
The traditional way of organising art exhibitions was to present the
museum’s collections of objects along with the employees’ knowledge about
them. However, interest has shifted from a focus on the museum itself to an
interest in the self-learning, experience and discoveries of the visitors. It is
now often desired that visitors themselves recognise the multiplicity of their
needs and interests.1

Museums’ initial interest in digital media was primarily about making
websites, homepages and making archives more accessible on the web. To a
lesser extent it was about how digital media can be used to communicate
with visitors and to enhance exhibitions in a more creative way.2 Now there is
an effort to combine the two aspects: visitor-oriented exhibitions and digital
media which can facilitate the visit.3

Our interest in digital media as a creative tool for communication with
visitors stretches back to the beginning of the 1990s when the application of
digital technology for this purpose started. 4 Since 1999, experimental
research concerning the application of digital media in museums and
galleries has been carried out by the studio Visions for Museums, at the
Interactive Institute in Stockholm.5 Visions for Museums’ empirical studies
consist of a number of experimental IT-artifacts developed within the

1

For a large print version please contact the engage office:
info@engage.org

This PDF is an extract from engage publication:

• engage review 
Promoting greater understanding and enjoyment of the visual arts

•   Research
• Issue 18 – Winter 2006
• 72 pages
• ISSN 1365-9383 

The original publication is available from engage as below, subject to stocks.

This text is copyright, and is made available for personal/educational use
only, and may not be used commercially or published in any way, in print or
electronically, without the express permission of the copyright holders
engage. engage reiterates its gratitude to the authors and editors concerned,
many of whom work without fee. For more details of engage see end.

Designing Narrative and Interpretative Tools
Halina Gottlieb Researcher and studio director at Visions for Museums/the
Interactive Institute, Stockholm
Helen Simonsson Museum educator and artist, project manager at Visions for
Museums/the Interactive Institute, Stockholm

Word count: 3176 Pages: 7



Interactive Institute. The prototypes are low-tech, based on sensors 6 and are
designed to support visitors and be easily integrated within the existing
gallery environment.7

We would like to present three of these prototypes, our research methods,
and some of the results from the visitor studies and evaluations we made.

Meeting Old Masters – ‘The Storytelling Animals’
This prototype was a digital audioguide aimed at children (about 7 to 11
years old) visiting a traditional art museum in family groups. 

The audioguide was given the form of a cuddly toy that children could carry
in their arms. It was designed to be a tactile experience. The cuddly toys
were designed as several different animals each with different properties.
Depending on which animal the child chose, the journey through the
museum would have its own unique character. A work of art triggered
different stories and different interactions depending on the
character/person approaching it. As each child received his/her own tour and
own story, children meeting in the museum in front of the same work of art
would hopefully be stimulated to compare and discuss the different stories
their guides were telling them. An aim was to abandon linear storytelling so
the child could visit the pieces of art in any order. The animal talked directly
to the child, mixing facts and fiction and encouraged different activities and
presented sound dramatisations, music and more. The animal would start
telling a story as soon as the child came close to a certain art work. This was
done by the use of a Bluetooth short range radio link communication system,
a technology that was hidden for the child.

Two prototype animals, a bat and an owl, were tried out on three oil
paintings during an evaluation at the National Museum of Fine Arts in
Stockholm, a museum which houses the Swedish national collections of old
master paintings, sculpture, applied art, drawings, prints and modern design.
In the bat audioguide the child could hear only the sound of the storytelling
voice, but in the owl audioguide there were sound dramatisations and music
as well. 

At first a pilot evaluation was made with six boys taking part. The boys were
between 7 and 11 years old. They were video recorded while they were using
audio- guides and afterwards they were interviewed. During this test it
became clear that the children at the age of seven were too young to take
part in the evaluation; they were not focused enough and were difficult to
interview. As a result of this, a school class with children around the age of
10 to11 years was chosen and invited to be evaluators of the prototype
audioguides. Ten children tried out the audioguides as individuals and ten
children tried it in pairs. After trying the audioguides the children were
interviewed in groups – to make them feel more relaxed and to encourage
discussion. Three weeks later a follow-up was made and the children were
interviewed again to see what they remembered. 

Three different user behaviors could be noticed during the evaluation. Some
children were holding the animal with its face towards the painting so the

2



animal could see the painting. Others were carrying the animal like a little
baby resting in their arms. The third group of children was carrying the
animal close to the ear so they could hear what it was saying properly. All
children were standing still and appeared to be listening with concentration
while looking at the painting. It was obvious that the children’s main interest
was on the paintings, and not on the storytelling animal or on the technique
for handling it. Compared to those children who walked alone, the children
who were using the audioguides in pairs seemed to be more relaxed and
laughed a lot at the stories they heard.

Asking the children questions during a guided tour through a museum can
often be used in a pedagogical way by a museum educator or curator. When
the animals were asking the questions, the children found it difficult to
know whether they were supposed to answer them aloud or not. But in
general, when comparing the audioguides with a museum educator/curator
the children were very positive about the audioguides. They pointed out that
they could continue walking to another painting or piece of art whenever
they wanted to. It gave them the opportunity to walk in their own path –
something you can’t do when you’re being guided through a museum
collection by a real person. Some of the children thought they were too old
for carrying cuddly toys but that it would be perfect for their younger sisters
or brothers. But they liked the way the bat looked because he looked ‘cool’.
The owl looked ‘cuter’ and therefore perhaps more childish. When the
children were asked about what they thought about the personalities of the
two animals a lot of the children said they had expected the bat to be tough
and the owl wise, but when they listened to the animals they realised they
weren’t like that at all. 

When interviewed, the children said that they appreciated that the
storytelling voices of the animals sounded young; it was not the voice of a
grown up trying to teach them things. Something that was appreciated by
the children was the sound dramatisations of the owl audioguide. The
children also said the audioguides made them discover details in the
paintings they wouldn’t have noticed themselves. But they also pointed out
that they would have liked to have more facts in the stories, facts about the
artist or about the reason for the artist painting a certain motif. When the
children were interviewed again three weeks later they still remembered a
lot of the stories they had heard at the museum. The children that had
listened to the owl remembered more than the children that had listened to
the bat. One reason for this might be the more inconsistent character of the
bat – he looked cool but when talking he was afraid and anxious. It is also
possible they remembered less because of the lack of sound dramatisations
supporting the stories the bat told. 8

Meeting Modern Art – ‘A Touch of Kandinsky’
This is an installation in the form of an interactive carpet primarily intended
for small children visiting an art museum or gallery with their parents. The
carpet is based upon the painting Group painted in 1934 by Wassily
Kandinsky (exhibited at the Museum of Modern Art in Stockholm) and is also
inspired by the artist’s writings on the concept of synaesthesia described by
him in Concerning the Spiritual in Art. 9
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The carpet is raised on a low platform (to contain wiring and sensor
components) instead of lying directly on the floor. The carpet contains built-
in sensors that create an interactive field. The interactivity is primarily limited
to the figures in the motif and the sound they create. Inside the thick-woven
surface of the carpet are sensors which activate various sounds when the user
touches, walks, presses or rolls over the carpet. Depending on the pressure
and the length of time, the sound twirls and changes subtly. The sounds
were composed by a musician, together with children who were invited to a
workshop to associate the shapes and colours of the carpet with possible
sounds they could make. When someone touches a red colour field on the
carpet, he/she hears music that is supposed to illustrate Kandinsky’s
interpretation of red. Kandinsky writes in Concerning the Spiritual in Art:
‘The light red awakens a feeling of power, joy, determination, of a loud
triumph, etc. The colour reminds one, musically, of a fanfare of tubas in the
lowest part – a strong, stubborn and obstinate sound.’ 

The carpet was displayed in a family-oriented discovery workshop, at a
contemporary art gallery at the European home and design exhibition
‘Bo01’, held in Malmö, Sweden in 2001.

The main aim was to study children’s ability to experience an abstract
painting displayed in a new way. Would it be possible to enrich not only an
adult’s but also a small child’s experience of abstract art by allowing them to
interact with the motif on the carpet? Would the carpet be an important
addition to the arranged activities in the gallery led by curators, offering an
area for self-directed exploration? Would it attract the visitor’s attention?
How would he or she approach it? What would he or she make out of the
experience while exploring? Would the carpet stand on its own, without an
interpretation by museum educators retelling ‘the facts’ and biography
about the artist Kandinsky? Could the non-verbal nature of this interactive
installation stimulate communication between visitors, children and their
parents sharing the experience of their simultaneous exploration? These
were some of the underlying questions when planning observations and
documentation of visitors’ interaction with ‘A Touch of Kandinsky’. 

A preliminary study was done. One weekend was spent observing visitors to
pilot an observation/tracking form. From these observations, a set of 15
questions were formulated for interviews with visitors. But the structured
interviews following the chosen questions didn't work very well and
therefore a think-aloud method was introduced instead, where visitors were
free to relate whatever they were thinking while trying out the carpet. This
method proved successful, with the value of being led by the visitors
themselves in what was an open-ended activity. During four days 40 visitors
were tracked and 14 people were interviewed with the think-aloud method.
Complementary interviews with staff working at the gallery and photo-
documentation supported the study.

The study seemed to confirm our hopes that the carpet could indeed serve as
a self-standing exhibit, supporting some very individual modes of interaction
by visitors and in between visitors. The carpet also proved to be a life-saver
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to the exhausted staff in the art gallery which often had more visitors than
they could handle. 

The study showed that some visitors were positively surprised that the carpet
had sound, while others found this perplexing, and had difficulty marrying
their tactile/sensory experience with the sound effects. Many respondents
likened the carpet to a musical instrument, ‘but you can’t see the strings’.
The fact that the carpet was raised on a low platform gave it a stage-like
appearance. Family members could watch one another, usually a child
perform on the carpet, without necessarily touching the carpet themselves.
But the stage-like appearance may have discouraged or inhibited shyer
visitors from exploring the carpet. It also became clear that some visitors
regarded the carpet as a piece of art that you weren’t allowed to touch. 

The interactivity of the carpet encouraged interaction and communication
between the visitors. Visitors were exchanging smiles, chuckles and nods to each
other while exploring the carpet. Children, especially, often challenged one
another, trying to cover as many active sound areas as possible with their limbs
or by adding their own songs in loud voices or by making funny noises. 10

Meeting Contemporary Art – ‘Access in Mind’
The target group for this installation was young people between the ages of
13 and 18 years or people inexperienced with contemporary art.

‘Access in Mind’ (AIM), is an audiovisual multi-modal installation, a prototype
designed as an introduction station to contemporary art in art galleries. It
was developed in 2002. The design consists of a ball shaped chair equipped
with speakers and 3D sound. The sound system also produces vibrations in
the chair through a basic unit in the seat. Light is projected through a
number of Plexiglas plates combined with diodes which randomly project
different colours. The chair is covered with foamed polythene plastic, and is
placed on a wooden podium.

While sitting in AIM, the visitor hears three voices with different approaches,
reflecting on contemporary art. The voices represent three fictitious
characters, which are engaged in a kind of ongoing discussion based on their
respective views upon art and life. The first voice is a learned, authoritarian
speaker, an artist or art connoisseur – the expert’s voice. The second voice is
of a fictitious young man reflecting on love, loneliness, insecurity, suicide and
everyday life. The third and last voice belongs to a young woman, perhaps
the subconscious, which encourages the visitor to feel free to grasp the art
without restraint, not to be afraid and to believe in their experience and
judgement.

The three different voices reflect different possible ways of relating to
contemporary art and are emphasising the importance of being open-
minded. There is no right or wrong when interpreting contemporary art and
the observer must allow himself/herself to lose control, to leave prejudices
behind and to really meet the art or the artist in a dialogue. AIM also aims at
providing the inexperienced art gallery visitor with guidelines for how to talk
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about contemporary art. We wanted to find out if it was possible to detect
an influence from AIM in the answers of the respondents. Would the relation
between AIM and the visitor resemble the asymmetry in knowledge that
often occurs between the participants in a conversation? Would the visitor
learn from the more initiated, which in this case would be the narrations in
AIM? As in a socio-cultural perspective, could learning be seen as a process of
‘mastery’ (knowing how) and ‘appropriation’ (to make something one’s
own), where the learner uses the knowledge and skills of the more initiated
to solve problems or tasks? 11 

The installation was tried out at Liljevalch’s Art Gallery in Stockholm 2004. An
evaluation was made in connection to this, using a combination of methods,
video recordings, observations and questionnaires. We decided to investigate
the interaction between the visitors in pairs, a situation which could be
described as a social context where learning can occur as a consequence of
the social interplay between individuals. The study was designed as a case
study, comparing the respondents who had experienced AIM with those who
had not. 

The most easily measured feature in the video recordings was time. The time
spent in the room with the exhibited pieces of art increased among those
young visitors that had been introduced to contemporary art by AIM
compared to those that had been introduced to the exhibition by a museum
educator – and especially compared to those who hadn’t been introduced at
all to contemporary art. Our observation studies proved that respondents
that hadn’t had any introduction at all to contemporary art showed little or
no interest in the exhibition, they just glanced quickly at the pieces of art
and left. When comparing the video recordings with the questionnaires we
also noticed how the average time for staying in the exhibition increased
with the age of the respondents and/or with their previous knowledge of
art. This shows the importance of the visitor’s identity, previous experiences
and knowledge. 

In the questionnaires we analysed among other things, the young
participants’ attitudes towards contemporary art. When asked if they liked
contemporary art or not, about 43% of the young visitors gave altogether
positive answers. About 27% of the respondents were rather positive
towards contemporary art but had one main reservation: ‘It’s not proper art
if it looks too naïve, like someone without any art education could have
done it’. But we found out that this ambivalent group of young visitors
became more positive when, after trying AIM, they started discussing
whether contemporary art could be something more than ’badly made’
paintings or drawings. If graffiti, making homepages, photographs, new
music could be regarded as art as well, then they were inclined to re-
evaluate their views of contemporary art and became more open to it. 

In the questionnaires, there was also a question about the visitors’ view of
the installation AIM, a question about special memories or impressions of
one or several of the art objects in the exhibition and the question about
themes for the visitors’ conversations during the visit. As mentioned, we used
the concepts of mastery and appropriation to reach an understanding of
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how AIM inspired the young visitors to communicate with their friends about
art. The visitors’ responses suggest that AIM had offered them guidelines
about how one could talk about art. We therefore argue that AIM worked as
a cognitive tool for the young visitor. It helped the visitor to notice relevant
aspects of the works of art and gave the visitors ways to communicate about
contemporary art with others. 12 
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