








determined interpretations, but constructed
meanings, and they “made sense of things
in their awn way” (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000,
143). By variously choosing free-form
verse and narrative fiction, the two visitors
engaged in “interpretive play” and *herme-
neutic improvisation and experimentation”
that “animates” the works with the visitors’
“energy and passion” (Burnham & Kai Lee,
2007, 12); and they selected their own pre-
ferred learning styles (Hooper-Greenhill,
2000, 143). The two writings exemplify Eis-
ner's (2007) desired “productive diversity”
and “productive idiosyncrasy” in the mu-
seum (425). | believe Luci and Debbie also
exemplify each of Adams’s (2007, p. 13)
learning outcomes for learning in art his-
tory survey and appreciation courses. The
two views of the visitors offer significant
contrasts to the Museum’s articulated view
of Yosemite Valley, which meet few it any
constructivist objectives set forth here.
Moreover, neither Luci nor Debbie need-
ed the Museum’s text to direct their meaning
making. They were able to offer understand-
ings of the painting through their own direct
perceptions, lived experiences, and imagi-
nations. in her free verse, Luci “explored the
hills beyond Yosemite” the “commanding
view of Cathedral Rocks,” and the “pan-
oramic view" (LACMA, 2007) but through
the imagined living spirit of a mountain it-
self. Debbie did not need the Museum to tell
her that the tiders suggested a narrative:
She constructed a narrative for us. The Mu-
seum’s narrative that the painting utilizes “a
repoussoir,” that it might be “too artificial” or
“a standard picturesque composition,” and
that it diverges from “the Disseldorf school!
and “pervasive grays of such German land-
scapes” (LACMA, 2007} might have discour-
aged Luci and Debbie froem constructing the
meanings they have provided us.

Social Presuppositions

Constructivist approaches to meaning mak-
ing with groups of museum visitors in the
presence of works of art allow for the real-
ization of the social goal of hosting mean-
ingful conversations towards changs. Inter-

national social activist Margaret Wheatley
(2002) explains:

Human conversation is the most ancient
and easiest way to cultivate the conditions
for change—12

personal change, community and organi-
zationat change, planetary change. If we
can sit together and talk about what's im-
portant to us, we begin 1o come aiive. We
share what we see, what we feal, and we
listen 1o what others see and feel. (p. 3)

The approaches to museum education
in this article embrace what educator Sally
Gradle (2007) refers to as “participatory
epistemology” that includes “awareness of
other warld views, other ways of thinking
that are creatively and qualitatively differ-
ent from one’s ewn” (p. 1503).

My positions are in sympathy with Mike
Ross’s (2007} that “as a teuchstone reaim
of human experience the domain of art
holds unique potential as an entry point to
a powerful pathway of discovery that can
lead indtviduals to an inspiting sense of
our collective humanity” {p. 758). This so-
clal thinking is also in line with the guiding
hypothesis of empirical research conduct-
ed by museums educators Scott Paris and
Melissa Mercer (2002) "that visitors search
for features of their personal lives, both
actual and imagined selves, during their
explorations of cbjects and museums, and
their searches may lead to confirming, dis-
confirming, or elaborating understanding
of their own identities” (p. 402).

More Examples of Viewer-Constructed
Meanings in Museums

The following strategy asks viewers to put
into words what they see in a work of art.
A viewer names one thing—" see bars"™—
and the next viewer names another thing—
‘| see stripes"—until everyone has spoken
(or passed). | challenge the touring group
to make as many rounds of individual ob-
servations as we can. These are some ex-
amples of what one group of adults saw
in Sean Scully's Dark Light. “bars, stripes,
strips, rectangles, contrast, layers, weight,
white, blue, black, gray, crange, squares,
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Figure 2. Sean Scully, Dark Light, oil on canvas,
96 hy 84 inches, 1998.

lines, positive space, negative space, edg-
es, light, background, foreground, paint,
brushstrekes ...”

Next we take turns saying in single sim-
ple sentences one thing we think of when
we see what we notice: "When | see the
rectangle of stripes at the top of the paint-
ing, | think of a flag” We thought of “a flag,
a guilt, a patch, a rug, a mat, a piano, a
beach blanket, cake layers, a playing field,
a game board, textile, wallpaper, a prison,
a jail, a window, doors, blinders, fence, bar-
riers, blockages, blockades, redemption,
savior, religion, betrayal, family...” Some
viewers thought of oppositional pairs, in-
cluding "church and carnival, heaven and
hell, tomorrow and today, day and night,
war and peace, outside and inside.”

For closure on this painting, | asked the
viewers to write a short paragraph of what
the painting meant to them. Both of these
writings are unedited first drafts written in
about 10 minutes. Both writers voluntarily
read their thoughts to the group. One per-
son wrote:

There is a big gulf, & large, swallow-
ing void between two solid strips upon
which stand rectangles. | interpret the
rectangles as my husband and me, and
we are separated drastically by our spiri-
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tual beliefs. We are in a static “stand-off”
position, and will not/cannot be united in
this one area. We “agrae to disagree—
Anonymous, 2004

Another wrote:

| begin thinking of the role of myself as
an American ...l reference countries be-
cause of the use of geometric "flag-like”
shapes. ...more specifically as the Arab
and Christian world, refigious and non-
religious world, good vs. evil (NOT tying
good or evil to one side or the cther.)...
The upper rectangle represents a chance
to bring about peace and cooperation in
the world. The lower image is a result of
the “close-minded” choice | could make as
an American that could bring about death,
destruction, and loss of life. | believe that
the American culture emphasizes things
being good vs. bad, right vs. wrong, left
vs, right. ...opposites don't matter and
aren't relevant when it comes to the de-
struction of the world.—Jacob, 2004

Lest these comments about strife be-
tween a husband and wife, and psace and
cooperation in the world, seem too far re-
moved from this nonobjective painting, con-
sider that, unbeknown to these two viewers,
Scully has said that masculinity and femi-

Figure 3. William Wegman, Dusted, color Pola-
roid photograph, 1282 in Funney/Strange, Wex-
ner Centers for the Arts, Columbus, Chio, 2007.



ninity are smbedded in att-of his works, con-
frontations with "good and evi” are alsc em-
bedded in his work, and that his paintings
are “connected to an intensity of empathy
and identification with hurmnan life” (cited in
Barrett, 2003, pp. 100-102).

A group of about 25 college freshmen
and sophomores and | foured William Weg-
man’s traveling exhibition, Funney/Strange,
a retraspective exhibition of drawings, paint-
ings, and photographs. During our hour
together, we took a quick averview of the
exhibition, and then discussed five images.
At the end of the sessicon, | invited the stu-
dents to pick one of the five works that was
most meaningful to them and to write about
it. Some of the students selected Dusted,
and wrote:

It makes me think of longing, persever-
ance, and waiting patiently. Maybe long-
ing for something out of reach or waiting
patiently for something you really want”
{Meaghan Campbell, 2007)

When | see this, | fee! rather sad. This dog
looks distressed and saddened like the
waorld is collapsing or raining down on him.
Yet he stifl has a glow to him like a light
from heaven. {Jodi Osborne, 2007)

| believe you should follow your dreams
and o ane should tell you you can’t do
something. A weight is always on your
shoulders. The substance is heavy and
weighing you down. You can't leave the
spot or you will be out of your comifort
zone. (Anonymous, 2007)

Dusted makes me angry. ...lt actually
inspires an emotion. | worry about the
dog's weil-being and how the owners are
treating it. | feel a need to help it and pro-
tect it. {David Leighty, 2007)

Dusted leaves me with questions. It re-
lates to sooco many things in my life. You
will be pulled ways you know aren't right,
and will you be able to steg away and
look at your decisions? What is weighing
you down and why are you botheraed by
it? (Jenn Whicker,2G07)

Examples of Building Communities of
Understanding in Touring Graups

In 1991, when Robert Mapplethoipe’s The
Perfect Momentwas the rage in Cincinnati,
Sharon Rab, a high scheol English teacher
invited me to her school to help prepare stu-
dents to see the exhibition at the Contem-
porary Art Center. The students attended
the prep session and the visit to the exhibi-
tion voluntarily as part of an after-schocl
art club. They were 18 years cld and did
not need parenfal consent to attend. At
their school, | showed them some very ex-
plicit repreductions of what they might see
in the show. We briefly discussed these in
a 45 minute session, primarily describing
what we saw. We then drove into the city.
A museum educatcr gave us a tout, with a
proselytizing menologue about the positive
vaiue of Mapplethorpe’s work. Afterwards
we had fast food together and then drove
back to the schoof and dispersed. The stu-
dents wrote their responses to the experi-
ences in journals and allowed Ms. Rab and
me to quote them for an article {Barrett &
Rab, 1990).

| had the hardest time with the X, Y, Z Port-
folic. | agree that it is an important part of
the exhibit, but these were the piciures |
found mest offending. On the same note,
however, ! didn't feel threatened. The sub-
jects weren't violent and Mapplethorpe
isn't trying 1o lure anyone into his lifestyle
through his work. He's only presenting his
lifestyle, a documentary of the times. Why
should | close my eyes to reality? And
what right do | have to impose my morals
on anyone else? ! guess that's the root of
the controversy. {Brian, 1991)

At 18, | feel as though I've formed a salid
set of values about sex. I've either read
about or seen any form of sex on T.V. and
in magazines, sO any curiosity or fear
concerning sex has been cleared away
through my knowledge. I've had close re-
lationships with girls for the past couple
of years and I'd like o think that my most
recent relationship is based on common
respect and compassion for each other
before being based on sex. I'm sure homo-
sexuality, sadomasochism, incest, rape,
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biracial relationships, and any other kind of
widely unaccepled sexual behavior exists
ali across America as well as in Cincin-
nati. To deny its existence is an injustice....
Perhaps this was “The Perfect Moment” to
bring this subject matter, the convergence
of both sexes, the convergence of painful
and pleasurabie sexual experiences, and
the convergence of races into mainstrearn
America. (J. D., 1991)

Brian's and J. Ds responses are typi-
cal of the 12. The students expressed ap-
preciation for being able to preview some
of the photographs in advance of going to
the center; they expressed support they
felt from one another in a confrontational
exhibition and tour; some objected to the
preachy tone of the museum educator; all
found some photographs difficult; all ex-
pressed gratitude that they saw the exhibi-
tion; and all acknowledged the support of
their peers.

The experience helped foster community
in different ways. Ms. Rab told me that she
and her art club members became closer
because of the event and because of their
writings and sharing of their writings. The
students all expressed a better and more
sympathetic understanding of the practices
of some gay men because of the exhibition:
This was a very positive accomplishment
considering the hatred that was being ex-
pressed by some on the airways and in the
streets in front of the center in Cincinnati at
the time of the exhibition,

The foliowing quotations are examples
of building community by undergraduate
art education majors. We did this exercise
with The Art Book (1997), an inexpensive
paperback with 500 color reproductions of
paintings from medieval to modern times.
The book served us as an ersatz museum.
| asked the students, ail of whom had a
copy of the book, to pick one work of art
that was personally meaningful to them
and to tell us why. {| have successfully rep-
licated this exercise in museums but have
net collected writing samples.)

One student wrote about Roberto Se-
bastian Echaurren Matta’s Untitied (oil on
canvas, 51 by 78 inches, 1950):
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Matta's work reminds ma of me. It re-
minds me of the way that my mind works.
The image is jumbied and erratic like my
mind. My thoughts race by often jutting
into other thoughts and ideas. | am con-
stantly trying to find a balance betwsen
positive and negative thoughts. There are
thousands of images, ideas, and thoughts
racing through my ming at any moment
but | am still able to find composure and a
destination. Like the image, | have found
rmy way. (Racheal, 2006)

Kathryn found personal meaning in a
nencbjective caliage, Alberto Burri, Sacco,
{burlap, linen, oil, and gold paint on board,
13 by 15 inches, 1954). She wrote:

Alberio Burri's Sacce really spesks to
me at this ime in my life. This has been
a rougher quarter than usual for me due
to the death of my grandmother, as well
as some cther things going on in my life.
And it has felt at imes as though things
are falling apart or | have lost contral in my
life, and all around me are these ripped
and shredded pieces, lefiover from trag-
edy and sadness. But in the end, all | can
do, as any human being does, is stitch to-
gether the remnanis, and make something
naw from all the fragmented parts of iife. In
the end, something beautiful can come of
it, which is what Burr has done with these
torn pieces of cloth. (Kathryn, 2006)

Kristin wrote about Thomas Cole’s
Secene from Last of the Mohicans (oil on
canvas, 25 by 35 inches, 1827):

Cole's painfing captures the breathiaking
beauty of creation. The artist's use of light
and shadows creates a chearful yet calmn
and relaxed meed. The smallness of the
paopte and the bigness of the landscape
reminds me of how small my problems are
compared to the rest of the world, and that
! need fo take time to rest and scak in the
beauty that | believe God has blessed us
with rather than getting so caught up in
the here-and-now rush of life. The paint-
ing reminds me of peace, rest, worship,
heauty, power, and surrender.—Kristin
Inkrott, 2008

Through these writings, we learned
about one another, as well as about works
of art. In the final evaluations of the course



many students expressed a new close-
ness among their classmates. | think this
single assignment helped us build a caring
community of learners.

Suggested Procedures to Facilitate
Group Discussions

The following suggestions are learned

through a lot of experience. | find them very

helpful in facilitating open dialogues with
visitors, young and old, within museums.

» Concentrate on being an excellent fa-

cilitator rather than an expert on art.
Situate the group so that everyone
can see the work and can hear one
another.
If you ask a question do not answer
it yourself. Give time for the group
to consider the question. Wait for an
answer. If no one answers, cali on
SOMEone.
Allow only one perscn to speak at a
time. Ask the group if they have heard
the speaker; if not, ask the speaker to
reiterate mare loudly. Depending on
the speaker, sometimes you will need
to parrot the speaker.

* Be thankful for comments and rein-
force speakers’ comments {even if
you don't like what they say): Encour-
age responsiveness.

+ Discourage side-conversations: They
distract the group. Kindly ask the
speakers who are only talking to one
another to share their insights with
the whole group.

« Stay out of the conversation except to
further it: If the discussion is sericusly
stalled, add a bit of information but
only if needed.

* [f someone asks you a “good” ques-
tion about the artwork under discus-
sion, redirect the question to the whole
group; if the guestion isn't pertinent,
ask the questioner to give her or his
best answer, and then move on,

Redirect speakers who raise rhetorical

questions to reiterate them as state-

ments. Instead of pursuing questions
such as “What if the artist...”, “Well,

-

supposs that...” ask the speaker to
reformulate the question as a state-
ment about what she or he sees,
thinks, or feels.

+ If someone says something “wrong,”
let it go uniess he or she persists with
it, then politely slide away from it and
redirect the discussion.

« Allow time for the group to come to

some tentative conclusions before

moving to another artwork.

Before the tour ends, allow some time

for tentative closure by leiting individu-

als articulate what was most meaning-
ful to them during the tour, and why.

*

Conclusions

This kind of interactive touring is not for ev-
eryone, every time, everywhere. it might not
fit some tour guide’s personalities, teach-
ing styles, or cognitive strengths. This con-
structivist approach to responding to works
of art might also frustrate some museum
visitors who crave a single voice of author-
ity and the “right answer” about a work of
art (and life).

This approach to museum education,
however, has potential to aid museum visi-
tors in what art educator Rita lrwin {2007)
calls “plumbing the depths of being fully
alive” The visitor interpretations quoted in
this article show evidence of pecple “illed
with feeling completely alive, being at one
with the universe while experiencing joy,
compassion, mindfulness, and a sense
of awe for the mystery that abounds” (.
1401).

When individuals interpret a work of
an, they gain understanding of the work,
of the world through the work, and perhaps
a new appreciation for art, life, and their
own power of thought and feeling. When
individuals share theiy interpretations with
a touring group, they are “giving the gift of
seilf” 1o others (Shields in Irwin, 2007, p.
1402). By means of these “gifts,” we in the
group have the opportunity to understand
in a unique way the artwork, the interpret-
er, and life through the interpreter’s world
view. Interpreting individuals can become
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a temparary community that helps allevi-
ate the isolation many of us experience in
modern living, Museum education of this
kind may present museum visitors with the
realization that community, including the
world community, depends on a diversity
of views for healihful living.

Endnotes

Wisitors” writings are reprinted with the
visitors’ permissions. Some chose to use first
and last names, others chose first names
only, and some chose to be anonymous.
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