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Battling Museum Threshold Fear
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Abstract

The museum threshold invites visitors into its institution while orienting them to

the museum and its subsequent narratives. The museum threshold can also be
perceived as intimidating; an unknown territory for many attending visitors. At The
Delaware Contemporary, our lobby area is considered an interstitial space that can be
leveraged to become an introductory experience; increasing our visitor engagement
through interpretative support. We use the museum threshold, or lobby space, as

an introduction to overarching interpretative elements, which are further examined
within the exhibitions themselves. Each exhibition season is defined by a theme that
then directs the conceptual development of the six gallery spaces. This theme acts as
the central core that provides the foundation for interpretation, and supports visitors
as they engage with the featured work. By clearly illuminating the interpretative themes
upon immediate entry to the museum, visitor engagement has the potential to increase.

Our development process is directed by interpretative connectors, which help to
organize and define major themes and elements that then inform the overall
designed experience. Each transformation must strike a balance between providing
information in a succinct manner, while authentically exhibiting contemporary art
and incorporating multimodalities to convey information effectively. This initiative
has become an iterative process, in which each threshold experience is conceptually
developed according to the concepts and goals of the interpretative theme.

Each iteration of the threshold experience has been evaluated while conducting
anonymous observations of participants, resulting in both qualitative and quantitative
data. These observations have been analyzed within three main variables; Attention
Power, Holding Power, and Behavioral Indicators. This article presents the evaluation
findings on one of the completed threshold experiences, “Presentation”, that occurred in
Fall 2021, while further examining the possibilities and challenges of the overall project.
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Introduction

John Dewey's early explorations in art appreciation suggests that, “theories
which isolate art and its appreciation by placing them in a realm of their

own, are not inherent” and that these ideas around art appreciation

are embedded in the function of art museums and “operate effectively
because they work so unconsciously.” In museums, art has been removed
from everyday life, and placed above and beyond many viewers. Although
written in 1934, Dewey's identification of why art-viewing is considered
unapproachable remains true to this day. Art institutions uphold the idea

that art appreciation is accessible and available to any individual, but remain
unwilling to remove the interpretative barriers that allow many to participate.

Much of an art exhibition’s interpretation is cultivated and created within the
education departments, and while this is usually developed in conjunction with the
exhibition, it can become an afterthought to the overall experience. Additionally,
this process reinforces the “hierarchy of expertise” in which an exhibition, or
space, is conceptualized and designed to favor the ideas of the curator. More

so, this process creates a deep divide that results in the visitor usually accessing
information outside of the initial experience in the form of special events or
programming. When interpretation is not accessible within the four walls of

the museum itself, it deflates the purpose of its inherent power as a space.

Utilizing the ideas behind multisensory methodology, the art museum can

only benefit from recontextualizing their interpretation to become a more
integrated experience. Aesthetic appreciation can merge with multisensory

design, further illustrating the significance of the actual art forms themselves.

The traditional approach to art-viewing does not have to conflict with layered
modalities, but can be furtherilluminated by them. The intersection between
imperative information and multisensory design can create effective interpretation,
break down barriers of accessibility, and support meaningful engagement.

The Tool: Interpretative Connectors

As part of the exhibition development process, we have created a brainstorming
and organizational tool. Inspired by the traditionally held art-viewing experience,
interpretative connectors are broad categories that are generally used in art
theory and academic discussion. They are largely universal and relevant to any
art form, exhibition type, or scale of institution. When considering the content of
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an exhibition, these categories can act as guidelines to unpack the information,
further establishing thoughtful support for visitor engagement and interpretation.

Categories
«  Content: What was the artist’s intent? What is it showcasing?
*  Process: What methods were employed to construct the work?
«  Materiality: Are there unique features about the materials used?
e History: Is there any significant history associated with the work?
« Social: Does the work demonstrate social significance?
»  Cultural: /s the work addressing any cultural constructs?
«  Form: Are there unique formal qualities?

«  Perception: Does it alter perceptions about contemporary life?

The implementation and execution of what an interpretative connector can be is
entirely relative to the art at hand. The connectors are broken down into broad,
yet overlapping categories, and are meant to be paired together in endless
combinations. Each connector captures a specific aspect of art theoretical practice
that constructs the foundation of an art-viewing experience. In teasing out these
categories, the versatility of the exhibition content can be accurately expressed.

The interpretative connectors act as a tool kit that allows administrative staff,
curators, and designers the ability to unpack information and make it more
accessible, layered, and engaging. Art theory is already professional practice for
curators and educators; many ideas are utilized in educational programs and events.
The intentional delineation and construction of this toolkit provides a framework
for designers to create layered, multisensory design approaches that more fluidly
showcase the information and content that was so thoughtfully developed.

The connectors work to reveal understanding in a more effortless
manner; removing barriers between the curatorial intent and the visitor
interpretation. These interpretative bridges provide points of entry for
audiences to more effectively participate in a dialogue with the art, and
ultimately, the museum. By harnessing the art-viewing experience, the
connectors not only reach audiences that are already engaged, but build
bridges for those who find the experience intimidating or inaccessible.

Project: Overview

The Delaware Contemporary is a non-collecting art museum located in
Wilmington, Delaware. We host three exhibition seasons on an annual basis,
featuring contemporary artists within a 250-mile radius. These exhibition
seasons are organized in an overarching interpretative framework. Each
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gallery space showcases artwork that further contextualizes aspects

of the theme chosen for that season, creating a dynamic conversation
throughout the spaces. Through the lens of contemporary artistic practice,
the interpretative theme works to showcase the nuances of human life and
provide a publicly engaged space that encourages discussion through art.

In order to effectively communicate the interpretative theme of each season, the
museum lobby is activated to clearly introduce the interpretive approach. This
interstitial space functions primarily as a lobby and point of entry, but additionally
serves as an experience. The designed experience incorporates contemporary
artwork, didactic introductory text, and an interactive. All three of which work
together to create a more embodied experience for the visitor; introducing

them to our content, while encouraging early curiosity and engagement.

For the purposes of this paper, we are examining our Fall 2021 museum
threshold experience when the interpretative theme was “Presentation”. Much
of the work featured in the galleries were abstract in nature; questioning
visual optics in contemporary art and more specifically how we perceive color,
form, and composition through largely unconventional artistic mediums.

Development

Based on the various facets of “Presentation”, the curated works that were selected
utilized unique materials. This formed the foundation of the design development
for the museum threshold. In consideration of the artwork, each exhibition’s
envisioned goals, and the invited lobby artist, the emphasis on material and practice
became apparent. These factors helped determine our interpretative connectors.

Our team selected Materiality, Process, and Form as the interpretative
connectors that would frame our ultimate design choices. Instead of more
readily used art mediums such as oils or acrylics, the featured artists were
experimenting with materials in their work; a critical aspect to highlight to
visitors. Experimentation and innovation was a key feature of the presented
work, furthering the unique processes that these artists were performing.
And ultimately, both of these factors challenged new ideas about form
within the artwork. All three of these interpretative connectors allowed us
to centralize the priorities of the interpretative approach to the project.

Similar to the development of an exhibition, each threshold experience is cultivated
with visitor goals and objectives in mind, however each experience is rooted in

one central question, Does the design intervention increase visitor engagement? This
question is the premise of the project. The evaluation methodology and practice
(discussed later) seeks to understand the effectiveness of the interpretative
connectors as they manifest in the physical space through the design.
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Design

The designed museum threshold needs to perform three tasks (1) provide
introductory information in a clear, brief, and impactful way, (2) respectfully exhibit
the invited lobby artist and their work, and (3) provide a multisensory engagement
for visitors as an interpretative support. The project attempts to seamlessly
incorporate these elements with one another to create an embodied experience.

The design, with the interpretative connectors as the framework, was inspired
by the materials of the artwork themselves. As previously stated, these materials
are generally unconventional in artistic practice. Many of which were also
affordable and easy for us to obtain. As was the case with our invited lobby
artist, Jae Ko, who constructed a large-scale installation made entirely of coiled
paper. Some other notable examples used in the artwork include newspaper,
cellophane, plastic bags, and yoga mats. Initial ideas established that these
materials were to be accessible to our visitors as tactile samples, or tactile
takeaways, a sample that could be brought into the galleries as a multisensory
tool. The design required that these materials be inviting and readily accessible.

The ultimate design solution was inspired by commercial sample walls where
materials are available in ample quantities. The tactile takeaways needed

to be reasonably sized for frequent and easy use, while keeping in mind

the maintenance of the multisensory wall itself. With a small staff at the
museum, the upkeep of materials for four months had to be a consideration.
Each material was consistently measured, cut, and placed on the wall

as supplies were used throughout its four-month duration. Many of the
materials were easily sourced from our classroom spaces, as well as museum
staff, which made replenishing the multisensory wall cost effective.

The ideal use of the materials would inspire and invite visitors to select materials
to bring into the galleries, however we questioned what visitors would do
with the materials at the end of their visit. Our solution was to construct

an ongoing community-based installation that could house the offered
materials in an engaging way. Located towards the exit of the exhibition
space, we built a framed structure on a platform using chicken wire. This
cage-like structure provided spaces for the sample takeaways after visitor
use. Additionally, wall prompts such as “Tear”, “Drape”, and “Braid” inspired
and directed activity with the installation. It ultimately provided visitors with
the opportunity to add to a community artwork, thereby extending the life of
the materials, while empowering visitors to engage in a low impact creative
endeavor; a unique opportunity for all ages in a contemporary art space.
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Test

Our evaluation techniques were based on anonymous observations of visitors
as they entered the museum threshold. The central objective was to capture
interactions between the participants and the designed elements. However,
previous research and interviews with experts indicated that measuring
interpretation and engagement is nearly impossible without lengthy and
involved methods. In order to measure engagement, we would need to both
quantify and qualify visitor interactions. Therefore, several variables needed
to be collected to not only measure visitor behavior, but contextualize it.

Methodology

In order to collect purely quantitative data, observations would measure
Attention Power and Holding Power; frequently used methods to test individual
exhibition elements within an experience. In order to provide context of these
baseline observations we additionally noted physical cues that we translated
into Behavioral Indicators. All three of these variables were collected for

the multisensory wall and the community installation separately to better
understand the designed elements alone, as well as their effectiveness as an
experience. Further definitions of our methodology variables are below.

« Attention Power indicates whether or not a participant
interacted with the designed experiences.

« Holding Power is the amount of time that the participant
interacts with the designed experiences.

«  Behavioral Indicators track physical interactions or cues via a point
system. One point was allotted when a participant/group (1) read, (2)
photographed, (3) discussed/had dialog, (4) physically interacted, (5)
touched materials (6) took materials. Each individual/group accumulated
points in order to be assigned to ranges, or levels, of engagement.
These ranges were defined as (1) Low Engagement: 0 - 1 points, (2)
Medium Engagement: 2 - 3 points, and (3) High Engagement: 4+ points.

Furthermore, previous research determined that observed participants should
be delineated between individuals and groups due the inherently increased
engagement within groups. Based on the nature of numerous individuals
participating as a group, there is an automatic increase in conversation, a
higher chance of documentation or photography, and therefore physical
engagement within the space. Although individuals and groups may be
engaging similarly mentally, observations of groups would need to be

done separately because they would generally display more behavioral
indicators and subsequently rank in increased engagement levels.
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As visitors entered the museum, front desk staff conducted observations.
With a small staff, and limited open hours, evaluation of the experience
resulted in a total of 60 participants, with 13 individuals and 47 in groups.

Attention Power

The initial observations with the multisensory wall indicated that only 23%
of 13 individuals interacted, while 77% did not. Alternatively, 59% of the
47 participants in groups did interact while 40% did not. Not surprisingly,
0% of individuals then interacted with the community installation, while
only 32% of individuals in groups did interact with the installation.

Holding Power

Of the individuals who interacted with the multisensory wall, the average time
spent was 20 seconds, while participants in groups interacted for an average of 45
seconds. There was no collected data for individuals interacting with the community
installation, however participants in groups interacted for an average of 41 seconds.
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Behavioral Indicators

Of the 13 individuals who participated in the overall designed experience,
90% of them were in the low range of engagement, while 10% of
individuals scored in the high range of engagement. Alternatively, of

the 47 group participants, 51% scored in the low range, 28% scored

in medium engagement, and 20% scored in high engagement.

Data Analysis

Based on the completed findings, it was apparent that groups not only
interacted with the designed experiences more frequently than individuals,
but also for longer periods of time. The average time of groups spent
engaging with both of the designed elements indicated prolonged interest
and interaction. This information is further supplemented by the Behavioral
Indicators, which showcased engagement in all ranges of the measured
scale. Additionally, the Behavioral Indicators most frequently observed were
reading, dialog, and physical interaction. These physical cues acknowledge
several forms of interaction; suggesting a more embodied experience.

Limitations/Considerations

Like many small nonprofits, The Delaware Contemporary has a limited staffing
capacity. During open hours, there is one front desk staff member, who performs
many tasks simultaneously during their shift. Although enthusiastic and

willing to conduct evaluation for this project, these individuals are consigned

to multitask at their job, which limits opportunity for thorough observations.
Additional time and space for individuals to perform evaluation might have
provided more information on how the engagement was being used.

Initial observations revealed immediate limitations to the designed
experience. First and foremost, it became apparent that the multisensory
wall and the physical engagement were not close enough in proximity. The
objective of the tactile takeaway as a tool was not immediately clear to
participants. Even with didactics that directed visitors to select a material

to take with them into the galleries, many participants did not utilize the
samples until after seeing the community installation; visually connecting
the two experiences together. This not only indicated that the two elements
needed to be better incorporated physically, but also potentially with
increased didactic materials to make their connection more clear.

Although the data revealed that the participants were not using the experience
as intended, other observations and anecdotes received by staff throughout
the season indicated additional findings. Once the connection between the
tactile takeaways and the installation opportunity became evident, participants
were visually observed walking back to the multisensory wall to grab materials
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to add to the installation, eager to engage. The tactile takeaways, as a
product of the interpretative connectors, were effective as an interpretative
approach and gave visitors agency in their art-viewing experience.

In addition to anecdotes and observations collected by staff and participants,
materials on the multisensory wall were visibly reduced, and usually had to
be refilled several times a month. This physical evidence was also indicated
by photographs of the ongoing installation, which were taken over the
four-month duration, and revealed an accumulation of materials as time
went on. These physical observations of the experience indicate overall use
and engagement by participants, even when not formally observed.

Conclusions

Previous projects, and resulting evaluation, that utilized the same methodology
(Attention Power, Holding Power, and Behavioral Indicators) was conducted

in @ comparative analysis structure. A comparative analysis produced a
foundational basis for engagement to be measured against, resulting in

clearer definitions within that specific experience. Although this incurs its

own constraints logistically, a comparative analysis has proven to allow for a
fundamentally clearer understanding of the effectiveness of the experience.

This iteration of the threshold experience, the “Presentation” threshold,

did effectively address our central question, providing critical information
pertaining to our goals. It additionally provided concrete components to
continue testing in the threshold space to increase its effectiveness. Since

the “Presentation” threshold, we have continued prototyping the fundamental
aspects of the project to better understand our central questions.

In consideration of the previously stated findings, our Spring 2022 season,
“Narrative”, featured a lobby artist, Carole Loeffler, who works in interactive
installations; essentially prioritizing both the contemporary artwork and

the engagement synonymously within the experience. This allowed us

to further test the proximity of the experiences while maintaining the
interpretative approach. This iteration additionally featured increased
didactics that directed participants in their interaction, and featured a digital
engagement that allowed us to measure engagement in a different way.

While the project has presented new evolutions to test, we have found overall
that the use of the museum threshold as an interpretative space has been
successful. This iteration of the overall project provided the initial knowledge
base that the museum threshold became an inviting space. Physical interactions
by participants confirmed that visitors felt comfortable enough to engage

with the space. The tactile takeaways, as a tool, took a circuitous route to

get to the end result, but it did reach that conclusion. Visitors had the artistic
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agency to contribute to an artwork as part of their experience at The Delaware
Contemporary; an indication of dismantling intimidation in the space itself.

Contributions

Each season delivers a new opportunity to develop a threshold experience.
Although each project has manifested as a different design, the space itself has
upheld its priority within our overall visitor experience. The museum threshold
has the potential to not only act as a welcome invitation into the museum, but
support the visitor in their journey throughout the gallery spaces. Interpretation
includes the access point in which the visitor finds relevance. By creating an
invitation rather than an instruction, the threshold becomes a pivotal opportunity.

The disconnect between art and life that John Dewey so aptly identified is still
inherent to art institutions, and ingrained in their visitors. Art museums have the
unigue opportunity to reimagine the threshold’s function as more than just an
interstitial space leading into an exhibition. There are limitations when working
with collections, artists, and conservation needs within the exhibition; care and
respect for the objects and artworks are required. However, this philosophy has also
limited the interpretative structures that enable visitors to access understanding,
relevance, and engagement. By leveraging the threshold space, the art museum
has the opportunity to connect with visitors quickly and effectively, allowing for

a more accessible experience and empowering the visitor to be more engaged.

Storytelling and interpretation in the art museum presents several challenges.
Artwork, whether two or three-dimensional, is the entirety of the exhibition
and is considered enough. The actual layout of an exhibition is the result of a
negotiation between the curator, the artist’s intent, or the collection’s registrar.
This manifests as an aesthetic experience that upholds the traditional approach
to viewing art in a museum setting. It also leaves much of the interpretation

up to the visitor. With little to no narrative structure, and a heavy reliance

on reading, the art viewing experience can feel intimidating for many.

By acknowledging standard practice within art museums, as well as the art-
viewing experience, the interpretative connectors have become an essential
framework for the design approach. They have been continuously easy to
implement, while remaining versatile enough to pinpoint the distinctive elements
of the experience. Most importantly, they utilize the curatorial narrative as

a basis; creating clear connections from information to interpretation.

The interpretative connectors update the development process by leaning into
the curatorial knowledge and expertise, while acknowledging its limitations,
and in doing so, providing an informed interpretative approach. Exhibition
design advocates for visitor experience above all else, and although curators
are carefully considering their audiences, they are largely unfamiliar with
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Visitor participation with the community installation

the technigues and tools that enable designers to facilitate effective visitor
experience. The interpretative connectors construct those bridges between the
curator, the designer, and the audience through design. By offering an individual
the opportunity to access artwork through a trained eye, the artwork has the
potential to become more memorable and engaging. The interpretative connectors
empower not only the audience as a participant, but the curator as a creator.

Interpretation and engagement remain mysterious measurements for
museums. Participation does not necessarily indicate memory-making, however
cognitive science shows that embodied experiences do help construct
memories. In order to facilitate effective embodied experiences, they have

to be concise and clear. The implementation of tools that assist museum

staff in the development process allows those essential pieces of information
to rise to the top, thereby creating clear interpretative structures.

As the curator of a contemporary art museum, my formal training as an
exhibition designer has informed my curiosity of creatively reconceptualizing

the visitor experience in an art museum. The objectives of the project seek to
empower the art museum through design. Although ample evidence backs
multisensory design approaches as effective interpretative tools within the
museum space, this project further validates those statements. The standardized
practices of art museums do not naturally lend themselves to exhibition design
disciplines, this project contributes to the ongoing conversation of how it can.
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