Verbal Imaging: 
Describing visual art to people who are blind or partially sighted
Rebecca McGinnis, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, www.metmuseum.org 
What is it?

· Verbal Imaging is the process of organizing and editing the information we take in visually and the verbal presentation of that information.

· The goal is to create a clear and comprehensive image for a person who is visually impaired.

· This will involve discussion about the work of art and what the visually impaired person can and cannot see.

How do you prepare for it?

· Do your art historical research

· Learn as much as possible about the work of art 

· Look very closely at the work of art!

· Make sure you can identify everything (for example, animals, clothing, flags, coats of arms)
· Think of examples to explain and describe colors and shapes

· Practice describing the work of art

· Verbal Imaging tours take longer, so be prepared to cover fewer works

· It can be helpful to have more than one educator available for a tour, depending on numbers in the group. 
How do you do it?

Setting the scene

· Describe the gallery space and how the object is displayed
· Describe the size of the work of art (for paintings, briefly describe the frame (You may wish to trace in the air with the hand of the person to whom you are describing the general shape and size of the object. First make sure that the person feels comfortable with you guiding his or her hand.) 
· Give a general overview – artist, title, date, production technique
· Define subject matter (landscape, portrait, religious work, still life etc.)
· Contextualize the scene. Describe:
· the mood of the painting (for example, “It is a cloudy and windy day and we are outdoors” or “We are in an elegant, but mysterious room with low light”.)
· the vantage point (for example, “We are looking down into the landscape,” or “we are looking up at the man”.)
· the time of day (for example, “It looks like the afternoon because the light source is low and it creates long shadows”.)

The description

· Consider your organizational strategy: 
· For some types of paintings, especially landscapes, still lifes and history paintings, it can be helpful to divide the painting into foreground, middle ground and background

· For portraits or works with prominent figures, begin by describing the figures. Where is the figure standing? How close to the viewer? How large is the figure in proportion to the rest of the work?  What is the pose of the sitter? If possible, help the person understand the pose by either getting yourself in the pose or, if the visitor prefers, help them mimic the pose. Talk about the clothing; describe the cut of each garment, the materials, colors, and textures. Describe facial features and expression, hands and gestures.  After a thorough description of the sitter, divide the rest of the painting into foreground, middle ground, and background. 
· Discussing foreground, middle ground and background  
· Describe systematically, for example, from left to right

· Pretend you are walking the space, describing every object you encounter to someone on your cell phone

· Discuss the foreground first 

· How far away are the closest objects to the viewer? 
· Then describe the elements and action in the foreground, generally and then adding detail

· Then discuss the middle ground and background in the same way
· Describe and discuss the relationship between details and the composition or object as a whole

· Details

· Be specific (for example, identify types of plants)

· Use analogy and metaphor to help explain shapes, size, objects, spatial relationships, etc. more succinctly 
· Describe colors carefully (for example, don’t just say something is red. What type of red? How is the red created? When you get close to that red, can you explain what mixture of hues the artist has used to create that specific red? Can you come up with an example or analogy that will help explain that particular red, for example, ¨It is dark red, like dried human blood”.)  
· Describe brushwork 

· Go slowly, allowing the person time to absorb your descriptions and explanations. Through discussion, make sure they understand your descriptions.

· Encourage questions and discussion, and let these guide you as you progress through the description. Through discussion, check to see if there are gaps in your description and if the person is building up a coherent mental image of the work of art.
Historical and other contextual information
· Subject matter – talk about what is known about the sitter, characters, scene; the landscape; the iconography, historical period, social and political context, etc.

· You may choose to wait to share this information until it organically arises in the conversation, but cover it at some point.
Tips of the trade

· Take questions and encourage discussion - this will help you find out what a person sees, and then help to complete the image
· When giving directions
· You may wish to refer to the clockface or landmarks in the work to help people build a clear spatial understanding of the composition
· Move around object coherently – try not to skip around

· Be aware of the mirror image (i.e., the sitter’s left hand will be on the viewer’s right)
· Take your time, speak clearly
· Sometimes it may be beneficial to help the person trace shapes in the air, to trace shapes in their hand, or to show them particular areas of a painting by tracing these areas with their arm or hand. But ask first if this is okay with them.   
· Specificity of words

· Use clear, precise language

· Use analogies with everyday objects or occurrences
· Use other senses

· How does it feel? Weight? Temperature?

· How does it smell?

· What would it taste like?

· What sounds does it make or can you make with it?
Some things to keep in mind
· Balance evocative descriptions with objectivity

· Give information to enable listener to come to own conclusions

· Consider using tactile diagrams or models
· You will visit fewer objects than a typical tour, and visitors may get tired standing in front of one object for 10+ minutes. If possible, bring a stool or chair along, or find a bench.
· You will see things you have never noticed before!

Other Resources

Art Beyond Sight (formerly Art Education for the Blind) www.artbeyondsight.org
Specifically: http://www.artbeyondsight.org/mei/verbal-description-training/ 

PAGE  
4

