
The Art of Being: Feelings, Memories and Imagination

This exhibition is not about art. It is about people. 

ABOUT MUSEUMS AND EMPATHY (Gokcigdem, 2016)

Ø “Museums, as safe and informal learning platforms, are uniquely equipped to 
encourage visitors to imagine, explore, and experience empathy first hand.” 
(Gokcigdem, 2016, p. xxvi)

Ø Museums can foster empathy by providing opportunities and frameworks for 
visitors to “experience an emotional connection and at the same time have 
the freedom to arrive at their own conclusions.” (Potash, 2016, p. 79)

Ø Guided relational viewing is a technique used to foster empathy (3 steps): 

• Ask visitors to identify one artwork or object that is personally 
meaningful to them

• Visitors create a response art based upon thoughts or feelings evoked 
by their selection

• Visitors are invited to reflect through individual writing

ABOUT PARTICIPATORY DESIGN    (Simon, 2010, p. 130-151)

Ø Objects that are personal è stories

Ø Asking Visitor questions and prompting them to share their reactions to the 
objects è activates art as social objects. 

Ø Kinds of questions to generate authentic, confident, and diverse responses:

1. Q. that help visitors connect their own experience to the objects on 
display (personal questions).  

2. Q. that ask visitors to imagine scenarios involving objects or ideas that 
are foreign to their experience (speculative questions). 

Ø Two characteristics of successful questions: 

1. Are open to a diversity of responses (no right answer)

2. Draw on visitor experience; visitors feel capable of answering.
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Problem & Impact
Empathy is a declining skill. 

Lower empathy impacts society 
by increasing the risk of:

Intolerance

Aggression

Political Gridlock

Social Distrust

Discrimination

Bullying

Suicide
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Opportunity

Empathy is a “muscle” 
that can be honed. 
(Gardner, 2019, p. 400).

(“Empathy a Mile in My Shoes,” 2017)

Literature – What We Know
CONCLUSIONS & NEXT STEPS Because the museum was closed,  informal testing was done with family, friends and 

museum staff  to provide data to help with the selection of art. The intent was to try 
to identify art which generated emotion or stories. Later informal testing was done to 
help refine my visitor questions.
Results:
Ø Testing of art did not surface obvious front runners. Highest ranked art varied with 

every measure I evaluated.
Ø Testing of questions did serve to eliminate questions and helped me to appreciate 

the time commitment required from respondents.

Original plan was to install Mar. 31 and then analyze the visitor inputs in April, 
looking for signs of perspective-taking and empathetic concern.  Due to pandemic-
related delays, the exhibition is currently being installed. Museum will send me 
photos of results later for post thesis review.

Preparatory Testing

Stakeholders

Milestones & Timeline

Because MOG’s Grand Hall is a vast space which functions as the museum’s 
main lobby, each exhibit area had to stand on its own and be visited in any 
order. I created the construct of a buffet table of art for visitors to sample using 
their feelings, identities, memories and imagination. In each section, visitors are 
invited to select a piece of art to “taste” and then answer some questions as they 
reflect on their experience. The questions are intended to do the following:
1) Create a personal connection. (What this means to me)
2) Flip the visitor’s perspective. (Imagine what this means to others)
3) Encourage sharing. (Write, vote, tell)
4) Make visitor narratives available to provide additional perspectives.
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Big Idea:  Use studio art glass and participatory techniques to address the empathy deficit.

Exhibition at the Museum of Glass in Tacoma Washington(MOG). Conclusions based upon Preliminary Testing:
• It is possible to create a diversity of emotions and stories from studio 

art glass by asking viewers to consider how a piece makes them feel 
and to describe what stories they associate with the piece.

• Emotions generated by a piece can vary significantly based upon 
surrounding pieces. One piece when shown alone was interpreted as 
expressing anxiety. When placed next to a piece generating higher 
anxiety, the same piece was described as  “calming”.

Benefits:
• Establishes another non-narrative approach for museums to use to 

address the empathy deficit.
• Provides MOG with further insight into how visitors connect with and 

apply meaning to the studio art glass in their visiting artist collection.
• Each additional perspective encountered when reading other visitor’s 

content, provides an additional data point for visitors to draw upon 
when they practice empathy in the future.

Next Steps:
I am looking forward to reviewing the data to see how successful I was 
in activating the art as personal objects and engaging the audience in 
perspective-taking and empathy. I feel this is a concept that can be used 
repeatedly with different forms of artwork or objects and hope to use the 
results of this exhibition to inform my future practice.

Sibylle Peretti (German, born 1964)
Eyes, 2016
Kiln-formed glass, engraved, painted, silvered, and paper appliqué
10 × 19 7/8 × 1/16 in.
Collection of Museum of Glass, gift of the artist (2016)

Often museums engage empathy by telling a particular story about an event or group of people or a person. I wanted to take a 
different approach with my thesis and relate empathy to the mechanics of meaning making: namely how we interpret the 
world through our feelings, identities, memories and imagination. My purpose was not to have someone feel empathy for any 
one thing in particular but to hone visitors’ empathy “muscles” by providing various opportunities to practice perspective-
taking.  My thesis is informed by the literature which states that empathy is a life skill that can be increased through practice
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