my walks are recorded in binaural audio with multi-layers 
of sound effects, music, and voices (sometimes as many as 18 tracks) 
added to the main walking track to create a 3D sphere of sound. 
Binaural audio is a technique that uses miniature microphones 
placed in the ears of a person. The result is an incredibly lifelike 3D 
reproduction of sound. Played back on a headset, it is almost as if 
the recorded events were taking place live.5 

Cardiff works in collaboration with George Bures Miller and each expe-
rience often feels personal. As Cardiff explains, the walks are designed so that 
audience members have the opportunity to experience them on location 
where it was recorded. However for many, such an opportunity is rare and 
their experience of the walk will be off-site, providing a different under-
standing of the work. In Stimulating the Senses the context of the artwork is 
provided and included in the dialogue of the experience. 

Following Angelo’s lead, participants start to share their experience with 
the artwork. Some relate the work to personal memories, while others talk 
about what they visualized in their minds. The discussion is quickly full 
swing, with people patiently waiting to speak, while others choose to simply 
listen. The Gallery guide occasionally adds small tidbits of information 
about the artist, about audio-based art and about a previous audio work by 
Cardiff – The Forty Part Motet (2001)—that had been installed in this very space 
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located in the Canadian galleries. Predominantly however, the program 
consists of participants – an extremely diverse mix of ages, life experiences 
and abilities – experiencing and sharing their opinions on art with each 
other. This is precisely what makes this program accessible: it requires no 
previous knowledge of art, art history or the artist. It simply requires that 
you show up and participate. 

Stimulating the Senses was developed as an inclusive museum program, 
designed to bring together visitors with and without visual impairments. It 
was first piloted in April 2007 and since, hundreds of visitors have attended. 
The program is offered monthly in both French and English and registration 
is limited to groups of 12. Spaces are reserved to help ensure an equal mix of 
both visitors who are blind or partially sighted and visitors without visual 
impairments. Since starting in 2007 there has been a consistent mix of both 
repeat and new visitors to the program. The trend seems to be that visitors 
who are blind or partially sighted come routinely, while there is more turnover 
from visitors without visual impairments. The program could easily be ex-
panded if the demand exceeded capacity, however at present it meets au-
dience needs. The program typically starts off by introducing participants to 
each other, the guide and the program theme, followed by a 45-minute multi-
sensory activity in the Gallery and ends with a 25-minute social discussion 
over tea and coffee. 

The concept is simple - to allow visitors the opportunity to share the ex-
perience of exploring art using senses other then sight. Multi-sensory inter-
active participation and reflective dialogue allows opportunities for 
participants without previous knowledge of art to participate equally with 
those who may. Furthermore, participants with visual impairments are able 
to provide insight and a unique perspective on art, which sighted visitors, 
may not have been exposed to otherwise; while sighted visitors are able to 
share perception between what they have experienced and what they see. 

As Angelo explains: 

I am not at all bothered by the presence of blind-folded sighted at-
tendees. In fact, I glean insights by hearing their explanations of how 
their in-the-dark conceptions differ from what they see when they 
remove their blind-folds.6

Likewise a blindfolded sighted visitor shares their experience listening to 
Cardiff ’s Louisiana Walk (1996): 
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That is the first time I thought I knew what it is like to be blind. All 
the movements coming at me without warnings. I don’t think I 
could handle it without freaking out.7

Since its first pilot the program has explored art from all styles and trad-
itions. Participants have touched Marcel Duchamp’s Readymades, smelled 
the aromas of a gas station while exploring George Segal’s installation Gas 
Station (1963) and listened to storytellers weave tales using imagery from 
paintings in the collection. One of the first nights included a unique partici-
patory visit by the founder of acoustic ecology and The World Soundscape 
Project, R. Murray Schafer. Schafer, who travelled from his home in northern 
Ontario, brought a bag of fresh Ontario apples for participants to bite into, 
reminding them to take note of the taste, the smell and the sound of this 
extraordinary and multi-sensory experience. 

More and more gallery visitors are not only looking for new ways to 
engage with the museum and art, but with each other. The more opportu-
nities they are given to have interactive experiences and to tap into multiple 
senses the more likely they are to learn and remember their experience. As 
Richard Sandell points out “The data suggests that heightened levels of au-
dience activity mean that audiences are indeed likely to ‘notice’, attend to 
and engage with the museum.”8

CAUGHT IN THE ACT: PARTICIPATORY ART AND ITS POTENTIAL 
FOR INCLUSIVE MUSEUMS EXPERIENCES

So if visitors have more meaningful experiences and learn more when they 
are actively engaged through multiple senses, the next question one might 
ask is, how? The PLEASE DO NOT TOUCH THE ARTWORK warning is in 
place to preserve and protect collections from damage, so that they may be 
available for future generations. One of the challenges for museum edu-
cators then, is making seemingly non-interactive artworks such as paintings, 
interactive. For example touching a painting is not only relatively uninfor-
mative, but also usually impossible due to the damage that would cause. Fa-
cilitating experiences that are interactive or multi-modal may include touch 
but it is important to remember that it is but one sense and approach. Instead 
of touching a painting, museum educators may describe the artwork using 
verbal description to help participants create mental images as well as employ 
didactic elements such as storytelling, music, or offering touchable non-art 
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objects to help convey the meaning of the work. These teaching methods are 
in a way a type of translation or interpretation, which are helpful in creating 
greater access to a wider variety of artworks. However, as with any language, 
the more levels of translation and interpretation that occur, the farther away 
we stem from the actual meaning trying to be conveyed. Thus the more inter-
action that can occur with the original artwork, the closer we get to the actual 
meaning and the greater the understanding. If the original artwork is created 
with the intention of interaction as with participatory art, the opportunity 
for learning is potentially at its highest. 

In 2008, the National Gallery of Canada mounted the exhibition Caught 
in the Act: The Viewer as Performer, which at the time was the largest con-
temporary art exhibition the Gallery had hosted in over 10 years. The exhi-
bition explored the history of participatory art in Canada and the role of the 
viewer as an active component of these artworks. In her introduction to 
Caught in the Act: Viewer as Performer (exhibition catalog), curator Josée Drouin-
Brisebois writes, 

Developing out of histories of performance, installation, environ-
mental, minimal and body art, the works in the exhibition fore-
ground the interaction between art object and viewing subject and 
consider the conventional relationship between the work, the artist 
and the spectator.9 

This exhibition happened to run during the weeklong Masters Series 
Workshop for adults who are blind or partially sighted, held at the National 
Gallery during White Cane Week in February 2009. White Cane Week as a 
national awareness campaign organized by the Canadian Council of the 
Blind to promote public awareness about the lives and experiences of blind 
or partially sighted Canadians.10 Masters Series Workshops are a series of 
specially designed half-day studio workshops, allowing participants to 
immerse themselves in a topic or theme, while becoming acquainted with 
the Gallery, its staff and the collection. They are developed in collaboration 
with various community groups and designed to meet the specific needs and 
interests of the group. The workshops are hands-on, seeking to develop both 
art-making skills and art literacy, often with groups who might not of re-
ceived appropriate or adapted art education from mainstream studio 
programs. The series is also offered for free and the Gallery makes every 
attempt to accommodate transportation and interpretation requests. 
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Caught in the Act provided several opportunities for participants to 
have multi-sensory interactions with artwork, and thus, gain a better under-
standing of the exhibition. “The show is rooted in the anthropological 
premise that we learn more from experience with works of art then from 
their interpretation”11 explains Drouin-Brisebois. Although participants ex-
plored the work of several artists in the exhibition, including Kent 
Monkman’s Boudoir de Berdashe (2007) and BGL’s The Discourse of Elements 
(2006), the art work that the workshop series focused most heavily upon, 
was Massimo Guerrera’s A Hypen Between The Visible and The Invisible (Darboral) 
(2000-2008). This installation took over an entire room in the exhibition, 
from the multi-textured coverings on the floor to the web of white and 
copper wires strung across the room from the ceiling. Darboral was not only 
filled with various sculptural objects made by the artist, but also the living 
artefacts left from experiences that had taken place in the space over the 8 
years of its transformative existence. This included hair left by visitors, crates 
and packing foam, notes with the written names of people who had come to 
the space, scraps of eaten vegetables and fruits, and plants that had grown 
from the seeds.12 Soft, inviting places to sit, surrounded the space and when 
visitors entered Darboral they were invited to remove their shoes and ex-
perience. Guerrera explains: “In the end, Darboral platform exists only in the 
present moment of the experience, it is a continuum in constant trans-
formation [that] pursues its organic process in the minds of those who ex-
perience it”13

Participants in the Master Series Workshop entered Guerrera’s Darboral 
several times and having been given ‘carte blanche’ of what they could touch, 
were allotted an opportunity to have a more thorough understanding of the 
space. This interaction with various sensory elements in the installation were 
later used as inspiration for their own personal creations including sculptural 
based works using plaster and found objects. 

Darboral is not only the space itself, but everything that happens in the 
space.14 Because of the importance the artist places on the experience of 
personal interaction15, Massimo Guerrera visited the gallery space on several 
occasions throughout the exhibition to interact with visitors. The last of 
these visits coincided with the White Cane Week Master Series Workshops, 
allowing participants and the artist to exchange an intimate and personal 
dialogue. Afterwards, both the artist and the participants expressed having a 
memorable and meaningful experience that held personal significance to 
them. 
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I didn’t like the installation the first time I went in. I felt frustrated 
with all the getting up and down and the objects everywhere that 
Erie [guide dog] could get into. There was so much going on and I 
didn’t know what I was touching; it was confusing. But when I met 
with Massimo, and we sat and talked about just a couple objects, it 
made a big difference. It was a really moving experience. Now it is 
one of my favourite artworks. I already have ideas of things I want to 
make at home!—Christine, Master Series Workshop Participant/
Artist 16

This is an example of where participatory art has provided a participant 
with a meaningful and memorable experience which transformed her 
opinion about a particular artwork, and later also inspired her in her own ar-
tistic practice. These are outcomes that gallery educators often aspire to in 
the development of educational programs for the general public. It is im-
portant to also note that visitors who are blind or partially sighted, at least 
those in Canada, have witnessed a long history of limited (if not non-ex-
istent) access to travelling or special exhibitions, due to the inability to 

Theresa, a blind visitor, touches 
a sculpture in the exhibition 
Caught in the Act at National 
Gallery of Canada. Massimo 
Guerrera, A Hypen Between the 
Visible and the Invisible (Darboral), 
2000–2008. Mixed media 
installation, installation 
dimensions variable
National Gallery of Canada, 
Ottawa © Massimo Guerrera, 
courtesy Clint Roenisch. Photo 
© NGC
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acquire permission for touching access from lending institutions, and/or the 
unwillingness of museums and galleries to seek out permission from conser-
vators. Caught in the Act and the support of both the education and cura-
torial departments provided new and meaningful opportunities for visitors 
who were not granted access to art in the past. 

THE VISITOR EXPERIENCE: GETTING OUT OF GETTING IT RIGHT

It is also important to note Christine’s frustration with being confused and 
uncomfortable while first encountering participatory art. Certainly she is 
not alone in this response. How often have we as museum educators heard a 
visitor’s confused cry of “I don’t get it”, while trying to decipher the invi-
tation to interact with contemporary art? One could speculate that the need 
for the “right answer” is heightened by the need to conceive of an appro-
priate physical response, which is far more extroverted, then when simply 
walking by, hiding any potential confusion internally. However it is the very 
action of getting out of our routine and entering into a space of confusion 
that creates meaningful experiences, and thus art. As Ann-Marie Ninacs ex-
plains, in reference to Guerrera’s Darboral “Our propensity to hang on to our 
habits, to avoid risk, and to seek success at all costs is an unconscious attempt 
to escape death, which has at the very unfortunate effect of separating us 
from life. Therefore, by participating in a work, that takes us along an 
unknown path, we fundamentally contribute to creation.”17 

Even within the participatory program Stimulating the Senses, which 
aims to create a welcoming space for participants to experiment with new 
modes of experience, several sighted participants have voiced a similar feeling 
of discomfort by all of a sudden switching off their dominant sense of sight, 
and having to rely on their less developed senses. As one participant reflected 
after her first time participating in Stimulating the Senses, “being suddenly 
sightless is highly disconcerting. I know, it’s obvious. But I don’t think you 
get it until it’s gone. I didn’t, at any rate.”18

She then goes on to say:

As the guide was describing the art, I kept adding more to the picture 
in my head. White wooden window frame here, cans stacked there, 
oh, glass in the window frames, this stark white figure here, that 
colour black the background. As she talked, I felt a growing frus-
tration—growing towards anxiety—that what was in my head wasn’t 
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right. I desperately wanted to take the blindfold off. I noticed that I 
did and let it go. Just my body’s reaction to having its normal touch 
points removed so quickly. Anything that helps me give up on 
needing to Get It Right is something I should do more often.19 

As this visitor points out, just because an experience might be chal-
lenging or uncomfortable, is not an excuse to avoid it. Typically sighted par-
ticipants in Stimulating the Senses often report a similar experience– that 
the experience was new, challenging and at times difficult and even scary. 
What is most important here, is that almost all of the time, it was observed 
that the same participants reported being thankful for the opportunity. This 
leads to the suggestion that visitors are looking for precisely those kinds of 
challenges and opportunities to engage with art, in ways they have never 
tried before, even if it’s hard. Does art not in some capacity aim to challenge 
us, challenge what we think we know or feel? This in turn, often requires us 
to also reflect. This reflection is perhaps not easy, but a necessary element of 
personal development. Guerrera seems fully aware of the situation he places 
the visitor as Ninacs observes, “This journey is not easy. Letting go of what we 
know and committing oneself to exposing who we truly are is always an un-
settling exercise; even when there is no audience but oneself.”20

CONCLUSION

If we wish to diversify our audiences in a meaningful way and truly open up 
our doors to people who do not typically feel welcome, museums must fuel 
what Josée Drouin-Brisebois refers to as the “latent potential of the gallery as 
a site for social engagement”.21 We do this by developing programs in constant 
consultation with the very people we wish to reach and develop exhibitions 
that provide new opportunities for engagement. To diversify our audiences 
we must diversify our organizations, our staff and our exhibitions. We must 
expand how we see citizenship and whom we view as cultural contributors. 
To tap into these diverse perspectives we must start employing and con-
sulting Deaf and disabled scholars, historians and artists and start examining 
the authentic representation of Deaf and disability culture in the collections 
of museums and galleries. Deaf and disabled visitors are more likely to want 
to visit a museum and participate in programming, if they are provided 
meaningful ways to access collections and most importantly see their art, 
their history, their language and authentic reflections of themselves, repre-
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sented in exhibitions. Museums need to be rooted in a desire to bring visitors 
together through their shared human experiences, as well as facilitate oppor-
tunities for the expression of their diverse perspectives. 

To touch, to interact, to share, are all personal experiences. Like in Stimu-
lating the Senses, where the program is based on visitors’ memories and 
personal multi-sensory experiences, participatory art also relies on the visitor 
to get out of their conventional gallery visiting routine and allow an oppor-
tunity to open up to the unknown. It is precisely this participation and this 
opportunity for personal perspective and experience, which allows for new 
entry points of access and thus potential for new audiences. Each person has 
a different experience and response to a new situation. To have this response 
does not require a certain skill set or art historical expertise. It does not even 
require that you can see the art. What is required is providing an opportunity 
for both social and multi-sensory engagement on the part of the museum 
and a willingness to participate on the part of the visitor. 
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