A publication of the DARe-Learning project

Issue 1/2012

In this issue:
The premiere of the To Touch Culture guidebook 							

4

The origins of the To Touch Culture guidebook 							

6

See you at the museum 									

12

							

20

								

22

Audio description: a milestone in making culture accessible
to persons with sight disabilities 									

24

We need to look for an optimal solution 								

32

Disability access – museum and art galleries 		

35

Visual communication for blind persons
Socially involved art 		

					

Editorial team: Marta Bylica, Katarzyna Gajkowska, Małgorzata Perdeus, Dagmara Nowak-Adamczyk, Ireneusz Białek
Translation: Mikołaj Sekrecki and Agnieszka Ziajka-Małecka
Typesetting and makeup: Marta Bylica
Cover design: Przemysław Stachyra
Copyright © by Biuro ds. Osób Niepełnosprawnych UJ
Publisher: Jagiellonian University Disability Support Service
ul. Retoryka 1/210, 31-108 Kraków, Poland
tel.: (0048) 12 424 29 50, fax: (0048) 12 424 29 52, bon@uj.edu.pl
www.bon.uj.edu.pl
www.DAReLearning.eu
ISBN: 978-83-62600-12-0 (issue 1), 978-83-62600-13-7 (issues 1-4)
Free copy
The electronic version available at www.DAReLearning.eu
Published under the auspices of the Minister of Culture and National Heritage.

This project has been funded with support from the European Commission under the Lifelong Learning Programme.
This publication reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use
which may be made of the information contained therein.

From the editor

It appears to me that art plays a major role in each person’s life. Art opens us up to various dimensions of
reality and arouses sensitivity. Tradition is our university’s strength and few have a history like ours. Another
strength that we currently have is opening up to the needs of other people and we want them to play a part
too in perceiving this tradition, it is particularly important for the disabled students of our university. We
want them to feel proud of being our students, of the past of this university.
Professor Krzysztof Stopka
Director of the Collegium Maius Jagiellonian University Museum

“E

quality News” (Polish original “Wiadomości o Równości”) is a series of four publications prepared by four eminent
European academic centres: the Jagiellonian University of Kraków, Pierre and Marie Curie University of Paris, Charles
University of Prague and Aristotle University from Thessaloniki. They all collaborate as the DARe-Learning partnership, aiming
to increase the participation of disabled persons in knowledge society through their university education. The publications
are designed to make the academic community more familiar with the notion of equal treatment of persons with disabilities
as well as to ensure their full access to education, taking into account the consequences of disability. Understanding such an
approach and familiar with the articles offered by the DARe-Learning partnership, educators have now the opportunity to
considerably improve their professional qualifications and learn about solutions which will make their daily toolbox better
equipped; what is more, they can develop such solutions themselves.
Some of the authors featured here are active teachers who, far from jettisoning their research disciplines and passions,
have proved to be great creators of antidiscrimination policies at their respective universities. The other authors are
persons with disabilities and administration staff members, personnel from institutions of culture and education as well as
decision-makers of various levels and managers. They all tackle subjects they consider to be of fundamental importance for
inclusive education and the full participation of disabled persons in social life. The themes and articles featuring in this series
explain, in a reader-friendly way, the provisions of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, a document
ratified by all the countries represented in the DARe-Learning partnership (France, Greece, the Czech Republic and Poland).
The Convention was being drafted on the basis of the profound understanding of the principles of empowerment and
independence of persons with disabilities as regards taking decisions concerning their own lives. The texts published here
show that implementing the provisions of the Convention is a good and needed thing, as it stimulates the development of
civil society, social economy, tolerance and democratic values.
The first issue of “Equality News” focuses on access to culture. Inside the reader will find: an extensive coverage of how
a guidebook for blind and partially sighted users entitled To Touch Culture originated as well as some examples of uniquely
designed museums where solutions using modern technologies like bluetooth, mobile applications or QR codes are virtually
the standard in ensuring access to information for persons with disabilities. You will also learn here how to make correct
audio description and how adjustments are made in Kraków buildings which are monuments of architecture.
Enjoy this interesting collection and feel free to share your own experiences concerning the adaptation of works of culture
to the needs of persons with disabilities. We also recommend our educational portal www.darelearning.eu.
Ireneusz Białek
The Jagiellonian University of Kraków
DARe-Learning project coordinator

The premiere of the To Touch Culture
guidebook
by Ireneusz Białek
On 26 April 2012, the fifth edition of Kraków Integration Days saw the public premiere of
a guidebook for blind and partially sighted persons entitled To Touch Culture (Polish original
Dotknij kultury) which showcases the historical exhibits of the Jagiellonian University Collegium
Maius. The publication was inspired by the University of Cambridge, UK. During the event the
Jagiellonian University Museum was open to visitors free of charge.
On that day Collegium Maius hosted the creators of the
guidebook, the authorities of the Jagiellonian University
and its Museum, blind and partially sighted students, staff
from Kraków’s cultural institutions, and journalists. The
meeting was an opportunity to discuss the results of the
one-year-long work on the guidebook as well as to put
questions to its creators and consultants, all this inside
the legendary interiors of Libraria and Stuba Communis.
It was from there that the group visit of the museum
highlights began taking in its most interesting sections.
The guests, disabled and non-disabled, went around
the museum in the following sequence: Libraria, Stuba
Communis, Treasury One, Treasury Two, Żołędziowski’s

Room, Grabowski’s Room, Copernicus Hall, and finally the
Lecture Hall. The information provided by a competent
guide took into consideration the needs of the blind
visitors, and the verbal messages were complemented
with the option of becoming familiar with selected objects
and architectonic features (e.g. a stove, Gdańsk-style
stairs, a rocaille) through touch. The deaf visitors could
use the service of a sign-language interpreter. There were
stands put up at the inner courtyard where blind students
presented the guidebook featuring the treasures of
Collegium Maius written with partially sighted and blind
persons in mind. They were also showing how blind
persons become familiar with tactile graphics and how
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Photo 1. The To Touch Culture guidebook promoted at the Collegium Maius Libraria

by Jerzy Sawicz
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those are perceived when compared with the suggested
description. As an accompanying event some films with
audio description were screened. These were short film
studies (10-20 min.) shown at the last year’s edition of
the Etiuda&Anima festival: Pick-up, Dzień po jutrze, Wiem
kto to zrobił, Landryneczka, Sezon na kaczki, Szkiełko, and
Lunatycy (a film with subtitles). The sound with audio
description was provided not through the earphones
but for all the viewers in the room to hear, so that the
sighted persons could also become familiar with that
type of adjustment, an exercise in disability awareness.
The screening of the films with audio description
was organised with the help from the Siódmy Zmysł
Foundation and the DKF Rotunda film society.

visited by around 150 people and groups from other
Kraków museums, the Polish Association of the Blind, the
Educational Centre for Blind Children located at Tyniecka
St in Kraków, and the Foundation Institute for Regional
Development, among others.
We are very pleased that all our guests were able to become
familiar with the innovative solutions and adjustments
used at Collegium Maius. We hope that they will inspire
them to actions aimed at making cultural institutions more
accessible to disabled visitors and users. In the evening
at the museum inner courtyard, one of Kraków’s most
beautiful, more than 200 people attended a concert St
Norbert’s Cellar – “In the Space of Seven Cultures”, to
which everyone was invited regardless of disability, views
or belonging to any social minority. The wonderful sounds
danced joyfully against the backdrop of the old arcades,
where Copernicus used to stroll, and the glorious acoustics
of the venue coupled with the perfect weather provided
the ideal conditions for enjoying the music.
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A number of the guests present in the museum expressed
their appreciation for the joint efforts by the Jagiellonian
University’s Collegium Maius and Disability Support
Service focusing on making goods of culture available
to disabled persons. On 26 April alone, the museum was
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Ireneusz Białek – Heads the Jagiellonian University Disability Support Service as its Chief Coordinator. A graduate of
the Institute of Political Sciences at the Jagiellonian University. Once a journalist working for the public radio and private channels and an independent reporter. Has coordinated numerous European projects focusing on the full participation of persons with disabilities in social life. A member of the Committee of Experts on Disability based at the
Office of the Polish Ombudsman.

Event photo gallery

by Jerzy Sawicz

Photo 2. Meeting the guests, Collegium Maius Libraria

Photo 3. Touching exhibits: a replica of Queen Jadwiga’s sceptre

Photo 4. Photographers in action, Collegium Maius Libraria

Photo 5. St Norbert’s Cellar in concert in the Collegium Maius courtyard
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The origins of the To Touch Culture
guidebook
The members of the editorial team talk about the initiative

How did you become a member of team
working on the guidebook? Why do you think
you were invited to participate in the project?
Róża

Książek-Czerwińska (RKC): In 2011,
developing DARE 21 training programmes, I was cooperating with the Jagiellonian University Disability
Support Service developing a project which focused
on popularising well-known works of art among
partially sighted and blind persons. The project involves
training delivered by the DSS, where the participants
first have a look at a large reproduction projected on
the screen and its tactile image and then a discussion
follows concerning the painting. The idea of writing the
guidebook appeared during that collaboration.

2011 I took part in a workshop focusing on graphics for
blind persons offered by the Slovene Art Association
Kaverljag held in the small town of Šmarje in Slovenia. So
I decided to send in my CV.

Małgorzata Perdeus (MP): I was one of the
originators of the guidebook, the idea for which came
when together with Róża Książek-Czerwińska and
Joanna Dzięglewska2 I was working on training materials
for academic teachers as part of the DARE 2 project. We
were then preparing descriptions of selected works of
international art in the form of tactile graphics as well as
descriptions of such works of art which included both an
interpretation and descriptions of the visual aspects of
the paintings. We then started to talk about describing
the collections of the museum in a similar manner.
Once the DARE materials were ready, we continued our
meetings. Róża began to bring her own texts focusing
on individual museum rooms while Jadwiga and myself
provided comments drawing attention to some aspects
that could be unclear for someone unable to see the
objects being described.
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Jadwiga Bobeł (JB): I was involved in developing the
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guidebook as a collaborator of the Jagiellonian University
Disability Support Service, and as a blind person I was
assessing the graphic images being prepared from the
point of view of prospective blind users.

Anna Tańcula (AT): At the beginning of this year

I was invited to be involved in the work by the team
developing the Collegium Maius guidebook adjusted to
the needs of blind persons. I think that my assistance was
needed not just because I am blind but primarily because
I had not had much experience with tactile graphics.
I have never been taught how to read such images and
I simply cannot learn about objects by looking at their
illustrations. And I think that it was exactly the benefit,
that is if a given image was clear to me, then it could
be safely assumed that most adults or children would
manage to understand it, too.

Lech

Kolasiński

(LK):

I responded to an
announcement by the Jagiellonian University Disability
Support Service. They were looking for someone to
make graphics for blind users and I had already had
some experience in preparing such pictograms. In July
DARE – an acronym standing for Disability Awareness – a New
Challenge for Employees, the name of the previous project
carried out by the Jagiellonian University Disability Support
Service. More information available on the website of the
current project: www.DAReLearning.eu.

Marta Bylica (MB): For some time then at our DSS

office specific discussions were held concerning the
publication of a guidebook showcasing the historical
objects in Collegium Maius for blind and partially sighted
users, in which I was also involved. As the preparation of
the publication for printing is my professional passion,
I was able to support the project in terms of publishing
and editorial tasks.

What did you find most interesting in the
project?
RKC: While the guidebook was being written I became

convinced again that without sufficient knowledge one
cannot fully participate in the reception of works of
arts. Culture is a network of interwoven symbols and
quotations. In order to avoid being excluded one should
appreciate education. Without sufficient knowledge of
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Joanna Dzięglewska – a specialist in state-of-the-art assistive
technologies; delivers training courses in this area for students
with various disabilities at the office of the Jagiellonian
University Disability Support Service.
2
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by M. Bylica
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Photo 6. The To Touch Culture guidebook

iconography and sufficient context no understanding
of any work of art can be hoped for. The same problem
concerns humanities, whose interdisciplinary nature
requires appropriate preparation. Code mixing and
ubiquitous mental shortcuts create a complicated space
of symbols, the meaning of which is clear only to persons
who have a sufficient knowledge of art, literature or
music. This is something the Italian semiotician Umberto
Eco discussed on numerous occasions. In some of his
works he tackles the problem of the interpenetration
and mutual transformation of visual codes into verbal
ones and the other way around. A work of art may
thus become a uniquely constructed verbal message
opening a way for blind persons towards their reception
of cultural heritage. And so the lack of sight does not,
and should not, preclude the possibility to use the riches
of the civilisation. National heritage is a good belonging
to the public and ought to be available to all, hence
persons with disabilities should be able to visit museums
in alternative formats. Every year new initiatives appear.
An increasing number of cultural institutions across the
world – including theatres, cinemas and museums – are
trying to be more open to the needs of disabled persons.

element can change the reception and clarity of an
object presented.

JB: It was the first time I’d had the opportunity to

pursuit of how a chance to partake of the wealth that
is the museum collections could be offered to persons
unable to see them. I had the opportunity to discuss my
ideas on how to do it with other persons, and then to
participate in implementing them. Two things merged

work on tactile graphics being developed. Prior to that,
I didn’t have much chance to see such things. It was an
interesting experience. I realised how a single minor

AT: What was interesting for me was the very

opportunity to watch convex drawings, to try to
understand them and find in them some specific
elements featuring in the description. I had not had such
an opportunity before. Also, it was very important for
me that thanks to the work on the guidebook I became
familiar with several exhibits from the Collegium Maius
collections, which cannot be seen in any other way after
all as they may not be touched.

LK: The most interesting aspect was work with blind
persons and opportunity to constantly check whether
the graphics were understandable. To make them
means to completely move away from aesthetics as
information becomes top priority. Verifying the graphics
with a blind person in order to see how clear they are
entails their further synthesis. All the elements which
distort message clarity must go way. In that way I gained
experience to be used in the future.

MP: For me the work on the guidebook was a fascinating
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here, both dear to me: equal treatment of persons
with disabilities and the opportunity to work as if for
the Jagiellonian University Museum, an institution I am
very fond of. I recall the work on the guidebook now as
a constant balancing act between what was subjectively
interesting and fascinating to me, technical capabilities
and the expectations of the target audience. I consider
this experience as one of the most important in the
project operation.

MB: To me, the most interesting thing was the
combination of various potentials. Each of the persons
involved in the publication contributed something new
from their own point of view. Róża saw to the reliability
of the quoted historical facts as well as precision
in selecting vocabulary that would best reflect the
nature of the permanent exhibition; Lech made sure
the illustrations made on the basis of photographed
exhibits were a beautiful and faithful representation
of the originals. Their work was verified by Anna and
Jadwiga, who provided valuable tips so that the verbal
and visual messaging could be accessible to and
attractive for blind persons. Boasting long experience
of working with disabled persons, Małgorzata made
an invaluable bridge between the perception of
exhibits by blind and sighted persons, the experience
showing differences between how works of art are
understood when appreciated by means of touch and
sight, respectively. On many occasions the text was
supplemented with content which seems obvious
to sighted persons, yet is of prime importance for
blind readers, e.g. it is not sufficient to write that an
illustration features a “stove resembling a minaret”, it
must be made more precise: “...or a round tower in the
form of a cylinder crowned with one or several small
galleries.” It was also the case with the graphics. The
illustration of an (Academy Award) Oscar, although
great in visual terms, proved unclear in the perception
of blind persons, with too many misleading details, and
had to be considerably simplified, just like the other
graphic images. Such image simplification entailed
the need of text change. We made sure the image
descriptions were not unrelated to the entire text, but
its vital and fitting constituent part. Hence one can
speak of certain fluidity in what was done before the
final product came out. We also needed to remove the
perspective visible in some photographs, as it distorted
the reception of the whole thing.

for blind and partially sighted visitors. Back then, my
knowledge of disability was poor. While the material
was being prepared, I had for the first time come
across the notion of perception by blind persons. I was
not aware of the sheer amount of mental shortcuts
we sighted people use on a daily basis. As we live in
a world of images, such shortcuts are usually unclear
for most blind persons. Describing individual historical
objects, one must remember about navigation. A blind
person must receive a text on the basis of which he or
she will be able to imagine the object being described
and the space it is in. While writing, I would often close
my eyes trying to imagine the objects I was describing.
I realised that telling someone that something is
nice, or a wardrobe is baroque, is unclear without
some additional information. What does “baroque”
mean? Each object must be given a vivid description
and an appropriate context. Writing the guidebook,
I additionally tried to intersperse descriptions with
anecdotes. The text should not be too heavy and dry,
and most importantly it should sound good. One should
always remember that blind persons are very sensitive
to the subtleties of a text.
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What did you find difficult?
RKC: In 2009, the head of the Jagiellonian University
Disability Support Service Ireneusz Białek phoned me
offering me the participation in the recording of a pilot
audio book, a guidebook showcasing the exhibits of
the Jagiellonian University Museum (in a single room)
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JB: Assessing graphic images was not always that

simple and obvious. Sometimes I could not say straight
away what should be changed to make them more
accessible to blind persons.

AT: While working on the guidebook, I was surprised

by the differences in the perception of images by myself
and sighted persons. Well executed and aesthetic
illustrations were frequently simply unclear to me,
blurred and completely impossible to decipher. In my
view, the transfer of three dimensional objects onto
the two dimensional plane is a fundamental difficulty.
Then again, for sighted people such an operation is
no problem at all. A two dimensional image clearly
represents a specific object. It is not that clear to me,
though. Sometimes, if an illustration was too detailed,
I was unable to even guess what it might represent.
I remember that it was exactly what took us a lot of
time. We needed a common understanding of what
an image should look like to be an aid rather than
a hindrance for blind persons trying to read tactile
graphics.

LK: It was somehow difficult for me to spread the
project over time. As it was an innovative project, I had
been doing many things for the first time, which is why
I had to devote to it more time than expected. I think
that I can handle future projects faster.

MP: Obviously graphic simplifications! Each time
we had to give up on something I feared that our
intervention was going too far, that the drawing was

becoming nonsensical. The descriptions had to be just
enriched with spatial relations and additional elements,
which regular guidebooks for visiting tourists skip, as
they are obvious to them. Yet the creation of tactile
graphics was something completely different. What
to me seemed already sufficient many a time proved
too complicated to read for the blind consultants
working with us. And so we would remove subsequent
elements to simplify the drawings more and more. And
it turned out all the time that a picture simplified that
way did not lose its value, all things considered, just the
opposite: by becoming more schematic, it gained some
extra value. Yet for that to happen we held discussions
concerning the essence of individual works of art, what
to choose to make the entire thing richer and more
attractive: simply a real value for the target audience.
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MB: To me, the main challenge was work coordination
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at the final stage of guidebook preparation. As the text
in Braille was printed in Lublin, and the convex graphics
and the version for partially sighted users in Kraków,
I was afraid something might not work and turn out
to be below our expectations. There was a real risk
of a delay, something we could not afford because of
the To Touch Culture event planned well beforehand.
Then I really felt there was no margin for any mistake,
however slight.

Photos 7 and 8. Left: Casimir the Great; Kraków, circa 1380: a limewood
sculpture, height 104 cm; right: its tactile graphic adaptation (both
miniatures)

An excerpt from the To Touch Culture guidebook

(…) Until the 1700s, a small altarpiece dedicated to St Leonard stood at the bay window and today that very
place houses a diminutive sculpture of King Casimir the Great made in 1380 (illustration below). Before the
1930s, the statuette was kept in the collegiate church of Wiślica. This polychromed sculpture is made of limewood. The smallish figure of the king stands on a high console which resembles a stone column in shape and
colour. Casimir the Great is shown wearing silvery armour with a golden cloak on top, tied up at his neck, and
long pointed shoes, slightly twisted to the opposite sides. On his head sits a gold crown encrusted with precious stones, in its upper part cut out in the shape of stylised lily flowers. In his hands he is holding the gold
insignia of regal power: a sceptre in the shape of a long thin cane and a ball-like apple topped with a small
cross. The ruler’s noble face resembles the king’s portrait made of stone on his sarcophagus at Wawel. His
dark and long curly hair is flowing heavily onto the king’s narrow shoulders while the thick beard puts additional emphasis on his long face. As shown here, Casimir the Great has got large brown eyes, a long slim
nose and narrow lips. The moustache and eyebrows were added with a dark paint of a hew similar to that
of the hair and beard. The king’s head is disproportionally large compared with the torso. It is likely that the
sculpture had been originally placed at a considerable height so that one could see it only when looking up,
and so the beholder’s perspective would be much foreshortened. Casimir the Great was an exceptional king
who codified Polish law. He founded not only our university but also numerous towns, churches and castles.
A well known saying has it that ascending the throne he found a Poland of wood and left a Poland of stone.
He is the only Polish king to be referred to by the word “great”.
The guidebook has been written by Róża Książek-Czerwińska, an art historian from the JU Museum, assisted
by: Małgorzata Perdeus, Jadwiga Bobeł, Anna Tańcula, Professor Krzysztof Stopka, Anna Jasińska, PhD. Photography by Grzegorz Zygier. Illustrations/tactile graphics by Lech Kolasiński, a graduate of the Academy of
Fine Arts. Text editor: Marta Bylica.
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How was the cooperation with the other team
members? Maybe you wish someone had been
there thanks to whose competences the final
material could have been of better quality?

MB: It seems to me we made a successful team. Theory
was backed with practice. We mutually made each other
sensitive to arguments voiced by each of us, and so we
can speak of full agreement.

What is your assessment of the existing
guidebook, people perfectly fit for the task. The guidebook and what are your general
publication was being developed for a year. Once reflections concerning the guidebook and the
every two weeks, on average, we would meet up to work on it?
RKC: There was a team of experts working on the

do some reading together, which was when the blind
consultants informed me what was clear to them and
what was not. I would then make corrections and at the
following meeting we would analyse the text anew. Such
corrections were indispensable. I think it is impossible to
imagine a world, where there is no perspective or colours.
The experience I gained while the guidebook was being
written is highly valuable. Thanks to our cooperation
I discovered new challenges for professional museum
staff.

JB: I enjoyed the cooperation. All the suggestions were

RKC: The guidebook for the Jagiellonian University
Museum in Braille marks another stage of adjusting
Collegium Maius to welcoming disabled visitors. The use
of the dual form of the message, text and image, is the
first such undertaking in a Kraków museum. Thanks to
the illustrations accompanying the text the recipient can
read the publication more carefully and in-depth.

JB: The guidebook turned out an interesting option. I very
much like its consistence of text and graphic images. It
is important that the latter have been enriched and
supplemented by descriptions. It would be great – in the
future, for instance – to use some other graphic printing
technique. They could be more visible then and easier to
feel by touch.
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taken onboard. Each new person could surely have
brought some other valuable ideas. Yet I think out team
managed just fine.

AT: I enjoyed very good cooperation with the whole

team. What was most important for me was the presence
of another blind person. I am glad we could exchange
our opinions and observations. I sometimes had the
impression that I impede the work because of my lack
of experience in reading tactile graphics, and I was
helped by the awareness that for the other colleague
similar aspects of the illustrations were unclear or hard
to understand. Was someone missing in the team? I do
not think so, although to tell you the truth I would like
to know opinions coming from some other blind persons.
I would like to learn how others assess the illustrations
and the entire guidebook.

o
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LK: The cooperation was very good and fruitful, first and
foremost. I think the team was sufficient for the task.

MP: This project’s huge value was the potential of

the team working on it. A visual artist, an art historian,
a disability expert, disabled persons with different life
experiences and different approach to tactile graphics,
they all needed to be there. Thanks to Lech, who
introduced the corrections we made straight away,
we could experiment with successive versions of the
drawings. Róża’s fantastic descriptions made a very good
basis for looking for the most essential elements of the
images, which should be presented in the form of a tactile
graphic image. I only wish another ally, that is more time,
had been on our side.
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AT: I think that the creation of the guidebook was

a very good idea. Museum collections are usually hardly
accessible to blind visitors. Thanks to the descriptions and
convex illustrations one can learn not just the history of
Collegium Maius itself but also see several exhibits. This
would not have been possible in any other way. For me
personally each attempt at making art accessible to blind
persons is a reason to celebrate.

LK: I think the guidebook could be fuller, with more

illustrations. I do realise, however, that there is
a connection between their number and limited funds.
I hope that more such guidebooks keep coming.

MP: The world we live in is largely visual. It seems that the

dominant view is that to see things means to learn about
them, which is not the case after all. That was a tangible
feeling during the work on the guidebook. Graphic images
adapted to the needs of blind persons just cannot bring
such spectacular results as in the case of a well developed
outline or a beautiful drawing for someone sighted, who
not only has the chance to see, but also has for many years
developed a skill to interpret what he/she sees. In the case
of a blind person, even a suitably prepared graphic image
is not the key to understanding, but rather a step not to
be abandoned. Immersed in the visual reality, we do not
separate what we know from what we see, and whatever
new we learn by looking at something. Likewise, we do
not realise that one can live without that visual reality

and, which is of particular importance given the context,
that one can draw from it without seeing.

MB: It is difficult for me to be objective in my assessment
of the final guidebook product as I have been much
involved in working on it, but I can truly say that we have
managed to offer a pioneering publication, useful and

at the same time aesthetic in visual terms. I think that is
sorely missing on the Polish book market, and as far as
Polish museums are concerned it is the first publication of
its kind. We hope that this step towards more accessibility
will inspire other Polish institutions of culture to come
up with similar educational and information materials.

Róża Książek-Czerwińska – an art historian working at the Jagiellonian University Museum, a guardian in the
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sculpture and fabrics section; the author of the guidebook to the Jagiellonian University Museum for blind and
partially sighted visitors entitled To Touch Culture.

Małgorzata Perdeus – a co-founder of the Jagiellonian University Disability Support Service, she completed

Metrum School for Trainers in Katowice as well as a course at the University of Social Sciences and Humanities in
Warsaw; the coordinator of a work package focusing on training course agenda preparation in the DARe-Learning
project; a trainer delivering disability awareness workshops for Jagiellonian University academic teachers and
administrative staff.
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Jadwiga Bobeł – a co-creator of the guidebook for blind and partially sighted persons To Touch Culture, she
collaborates with the Jagiellonian University Disability Support Service testing the accessibility of the DSS website
and other programmes supporting the learning process for blind and partially sighted persons; a co-organiser of
many educational events (such as education fairs or Science Festival in Kraków).

Lech Kolasiński – a graphic artist, a graduate of the Academy of Fine Arts in Kraków, author of illustrations in the
To Touch Culture guidebook; he has taken part in many painting exhibitions and one of graphics for blind persons;
a member of the “Otwarta Pracownia” Art Association in Kraków.

Anna Tańcula – a psychology student at the Jagiellonian University and a co-creator of the guidebook for blind

and partially sighted persons entitled To Touch Culture; in 2011 a guide at the “Shadow” exhibition by Ł. Skąpski at
the National Museum in Kraków.

Marta Bylica – a promotion specialist at the Jagiellonian University Disability Support Service, she completed
Polish studies at the Jagiellonian University; an author of countless materials promoting equal access of persons
with disabilities to education and their full participation in social life, she edits DSS books and other publications
(e.g. My Journey, the To Touch Culture guidebook and bulletins) and prepares them at the pre-printing stage, as well
as edits the DSS website.

Disability adjustments in the Collegium Maius building:
•
•
•
•

•

a large spacious lift
ramps for wheelchair users or parents with infants/children in prams/strollers
an accessible toilet
The Jagiellonian University Disability Support Service has provided training for the staff of the Jagiellonian
University Museum focusing on behaviour when coming into contact with persons with various disabilities:
the principles and practice of how to assist wheelchair users as well as how to act as a guide of a blind
person; they have also became familiar with disability-related language etiquette.
Museum-based classes with a guide offered for non-disabled and disabled children.
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See you soon at the museum
by Iwona Parzyńska, the National Museum in Kraków
During discussions on accessibility of culture to persons with disabilities we tend to focus
on removing barriers, mostly architectural barriers. It is a matter of great importance, but
removing architectural barriers is just the beginning. An institution which is established in
order to promote culture should also encourage people to participate in culture; it should also
bring them closer to understanding its field of expertise. It is a difficult task to make museum
collections, especially paintings, available to blind and partially sighted visitors. It requires indepth recognition of the visitors’ needs by museologists, their mutual cooperation, special
focus on promotion directed to selected groups and constant learning from our own mistakes.
The National Museum in Kraków
The Museum has been trying for years to encourage
blind and partially sighted persons to frequently visit the
museum and to take advantage of its educational offer.
There is a lot to be done yet but it is worth mentioning
what projects have been completed so far because the
visitors can see their results all the time.

To see the invisible
Activities aimed at adjusting the National Museum to
the needs of blind and partially sighted visitors were

prepared and carried out from March to April 2008.
They involved art historians, the Educational Section of
the National Museum in Kraków and special education
teachers, visual artists and teachers from centres for
blind persons. The project was carried out not only
in the Main Building of the Museum, but also in the
Bishop Erazm Ciołek Palace, which houses a branch
of the Museum. The main aim of the project was to
make collections accessible to people with severe sight
disabilities, not only in groups but also individually.
Brochures and plates with information in Braille were
prepared for each room of the three galleries that were

by the National Museum in Kraków

Photo 9. Sculptures displayed in the Gallery of the 20th-Century Polish Art
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chosen by museologists. They provided information
about the collection. Museum guidebooks in Braille
were also published. They allowed the visitors to learn
about the topics and content of the exhibits presented
in the museum and expand their knowledge on the
history of art.
Blind persons may touch sculptures displayed in the
Gallery of 20th-Century Polish Art; the oldest ones were
created in the Young Poland period. Visitors may feel
different textures of sculptures made in the Young
Poland style or cubist shapes of interwar sculpture.
In the Bishop Erazm Ciołek Palace copies of Gothic
art masterpieces were prepared especially for this
purpose: Madonna of Krużlowa and Madonna with
Child of Grybów with comments in Braille. The
meticulously selected and appropriately arranged
19th-century sculptures which accompany them make
a museum tour for blind visitors.
The museum tour guides were trained on how to adjust
the way of showing the visitors around if they are nonsighted. During the project visitors could participate
in workshops delivered by teachers of art classes who
used materials convenient for blind persons, e.g. popup paints, painting grounds with different textures,
etc. Thanks to the project the Museum has replicas
of handicraft items. During a visit to the gallery or an
educational workshop blind persons have a possibility
to feel the shape of Baroque coffee and chocolate jugs,
the fragility of teacups, the cold surface of glass cups
or to check the weight of a suit of armour.
The project participants were: children and adolescents
from the Special Educational Centre for Blind and
Partially Sighted Children, blind persons from the
Polish Association of the Blind, blind people from the
Day Care Centre as well as unaffiliated blind persons.
The project was co-financed by the Ministry of Culture
and National Heritage and sponsored by Nordea.
78 workshops for groups were delivered as well as
six lectures and an integration event for individual
participants. The most popular were the following
topics: “The history of chocolate”, “The history of
fashion”, “At the Polish table” and “In an artist’s
workshop.” During the Long Night of Museums 2008
in the Main Building there was an integration event for
blind persons and those without sight disabilities; its
aim was to compare how art is received by both groups.

The Royal Route in Kraków without barriers
In 2007, the City Council of Kraków and the Association of
Friends of Integration organised a competition entitled
“Kraków without barriers.” The jury decided to award
consistent efforts of the management and employees

of the National Museum in Kraków in adjusting its
branches to the needs of disabled persons and making
its exhibits fully accessible. The Bishop Erazm Ciołek
Palace, a branch of the National Museum in Kraków,
was awarded in the category of “A historic building”,
very prestigious due to the specificity of this historic city.
That is why accessibility of its new exhibition to disabled
visitors, especially blind ones, was of great importance.
The Bishop Erazm Ciołek Palace is a part of the Royal
Route for Disabled Tourists, an EU project run by the
City Council of Kraków under the Małopolska Regional
Operational Programme for 2007-2013. The project
was awarded during the 4th edition of the competition
called “More beautiful Poland: seven wonders of
European funds” organised by the Ministry for Regional
Development in the category of active tourism.
The project consists of twelve scale models, nine of
them on plinths and three hanging, which allows blind
and partially sighted persons to learn more about the
cultural heritage and the most important monuments of
Kraków. The Museum pays special attention to preparing
the right offer for visitors to its branches which are part
of the Route. Thanks to the new exhibition, the tourist
offer of the Bishop Erazm Ciołek Palace is best adjusted
to the needs of blind tourists.
There are also other branches of the National Museum
of Kraków which are part of the Royal Route. The
recently renovated Gallery of the 19th-Century Polish Art
in the Sukiennice (the Cloth Hall) has a lift with a voice
communicator and buttons with inscriptions in Braille as
well as audio guides with a version for partially sighted
users.

“Kraków within your reach” in the Bishop
Erazm Ciołek Palace
The exhibition “Kraków within your reach” presented
in the Bishop Erazm Ciołek Palace consists of more
than 800 fragments of precious pieces of architectonic
sculpture and casts which are usually out of sight.
The project entitled “Kraków within your reach”
connected the past and the future. The oldest 19thcentury concepts of collections and exhibitions were
confronted with modern audiovisual technology of the
21st century. The exhibition was adjusted to the needs
of blind visitors by a guidebook published in Braille and
a specially arranged tour that made it possible for blind
visitors to touch some exhibits. A system of induction
loops switches on an audio guide when a blind visitor
stands in front of the exhibit.
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by Studio of Photography at the National Museum in Kraków

Photo 10. University Hospital for Children in Prokocim

“Art Odyssey”

“To touch Kraków”

The “Art Odyssey” was a cycle of workshops delivered
in 2010 and focusing on experiencing touch, sound,
smell, and sense of space. In the Gallery of the 20thCentury Art in the Main Building of the Museum thanks
to sensory images a new tour was created for visitors
who are blind, partially sighted or have an intellectually
disability.

It was the motto of workshops that were held in
parallel in different branches of the Museum for 50
blind and partially sighted children in 2010. Their topic
was connected with the history and art of Kraków.
During the workshops children could touch selected
exhibits. They could also listen to classical music as well
as experience smells and tastes of selected exhibits that
were connected with the topics of the workshops. The
participants could try on replicas of costumes, suits of
armour and uniforms. Each workshop was concluded by
artistic activities organised in educational rooms of the
Museum.

The next stop: hospital
At the beginning of 2010 the Museum opened an
exhibition of large-format reproductions of selected
paintings from its collection at the University Hospital
for Children in Kraków’s district of Prokocim. The
exhibition, which is still on, is a great attraction to
partially sighted children who spend a lot of time
in hospital. Employees of the Educational Section
of the Museum together with their colleagues and
volunteers prepared and delivered creative workshops
for children who were in hospital, some of them in
the oncology ward. Since September 2010 about 450
children, parents and hospital staff have participated
in the workshops held every month. 15 students
from the Special Educational Centre no.5 in Kraków
also participated in the project. Their experiences
and achievements were shown at the website of the
Museum and in a publication (2011).
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Virtual museum and digital heritage
Projects of virtual exhibitions and digitalisation of
collections are of great importance to facilitating
access to culture for disabled persons. At the end of
2011, the inventory database included 323 369 records
with basic information on exhibits, 313 721 digital
photos and a list of more than 101 thousand analogue
negatives. On the basis of the data in the Mona NG
system the Internet catalogue of museum exhibits
was created; it is available at the website of the
Museum. 4796 items were published in the catalogue
till the end of last year. Archives and library collections
are undergoing the process of digitalisation. In 2011,
310 volumes were digitalized and 1,003 volumes are to

be digitalised in total. These volumes are cracoviana,
Stanisław Wyspiański’s works, first translations of
his plays and a fragment of Feliks Jasieński’s library
collection (works on Japan). They are presented in
the Małopolska Digital Library, Europeana; they are
also accessible through the database of the Library
of the National Museum of Kraków. The process of
digitalisation will be continued.

by Studio of Photography at the National Museum in Kraków

Digitalisation and making collections available on
the Internet will facilitate education and becoming
familiar with works of art for pleasure. The Museum
regularly prepares an extensive programme for its
disabled visitors; it cooperates with schools, NGOs
and is active during the “I love Kraków and it loves
me” Disability Week.
The Museum is planning more solutions and
attractions for blind and partially sighted persons:
audio description, applications on mobile phones, and
special offers at its other branches. Now two branches
are undergoing renovation (to be completed in 2013):
the Hutten-Czapski Museum and the Granary. Special
solutions adjusted to the needs of disabled persons
are planned in these two branches, too.
You should become familiar with the offer of the
Museum today: it includes touching pieces of
sculpture in galleries or experiencing smells in the
garden of the Mehoffer House.

Photo 11. The Mehoffer room at the National Museum in Kraków

INFORMATION ON ADJUSTMENT OF BRANCHES OF THE NATIONAL MUSEUM IN KRAKÓW TO THE NEEDS
OF PEOPLE WITH PHYSICAL DISABILITIES
The National Museum in Kraków – the Main Building
Thanks to the installation of external and internal lifts, stair platforms and portable rails, the Main Building
of the National Museum in Kraków is now almost fully accessible to disabled visitors (no access to the
cloakroom and the “Living Gallery”). Toilets in the building are accessible and there is a defibrillator available
on the premises.
The National Museum in Kraków – The Gallery of the 19th-Century Polish Art in the Sukiennice (the Cloth
Hall)
A great achievement of the project called “New Sukiennice” is a modern lift installed in the building – it
provides access to galleries and terraces in the Sukiennice also to people in wheelchairs. The lift is equipped
with Braille buttons and a voice communication system. The counters of the reception desk, the museum
shop and the museum guard’s post located on the ground floor near the entrance to the gallery ensure
easy access to disabled persons in wheelchairs. There no thresholds or barriers. The main cloakroom may
be reached only by stairs, so there is an additional one for visitors with physical disabilities near the museum
shop and it is equipped with lockers. There are no thresholds between the rooms and a gently inclined ramp
leads to the terrace. On glass doors there are stickers with an ornament for safety reasons. The accessible
toilet can be found next to the terrace and the café is equipped with movable handles and an adjusted
washbasin. A mirror is installed in such a way that it can be used by persons both standing and in wheelchairs.
All handles and buttons are convenient for people with hand disability. There is a baby changing table in
the toilet as well. There is a barrier in the access to the toilet – the stairs – but we solved the problem by
providing mobile aluminium ramps which can be used if needed. They are not installed permanently due

Equality News

1/2012

15

to the width of the stairs; besides, the rails could be a trap for partially sighted users. People with severe
physical disabilities may also use a toilet next to the other entrance to the Sukiennice.
The National Museum in Kraków – the Bishop Erazm Ciołek Palace
The Museum has a comfortable lift, there is no threshold at the entrance, and an accessible toilet is located
next to the lift. There is an additional stair climber, platforms and movable rails, necessary to reach the side
rooms. There is a defibrillator available on the premises.
The National Museum in Kraków – the Stanisław Wyspiański Museum in the Szołajski House
The Museum has ramps from the pavement to the entrance hall and in the entrance hall itself. There is
an external lift and a toilet adjusted to the needs of visitors with physical disabilities in the outhouse.
A defibrillator is available on the premises.
The National Museum in Kraków – the Mehoffer House
The courtyard has a ramp facilitating access to the garden, wheelchairs can be moved into the café (the
whole building is not adjusted yet).
If booked early, services of a sign language interpreter are available in branches of the Museum.

What is worth visiting?
For museologists, making museum collections
accessible to blind and partially sighted visitors is
a difficult task. Many museums are just taking first steps
in this direction. Other museums offer comprehensive
programmes in this area. The final result is not always
satisfactory for the visitors. Yet museums are used to
critical opinions because the visitors are and should be
critical about the whole cultural offer of the museum.
It is important that the museum receives feedback so
that it knows what it should improve on. It is important
that blind persons should visit museums frequently,
especially the ones with a dedicated offer. They could
then write e-mails to the museums with comments and
suggested solutions. Obviously, it must be remembered
that many works of art must be protected against touch
due to conservation requirements.
I would like to present my subjective selection of
museum offers which try to attract blind visitors.
These are not the only offers for them, I would like
to encourage you to search for such information
individually and then exchange it.

The Regional Museum of Stalowa Wola
Since 2007, the Museum has been offering an educational
program called “The accessible museum. An integrated
program for disabled persons.” A part of the program is
“A Gallery Through Touch” addressing blind and partially
sighted people; a visit to the gallery is based mostly on
touching exhibits. There is also an audio description
of the exhibits and inscriptions in Braille. The Museum
has also prepared an educational package, a guidebook
for museologists, a cycle of workshops and museum
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lessons. The Museum delivers training for museologists
focusing on services for disabled persons. There is also
a comprehensive information system for visitors in large
print and in Braille. The Museum in Stalowa Wola has
a park of outdoor sculpture adjusted to the needs of
disabled visitors.

The National Museum of Wrocław
The exhibition entitled “Polish Contemporary Art” at
the National Museum of Wrocław is adjusted to the
needs of people with visual disabilities. It is the only
permanent exhibition in Poland with a tour for blind
visitors who can touch reliefs of paintings and works by
Magdalena Abakanowicz. The tour for blind and partially
sighted persons is marked by a convex yellow line on
the floor. There are also special stands for blind visitors,
special convex mats where one can stop and touch
a relief of a painting by a contemporary artist. At every
stand, there is a description of the painting and a short
biography of the artist in Braille. The Museum has also
prepared an audio guide for blind and partially sighted
persons.
The attic where the exhibition is displayed may be
accessed by a lift, exhibition rooms are wide so that
there is enough space for persons in wheelchairs.
Moreover, the large surface allows for placing detailed
descriptions, including descriptions in Braille. “That is the
first permanent exhibition in Poland with a tour for blind
visitors,” says museum director Mariusz Hermansdorfer.
Since last September, visitors could see works by
Stanisław Ignacy Witkiewicz, Jerzy Nowosielski,
Magdalena Abakanowicz and Katarzyna Kozyra at the
renovated attic of the National Museum of Wrocław. The

Museum has a collection of Polish 20th- and 21st-century
art with 20 thousand exhibits ranging from painting,
graphic art, drawings, sculpture, glass, ceramics and
photography to conceptual projects and documentation
of happenings.

The Silesian Museum of Katowice

Museum in cooperation with the MCA Educational
Society and the More Than One Production Agency.
You can take a virtual tour of the exhibition here: www.
wycieczka.5zmyslow.pl.

The Museum of Warsaw Uprising

Since its beginning, the Museum wanted to involve the
For over two years, the Museum has run projects for visitors in interaction with the exhibition (a monument
blind and partially sighted visitors. Educational classes with heartbeat sound, a motorcycle or a replica of a Sten
entitled “What is a painting?”, a tour for visitors with gun). The Museum offers group tours with audio guides
sight disabilities at the
for blind visitors (early
Gallery of Polish Painting
booking
required).
or an exhibition (already
Additionally,
the
All the information about museum
closed) called “The
Museum lets blind
activities should be put on the museum’s
Beauty of Touch” are
visitors have access
website so that it can be easily found.
just examples of the
and touch several
Museum’s activities. The
original items from the
exhibition was prepared
collection (helmets,
thanks to cooperation
grenades,
cartridges,
with the Homer State Museum of Touch in Ancona, Italy. armbands, etc.). The system of audio guides with audio
There is also a publication in Braille for those who want description allows blind visitors to have almost full
to learn about concepts of beauty in antiquity and the access to the exhibition.
Renaissance, available in Magazyn Kulturalny and the
Internet store of the Silesian Museum. Catalogues which The National Museum of Warsaw
are at the same time museum guides for blind persons
include reliefs of paintings and information in Braille Since 28 December 2011, blind visitors can take
concerning the exhibitions presented in two galleries of advantage of audio description while visiting the
Polish painting.
“Collection in Królikarnia” (KoLekcja) exhibition. It is the
The www.muzeumslaskie.pl website is well adjusted to
the needs of blind and partially sighted users. The Silesian
Museum’s service makes it possible to read the content
easily not only thanks to JAWS, Window Eyes and Lunar
programs, but also thanks to enlarged print or augmented
contrast options. It provides full readability of the website
for elderly or partially sighted persons. The Museum also
promises to adjust its foreign language versions to the
needs of people with sight disabilities.

title of a temporary exhibition of the National Museum
of Warsaw, displayed at the Xawery Dunikowski
Museum of Sculpture in Królikarnia till June 2012. At the
same time, it is available at www.cyfrowe.mnw.art.pl/
dmuseion. The virtual exhibition and audio description
will be available after the actual exhibition has closed.
The virtual gallery is made of a guide with descriptions
of 70 works of art that may be downloaded (e.g. in mp3
format) and listened to at home. One may also use it
during an individual tour of the Museum.

The National Museum of Poznań

Works selected for audio description are, among others:
Color Olivi, a print by Jan Baptist Collaert, Greetings from
Jerozolimskie Avenue by Joanna Rajkowska, Boxing
Match by Edward Dwurnik and Mystical Marriage of Saint
Catherine by Francesco Bissolo. Descriptions of works
of art at the “KoLekcja” exhibition are accompanied
by sounds. The audio description for “KoLekcja” is
addressed both to adults and children. An important
element of the exhibition is an educational program
including classes, workshops and lectures for schools,
families with children and individual visitors.

An educational project called “Five Senses” is meant
to present selected aspects of Polish and European art,
with a special focus on the presence of senses in visual
arts, especially in works of art housed by the National
Museum of Poznań and copies from other collections.
The programme is addressed to both blind persons and
the general public aiming to integrate both groups in
order to overcome mutual barriers and the exclusion of
disabled persons.
In 2011, an exhibition was organised showcasing 26
works from the collection of the National Museum of
Poznań. The leitmotif of the exhibition was five senses.
The exhibition was accompanied by audio guides with
audio description. The project was carried out by the

The Royal Castle in Warsaw
Since 21 December 2011, blind and partially sighted visitors
may have a fuller experience of visiting selected rooms
of the Royal Castle in Warsaw. As part of the Museum’s
Equality News
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project entitled “Beyond Silence and Darkness”, two
rooms of the Great Apartment – the Marble Room and
the Throne Room – were fitted with audio description.
Thanks to that the Museum may be toured virtually or
mp3 files may be downloaded and used while visiting
the Museum on site. There are two versions of the
recording available: with music in the background and
with the voice of a reader only.

The District Museum in Sandomierz
For partially sighted visitors the Museum prepared
magnifying glasses that allow them to take a closer look
at details of exhibits but also to read descriptions of
the items. Blind visitors can use a device called Czytak
Plus which is fully adjusted to their needs and includes
files with descriptions and comments on the exhibition
in the mp3 format, DAISY standards and the Czytak
format. It also reads text files in the ASCII standard.
The in-built Dictaphone records voice notes easily. All
announcements are generated by the Ivona speech
synthesiser.
The Museum together with the “Dobrze że jesteś”
Association carries out a project entitled “A Touch of
History”. In the courtyard of the Castle in Sandomierz,
it is possible to touch five bronze casts of the most
important monuments in Sandomierz. The monuments
are placed on plinths at the height of 80 centimetres.
These are bronze casts of the Opatowska Gate, the Town
Hall, the Długosz House, the castle, and the monastery
church of St James.

a map of Europe of 1941 with pre-war borders of Poland)
and a collection of tactile graphic art and everyday items
for blind persons. There are similar museums in Paris,
Bologna, Brno, Petersburg, Berlin and Vienna. One of
attractions of the museum will be an exceptionally heavy
Braille plate made by the Factory of Gates and Ferrules
in Toruń in 1890. Many exhibits featuring in the centre
are the only copies in the world.
The Typhlological Museum in Owińska will house classes
of postgraduate studies on typhlology. The collections
in the Museum belonged to, among others, a pre-war
Wrocław publishing house for blind persons. In 1945,
many maps and graphics were burnt and many devices
abandoned, and in different ways they found their way
to the centre situated near Poznań. The date of opening
of the Museum has not been announced yet; keep
yourself up to date on that.

FOREIGN MUSEUMS
Dialog Museum in Frankfurt am Main
The Museum targets mostly visitors without visual
disabilities. Exhibitions were arranged in such a way that
visitors cannot see anything. They are guided by blind
tour guides. The visitors are supposed to use senses
other than sight: hearing, touch, taste and smell. Apart
from the exhibition, the Museum also features a casino
and a restaurant which are pitch dark.

Museo Tiflológico in Madrid

The casts are scale models made by Andrzej Karwat.
They include all architectural details and the forms can
be easily embraced. There is also a publication (free of
charge) that accompanies the exhibition – a guide of the
exhibition, written in accordance with the rules of audio
description. It can be printed out from the website of
the project which is adjusted to the needs of disabled
users.

The Museum was created for blind and partially sighted
persons. You can touch and feel exhibits there and
thanks to sound recording in Spanish and English the
visitors know how to place their hands on the exhibits.
In the Museum there are miniature replicas of famous
buildings from all over the world and a gallery of works
by blind artists.

The Typhlological Museum (under
construction) in Owińska near Poznań

The Museum runs a programme called “Touch the
Artist’s Vision” where galleries show works of art
that may be touched; the works of art that cannot be
touched are accompanied by their additional replicas.
Exhibitions also feature descriptions in Braille and audio
description of the presented works of art. Workshops for
museologists and educators are organised as part of the
programme as well. It is not limited to the museum only.
Tactile books were published for Philippine pupils with
sight disabilities. It is estimated that about 3.7 million
blind or partially sighted inhabitants of the Philippines
have used them so far.

1

The oldest item in the collection of the Museum is
a German map of Europe of 1887. The majority of
exhibits are older than 130 years. The centre has one of
the biggest collections of maps in the world (including
typhlological (Greek typhlos – blind): concerning issues
related to blind people
1
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The Metropolitan Museum of Manila

The Iziko South African National Museum runs programmes for the blind and partially sighted called
“Art Through Words”.
w Cape Town
Museums which belong to the Iziko complex have run
programs for blind persons since 1977. They focus on
discovering the meaning of art, artistic inspirations and
activities stimulating senses. The Museum organises
discussions and workshops during which participants
examine materials and artistic techniques as well as
develop their own creativity. Such programmes are
addressed to different groups of participants.

The National Gallery in London
The National Gallery at Trafalgar Square in London houses
an extraordinary collection of paintings, including works
by Leonardo da Vinci, Paul Cézanne and Vincent van Gogh.
The Gallery offers many solutions to blind and partially
sighted visitors, including information in Braille and
a floorplan of the Gallery in large print. The National Gallery

The National Portrait Gallery in London
National Portrait Gallery houses a collection of portraits
of people who were famous and important in Britain’s
history (paintings and sculpture). A program of the Gallery
for blind and partially sighted visitors includes monthly
workshops and meetings where tour guides describe
selected portraits in the Gallery in detail.

The National Galleries of Scotland – Edinburgh
National Galleries of Scotland offer programmes to blind
and partially sighted persons where the visitors can touch
exhibits and have guided tours with detailed descriptions
of exhibits; they can also participate in workshops
delivered by expert lecturers.

Things to remember when preparing an offer for blind and partially sighted persons:
1) Few people know the Braille alphabet. If it is possible, it should be replaced by sound. A Braille plate is
difficult to find. In order to look for it, one needs to know it is there.
2) Audio guides are often troublesome to blind persons. It is a new piece of equipment that they must learn
to operate. A mobile phone application is more convenient for visitors and less expensive for the museum.
There are programs on the market that make it possible to prepare applications for older models of mobile
phones as well.
3) Many people responsible for museums are afraid to allow visitors to touch the exhibits. If an item can be
touched but only by a limited group of visitors, it can be made available only to blind visitors.
4) All the information about museum activities should be put on the museum’s website so that it can be
easily found.

Iwona Parzyńska works at the Promotion Department of the National Museum of Kraków; she ran the branch of
the Association of Friends of Integration in the region of Małopolska (2005-2008) and the branches of the Polish
Organisation of Employers of the Disabled in the Małopolska and Świętokrzyskie regions (2003-2005).
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Visual communication for blind persons
by Lech Kolasiński
The Slovene Art Association Kaverljag was set up in
2002. To date, it has delivered numerous workshops for
university students focusing on ecological and regional
themes, illustrations (Slovenia’s flora and fauna) or
making graphics for blind users. The events are held in
the small Slovenian town of Šmarje.
In July 2011, I had the pleasure of attending the second
edition of the workshop in graphic solutions for partially
sighted and blind persons. The project objective was to
familiarise them with the shape of the most interesting
insects to be found in Slovenia. Obviously, just that
natural richness remains entirely inaccessible to persons
with sight disabilities, which is why the students were
given the task to develop an insect pictogram and then
to transfer it using the linocut technique onto a paper
relief. Once the outcome of our work had been verified
with a blind person, we would develop a vector file,
a basis for a catalogue template. It was valuable to
exchange information and different approaches, as the

workshop was an international event. As a graduate from
the Academy of Fine Arts I am quite sceptical as regards
“teaching art”. Many will probably agree with me that such
education should support one’s individual development
and the need to shape a visual-art language. With such an
attitude, from the very start of my university studies I had
been analysing the exercises I was supposed to perform as
well as trying to understand in which direction I was being
instructed that way by my teachers: whether objectively
such knowledge was something I needed or maybe it was
just an attempt to restrict me in a given mannerism. From
that point of view I wish to offer an analysis here of the task
given to the students attending the Kaverljag workshop.
In my opinion thanks to that task we became familiar with
an interesting form of visual communication building in
these times of chaos in visual communication when the
easy available new media, television and the know-it-all
Internet cause confusion. Bombarded with images of
often questionable quality since childhood, the student
needs to develop his or her own language in visual arts.

by Lech Kolasiński

Photo 12. An exhibition showcasing insects in tactile graphics for blind persons
organised by the Slovene Art Association Kaverljag
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The road towards it is most often very boring and full of charge of colour recognition can be isolated. This very
tiresome exercises with no end in sight. How then can process was used to teach visual communication during
a young person, with increasingly less patience, be made the workshop. We were temporarily deprived of sight
to embark on a route even more difficult, i.e. building so as to fully understand how information is transferred,
visual communication from a message to aesthetics rather in other words: we were given the basics, simplicity was
than the other way around. So that instead an attempt enforced, and simplicity is the most difficult. Many people
to secure an aesthetic effect as fast as possible he or she make illustrations for blind users and they are usually
can receive a visual-art “alphabet”. Work on graphics for researchers in biology or medicine. Unfortunately, as
blind users requires a total
they have devoted their
departure from aesthetics.
entire lives to acquiring
Work on graphics for blind users
The verification of successive
solid knowledge in their
linocuts with a blind person
respective fields, they
requires a total departure from
in order to establish the
usually have not enough
aesthetics.
degree of their clarity results
knowledge on how to
in their further synthesis.
make pictograms. I think
All the items which distort the
that it is just the persons
clarity of the message must go, there are no ornaments. devoting their entire time to the observation and its
At the same time, a pictogram must be characteristic and synthesis in the visual context (graphic designers) that
precise enough to facilitate the recognition of an insect are best prepared for performing such tasks. They
species. How surprising it is then when the final work, should obviously be supported by the former in terms of
synthetic and subjected to the message, turns out to be professional expertise.
aesthetic. Pictograms prepared that way are of interest
not just to blind persons but also to those with no sight Before concluding, some words are due concerning the
level of satisfaction. Artists are particularly sensitive,
disability.
and such sensitivity coupled with intelligence makes one
Studies of the brain sections in charge of some specific ask: Why am I doing this in the first place? Can such work
areas of vision are usually conducted on persons with some change anything? And here is the answer: nothing can
imperfections. For example, to find the area responsible replace a smile seen on the face of a person blind for
for seeing colours one must ascertain which brain sections more than ten years who is touching the illustration and
of a colour-blind person do not work. Then the part in saying “Here is a leg”.

by Lech Kolasiński

Photo 13. The Kaverljag exhibition cont
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Socially involved art
by Marta Bylica and Anna Tańcula

In April and May 2011, in the main building of the National
Museum in Kraków, at the Gallery of 20th-Century Polish
Art, an interesting form of artistic expression by Łukasz
Skąpski was showcased called “The Shadow”.
The installation put sighted and blind recipients of art on
an equal footing. It was designed primarily with sighted
persons in mind, who could face total darkness while
appreciating the work of art. That sort of darkness with
no spotlight is something sighted persons are exposed
to very rarely and so it causes fear, uncertainty, a loss
of balance. The task was to walk through a pitch-dark

tunnel with a blind guide. Such a seemingly simple
activity, natural for blind persons, filled sighted visitors
with deep apprehension. For the moment, the roles
were reversed, as if, with the blind person showing the
way, leading and providing tips on how to walk and
possibly go around obstacles.
The main objective of the exhibition was to make the
visitor aware of the challenges faced by blind persons on
a daily basis, drawing his/her attention to considerable
barriers or the inaccessibility of many areas of public and
cultural life in Poland. (MB)

by P. Stanek, The National Museum in Kraków

Łukasz Skąpski is one of the most
interesting contemporary artists. Born
in 1958, he studied at the Academy of
Fine Arts in Kraków, the Painting Faculty,
where he also lectured in 2002–2009.
In 2006, he was awarded a PhD at the
Academy of Fine Arts in Poznań. Since
2009, he has been delivering photography
courses at the Polish-Japanese Higher
School of Computer Technology in Bytom,
and since 2010 he has been running
a multimedia workroom at the Academy
of Arts in Szczecin. He practises the arts
of photography, painting, installation and
video. In 1988–1991, he lived in France,
Germany and China. His stay in Beijing
aroused his interest in social and political
issues. In 2001, Skąpski received the Rouse
Kent Public Art Award for his Via Lucem
Continens, the best public commission in
South England in 2000. Since 2001, he has
been a founding member of Supergrupa
Azorro, part of Polish video art history.
/Source: www.muzeum.krakow.pl/
Photo 14. “The Shadow” installation
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The Shadow
In May 2011, I worked as a guide at the exhibition entitled “The Shadow” by Łukasz Skąpski. It was an installation at
Kraków’s National Museum. On seeing the project for the first time I was disappointed and thought that it would
not make the slightest impression on the visitors. I knew the artist had assumed that his show would be accessible
to both sighted and blind persons. Also, as an artist for years using light in his works, Łukasz Skąpski wanted to make
the visitors realise how the perception of reality changes in total darkness.
The Shadow installation comprised a wooden corridor of a few metres placed in a space separated from the rest of
the museum with heavy curtains. In this way the exhibition was completely dark. The corridor ran in a straight line,
but at one point its floor would curve slightly. This was supposed to have an impact on the labyrinth and distort the
sense of balance and spatial orientation. Frankly, initially I thought the idea was pointless. When I went through
the corridor myself, it made no impression on me at all. I feared that the persons I was supposed to guide would be
simply disappointed. The way the exhibition was received, however, surprised me completely.
It turned out that the visitors found it a gruelling experience to walk just a few steps in an unfamiliar place in total
darkness. Most people were fearful, wanted to be led by the hand or demanded that pauses be made. The curvy
floor of the corridor clearly made quite a difference to the sighted persons. Indeed, that slight deviation distorted
the perception quite a lot. The visitors reported that they felt the corridor was spinning around, turning, getting
narrower, going up or down, but most of all it seemed much longer than it really was. I was surprised. I really did not
realise the scale of difficulty they experienced in the darkness, however briefly. I did not think it would be necessary
to calm them down and reassure them the place was safe and things were going to be fine. I remember just a single
person telling me I should not say anything or lead them but simply let them walk on their own so that the exhibition
could make their own impression. The others demanded much more assistance from me, really. The visitors were
truly surprised when at the end I would switch on a torch and then they were able to see the entire installation in
full light. Then they discovered that what scared them off was just a few meters of a corridor made of plywood.
Interestingly enough, similar feelings were experienced by entirely different people. In the dark both children and
adults, both women and men, felt uneasy. That surprised me very much. (AT)

by P. Stanek, The National Museum in Kraków

Photo 15. Visitors at “The Shadow” installation at the National Museum in Kraków
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Audio description: a milestone in
making culture accessible to persons
with sight disabilities
by Barbara Szymańska, Vice-President of the Audiodeskrypcja
Foundation
Audio description, a term still not well known and difficult to pronounce or inflect. It is
sometimes also confused with autodescription and autodestruction, reading out information
allowing blind persons to orient themselves in space or audio books read out by readers. What
does it mean then?
The term audio description comprises to parts. The
first one, audio (Latin), points out to a semantic link
with hearing, sounds. The other one, description (Latin
descriptio), stresses the connection with drawing,
describing. By merging both parts and their meanings
we arrive at the notion of audio description, meaning
a sound-based description transferred over the auditory
path. In other words, it is painting images with words and
sounds. Audio description is a kind of message targeting
blind and partially sighted recipients which the author of
a work conveys by means of an audio descriptor.

Word and sound make the key parts of audio description.
The contents of the description and the way it is read
out determine the quality of audio description, and
consequently, the pleasure and joy that the recipients
can derive from it. Audio description from the very
beginning has been based on living word. Thanks to it
the image becomes tangible, visible. The correct setting
of the voice apparatus in audiovisual translation is very
important and influences the comfort of its reception.
The correct coordination of the functions performed by
the larynx, voice resonators and the respiratory system

by Fundacja Audiodeskrypcja

Photo 16. Art no-one has seen, a social action, 2011
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makes it possible to retain the ambience of the described
image and the visual contents of the image retain their
own character. The audio descriptor is able to use all
the means thanks to which maximum coupled activity
of the organs involved in the natural voice emission
can be guaranteed. In this way his or her vocal scale
can be extended in the required time, voice strength
amplified when necessary and the voice tone adjusted
to the nature of the plot played out in the image. This is
related to the precise articulation of individual sounds,
enunciation, and causes the set voice to be soundful,
resounding, clear, bright and strong as well as provides
a large potential in terms of the artistic reflection of the
image seen.
After all, audio description is a technique where by
means of a verbal description the visual contents of
an image are presented to blind and partially sighted
persons. Thanks to audio description the image is
translated into words, which in turn stimulate relevant
associations and lead to the image reconstruction in the
mind of the listener.

Ideas for audio description
Necessity happens to become the mother of invention
as well as creative pursuits. It was just the need to
ensure access to art and culture that was an inspiration
behind such pursuits to find solutions and possibilities
giving blind persons full participation in culture, making
them its recipients. Audio description proved to be
the right solution. Some information concerning the
technique has been found on US websites. It was
just in the United States, as early as the mid-1970s,
that first theoretical foundations were developed for
making audio description. It was applied for the first
time in 1981 in Washington, DC during a theatrical play.
Thanks to the headphones provided blind and partially
sighted members of the audience were able to hear
a description of the scenes they could not see. Audio
description services have developed rapidly and it
started to be used also for audiovisual productions like
films, TV programmes, computer games, visual arts such
as paintings, sculptures, installations and architectonic
objects to make them more accessible. Audio
description is also used during sporting events: matches
and other spectator events like ballet performances,
fashion shows and parades. Thanks to its vast potential,
the list of possible audio description has not still been
exhausted.

Inspiration
In 2006, as an informal Audiodeskrypcja group operating
in Białystok, inspired by the possibilities offered by the
technique, we organised Poland’s first film screening
using audio description. It was a movie directed by

Michał Kwieciński entitled Statyści. The screening
was a brainchild of Tomasz Strzymiński, the father of
audio description in Poland. It was he who encouraged
Krzysztof Szubzda, who used to read audio description
live in the Pokój cinema in Białystok, to become involved
in Audiodeskrypcja. The screening was attended by,
among others, editors responsible for subtitles for deaf
viewers from iTVP. Thanks to the cooperation launched
between iTVP and Krzysztof Szubzda in 2007 the first
film serial with audio description (Rancho) was made
available on the website of this interactive TV station.
The fact that audio description was associated with films
only made us think about setting up the Audiodeskrypcja
Foundation, aimed to work for the promotion of the
various potential audio description applications and
to make culture available to persons with sensory
disabilities in a comprehensive multisensory manner.
These are the origins of the Audiodeskrypcja Foundation.

Promotion of audio description
In 2007, audio description was used during a football
match, in a theatre during a staged play as well as at
the largest Polish Film Festival in Gdynia, a particularly
important venue as for the first time anywhere in the
world audio description was used at such a large event.
Thanks to the efforts by Tomasz Strzymiński, in 2008
audio description together with subtitles was used for
the first time ever in Poland on a DVD, for the film Katyń
directed by Andrzej Wajda. After launching cooperation
with the publisher MTJ we were involved in the
preparation and promotion of audio description used
for a collection of classic war film. In 2008, we started
collaboration with the Foundation for Children “Help on
Time”, whom we assisted in the start-up of the project
entitled “Cinemas Beyond Silence and Darkness” aiming
to open up cinemas for persons with sight and hearing
conditions.
Also in 2008, as part of the implementation of 2007/65/
EC directive of the European Parliament and Council
of 11 December 2007 which included the obligation
to encourage mass media, including providers of
information on the Internet, to make audiovisual services
available to persons with sight and hearing disabilities, we
started activities to include audio description, subtitles
and sign language in the draft law transposing the
directive to Polish legislation. As part of such activities,
the technique of audio description and the possibilities
it offers were presented to, for instance, members of
the National Council of Radiophony and Television as
well as during a sitting of the Polish Senate. Eventually
it was possible to transfer the formulated proposals
of legal provisions on the provision of access services,
i.e. audio description, subtitles and sign language into
the amended Law on Radiophony and Television. That
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by Fundacja Audiodeskrypcja

Photo 17. A training course in audio description for visual arts, 2010

is also the first legal act, where a definition of audio
description was included. Audiovisual providers were
obliged to ensure the accessibility of accommodations
making it possible for persons with sight and hearing
disabilities to receive at least 10% of the broadcast
programme, excluding commercials and telemarketing.
This obligation is going to be introduced gradually. After
1 July 2011, not less than 5% of the programme should
feature such facilitations, while the 10% threshold
is going to be reached in 2012. Telewizja Polska was
first to comply with the new obligation. Using its past
experience in offering films with audio description on
an Internet platform, in June 2011 it broadcast the first
episode of the series Tajemnica Twierdzy Szyfrów. In July,
the listings of TVP1 featured another series with audio
descriptions, Londyńczycy. Those film series had been
available earlier to blind and partially sighted viewers via
iTVP. Canal Plus, TVN and Polsat are also getting ready to
include audio description in their offer.
In 2010, on the basis of its own experiences and
standards in making audio description from such other
countries as the UK, Germany, France, Spain and the
US, the Audiodeskrypcja Foundation developed the
first Polish Audio Description Standards for audiovisual
productions. The objectives of these standards are first
and foremost to make sure the professional practice of
those producing audio descriptions is uniform, to shape
requirements and expectations of audio description
recipients towards those making it as well as, on the
other hand, to lay foundations for audio descriptors
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being able to influence the audio description contents.
With the green light from Audio Description Coalition,
the Audiodeskrypcja Foundation also translated
and made available the Code of Conduct for Audio
Descriptors. Until now, we have been striving to ensure
that access services are a permanent fixture in both
public media and terrestrial digital television. Moreover,
every now and then films in the DVD format are issued
with audio description and subtitles for deaf viewers.
Obviously, the number of DVDs with audio description
is a mere drop in the ocean in relation to needs and
it is no better in the case of cinemas. At the moment,
there is no single cinema in Poland yet offering audio
description or subtitles for deaf viewers in its current
screenings, hence screenings with audio description still
have the format of special events and such film titles are
not premieres. The highest number of theatrical plays
with audio description are shown in Warsaw. They also
travel to other cities like Poznań. Unfortunately most
theatres do not yet offer audio description or subtitles
as a permanent service available upon request from
disabled persons.
In February 2010, in partnership with the Voivodeship
Centre for Culture Animation, we delivered a project
supported financially by Orange Academy entitled
“Theatre without Barriers”. Its target audience were
blind and partially sighted children as well as staff from
cultural and educational centres delivering stage classes.
The project involved a theatrical workshop, thanks
to which the children were able to have a behind-the-

scenes peek into daily life at the theatre. Moreover, the
personnel from cultural centres could learn about the
comprehensive accessibility of theatres for persons with
sight disabilities. All the participants could appreciate the
benefits of audio description during a play in a theatre of
shadows entitled “Discovering the World”, prepared by
children guided by Małgorzata Sienkiewicz.

Time for museums
In 2009, we were successful in implementing further
actions and show further possibilities in audio
description use. In cooperation with the Arsenał
Contemporary Art Gallery and the Higher School of
Public Administration in Białystok we delivered Poland’s
first ever audio description workshop, the effect of
which was an exhibition of Marek Kijewski’s visual art
with audio description, Poland’s first again. It was a very
important event indeed which once again showcased
the broad application of the technique in question.
The exhibition was attended not only by blind, partially
sighted or deaf-blind persons, but also sighted ones,
tempted into visiting the exhibition by the use of audio
description. The organisers did not collect statistical
data on the blind and partially sighted visitors at the
exhibition as the main objective of the initiative was to
create an opportunity for each, even a single, person
with sight disability interested in receiving visual art, to
participate in the exhibition on an equal footing with
non-disabled persons. The visits to the gallery during
the exhibition with audio description by blind, partially
sighted, deaf-blind, as well as sighted persons confirmed
that culture and art can and should be commonly

available, contributing towards social cohesion while
the continuation of such initiatives was indispensable.
In 2009, as requested by Tyflograf Studio, we prepared
the first audio description for a tactile graphic of the
cover of the Lednica 2009 psalm as well as the audio
description of selected items from the educational
forest trail running close to the Sieraków forest district
office. We also attended a conference of “The Visible”
on website accessibility, where we presented audio
description and how it can be used on websites in the
streaming media environment.
In 2009, as part of the Civic Initiatives Fund, we delivered
an innovative project called “Doors to culture. Audio
description as an opportunity for the improved access
of blind and partially sighted persons to visual arts.”
As part of the project, we ran a training series for staff
of cultural institutions, who are involved in planning
and the implementation of the strategy for making
goods of culture accessible and cultural education in
such institutions. Thanks to the project we managed
to make the participants familiar with the notion of the
comprehensive accessibility of museum exhibitions,
comprehensive and multisensory possibilities of making
space and exhibits accessible as well as the principles of
audio description.
The cooperation has borne fruit in the shape of, for
instance, Poland’s first audio guide with audio description
to the Museum of Nature in Drozdowo, as early as the end
of 2009. The museum main office is located in a manor
house of the Lutosławski Family whose rooms feature
permanent exhibitions showcasing a manor-house

by Fundacja Audiodeskrypcja

Photo 18. A training course for institutions of culture, the “Doors to Culture” project, 2009
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living room, where among other things mementoes relevant content which must be described, if the image
of the Lutosławski Family were shown, exhibitions is to be understood and constitute a single orderly
focusing on the nature of the Biebrza River valley, whole. As mentioned above, the first audio description
both animals and plants as well as an aquarian show workshop in Poland took place in 2009 at the Arsenał
entitled “The underwater
Contemporary Art Gallery
world of five continents”.
in Białystok. Since then,
If made correctly, audio description
The audio guide with audio
there have been several
description was made
such workshops focusing
becomes inaudible and one with
available on the museum
on visual arts as well as
the image it helps present. It begins
website. Museum staff
audiovisual
productions.
to exist as that image in the blind
have also been trained
Comprehensive accessibility
person’s mind.
in providing assistance
courses are also delivered
to blind persons, thanks
across Poland. In 2011,
to which blind visitors
we had the pleasure to
can count on professional
organise such training schemes
support when necessary. Another project focused on at the National Museum in Poznań, preceding the
the comprehensive accessibility of the “Drozdowo implementation of an innovative educational project
Sanctuary” in the Lutosławski Family’s park.
called “5 senses”, distinguished with the Award of the
Minister of Culture and National Heritage Sybilla 2011.
One of the major achievements of the Audiodeskrypcja
Appreciating the works presented at the exhibition,
Foundation in 2010 was the preparation of audio
blind visitors could listen to audio description, touch
description for the Racławice Panorama in Wrocław.
the reliefs of the paintings on view and feel the taste
We prepared the audio description for this monumental
of the vegetables shown on canvass or the smell of
painting in cooperation with the art historian Marta
the autumnal leaves from Józef Chełmoński’s painting
Golik-Gryglas from Kraków. The technique used may
Jesień. Convex guiding lines helped the visitors move
be of benefit to blind and partially sighted persons,
around the exhibition.
but experience shows that audio description for the
Racławice Panorama was keenly used by teachers with Comprehensive museum accessibility and audio
children. Once audio description has come to museums description workshops also took place at the National
during the day, we decided to have it also at night. In Museum in Wrocław, which in 2012 made its collection
2010, blind persons could for the first time enjoy it during of Polish contemporary art accessible to blind visitors,
the Long Night of Museums in Białystok.
presenting it by means of audio description, ceramic

Audio descriptors wanted
When sighted persons make visual content available
to those with sight disabilities, the key aspect is their
awareness that blind persons can and want to use it.
Equally important is the quality of the service thanks
to which blind people actually gain access to visual
culture and art. Yet to realise how much depends on
the correct audio description content and making
culture accessible in a comprehensive and multisensory
manner, much empathy is needed towards the blind
image recipient as well as an understanding of audio
description rules. Not all the texts presenting images
are audio descriptions. These are subtle differences,
yet very important in the end. If made correctly, audio
description becomes inaudible and one with the image
it helps present. It begins to exist as that image in the
blind person’s mind.
The need to educate audio description makers made us
deliver workshops, training courses and lectures on how
to make audio descriptions for audiovisual productions,
works of visual and stage arts as well as sporting events.
We teach the participants how to correctly select
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reliefs and Braille labels. The exhibition tours were
indicated using yellow guiding lines and the exhibition
area was presented as a mock-up. Events like that
make the Audiodeskrypcja Foundation continue its
training efforts thanks to which museum personnel
become familiar with the notion of the comprehensive
accessibility of culture for persons with sight disabilities.
Audio description workshops have been already
delivered in such locations as the Dramatyczny Theatre
in Warsaw, Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań and
Warsaw University as part of its audiovisual translation
programme. Courses in audio description are also
offered at the Catholic University of Lublin, University of
Social Sciences and Humanities in Warsaw as well as the
Jagiellonian University in Kraków. Workshops focusing
on audio description for works of visual arts and on
ensuring the comprehensive accessibility of exhibition
spaces have already been delivered in Stalowa Wola,
L. Braille Centre in Bydgoszcz, the Bunkier Sztuki
Contemporary Art Gallery in Kraków, Wilanów Palace,
Royal Łazienki Museum in Warsaw, Łowicka Cultural
Centre in Warsaw, Wrocław Zachód Cultural Centre,
Warsaw Historical Museum at its Muzeum Woli branch,
co-organised with the National Institute of Museology.

It is vitally important that the Institute itself understands
the need to work towards making cultural institutions
accessible to persons with disabilities. Notably,
accessibility is a subject of interest to some institutions
to be open soon, like the Museum of the History of Polish
Jews, which already now is training volunteers for audio
description efforts and is planning to be accessible.
Audio description training courses will be also delivered
at Old Art Gallery at the Art Museum in Łódź as well as
the special school and educational centre for blind and
partially sighted children in Kraków.
Audio description may not be the standard option
commonly used in cultural institutions yet but we observe
a continuously growing interest in the technique as well
as culture accessibility for persons with disabilities,
as evidenced by our projects delivered in many Polish
towns like Białystok, Gdynia, Warsaw, Wrocław, Kraków,
Elbląg, Łódź, Bydgoszcz, and Katowice. More and more
institutions and organisations are becoming involved
in various activities focusing on events featuring audio
description.
We hope that the promotion of audio description,
awareness of its essence and developing education in
audiovisual translation will make culture more accessible
while the high quality of audio description will bring
blind persons the joy and pleasure of appreciating visual
images. To this very end, we undertake other projects.
In 2011, we created the first tourist guide featuring the
audio description of architectural items on the trail
focusing on Esperanto and multiculturalism in Białystok.
The audio guide with audio description makes the user
follow in the footsteps of the well-known Białystok-born
Ludwik Zamenhof, the originator of Esperanto, and
Jakub Szapiro, the founder of the Białystok Esperanto
Society. The audio description uses words to outline 18
points of interest on the trail, such as the gate to the
Branicki Family Palace, Piaskower Synagogue, the Burnt
Synagogue monument, St Nicholas orthodox church, the

Minor Basilica of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin
Mary, Nowik’s Palace or the monument and family house
of Ludwik Zamenhof. For the purposes of the guide,
tips were developed concerning movement between
the sites for both pedestrians and users of public
transport. The guide has been prepared as an example
of good practice in making cultural heritage accessible
to persons with sight disabilities and promoting tourism
without barriers.

To touch a colour, hear perspective and see
an image
How to explain colours, perspective and the sense of
space on flat canvass to a blind person? This is a task
taken onboard by the Audiodeskrypcja Foundation
in partnership with the WIDOK Cultural Education
Association, in the recently delivered project entitled
“Images painted with words. Radio meetings with
audio description of visual arts, not only for children.”
The programme aimed to promote equal opportunities
in access to visual arts for children and adults with sight
disabilities, and as a consequence their social inclusion
in the area of culture. The objective was met through
the presentation of selected, most precious works of
visual arts from various epochs, showcasing changes
taking place in the history of art from prehistoric to
contemporary times as well as the development of
innovative solutions fostering the understanding
of the essence of colours and a deeper experience
of art. In that way, for the first time in Poland, audio
description of visual arts was heard on the radio, the
painting perspective took the form of sounds and
colours became fabrics.
Between June and November 2011, the regional
broadcaster Polish Radio Białystok offered a series of
twelve original broadcasts by Barbara Szymańska and

by Fundacja Audiodeskrypcja

Photos 19 and 20. An audio disc with audio description for visual arts, Images painted with words
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Joanna Sikora, with specialist consultation provided
by Magdalena Godlewska, President of the WIDOK
Cultural Education Association. Those radio meetings
were also attended by art experts (Joanna Tomalska,
Jolanta Szczygieł-Rogowska, Marta Pietruszko, Beata
Mróz, Kamil Kopania, Anna Sobecka, Michał Jachuła),
who in a user friendly format explained key terminology
of fine arts. The listeners could learn about the role of
such means of expression as light, colour spot, line or
texture in works of art. The discussed visual phenomena
were illustrated by sound effects while the evolution
of artistic styles in painting were reflected by music of
the period. One episode featured Father Jan Kojło as
a special guest, who told a colourful story taking the
listeners to Mount Athos and Stavronikita Monastery
where some works of early-Christian art can be found
like the Christ Pantocrator icon. The radio series has
been released as an audio book which can be used by
teachers and educators.
Focusing on teaching colours to blind children and
adolescents, the project developed a “Touch Colour
Palette”. Assuming that the basis for the painting process
is the perception and reproduction of light intensity, the
palette refers to the phenomenon of matter reflecting

and absorbing light waves. The colours were selected
following the fundamental distinction used in painting,
and so the palette includes three primary colours: blue,
yellow and red. They were put between white (a fabric
with thick weave and a hard and smooth surface), which
fully reflects the rays of light it receives (breadcrumbs)
and black (a fluffy fleecy fabric), which absorbs all the
light waves falling on its surface, the crumbs getting
lost in the fleecy material. The starting point in that
educational pursuit was the assumption that each colour
was matched by a specific length and frequency of light
waves, and consequently each colour must be matched
by a different fabric texture. The longer the wave, the
lower its frequency and so the longer the wave, the
thicker the fabric and the lower the frequency, the
softer and more elastic the fabric.
The “Touch Colour Palette” was verified by children from
a few inclusive kindergartens in Białystok. The selection
of the fabrics used in the palette was also influenced
by the fact that juxtaposed fabrics are supposed to
facilitate the recognition of cool and warm colours.
Placing the fingertips on white and blue and then
white and yellow, one can feel how white changes the
“temperature of blue and yellow” and how they change
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Photo 21. The cover of the “Touch Colour Palette”
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the “temperature of white”. With blue, white becomes
cool, while it gets warm with yellow.
The “Touch Colour Palette” is designed as a starting
point in learning other hues. The results of work
contributed by those involved in the project can be
seen on YouTube on the Audiodeskrypcja Foundation
channel. The “Touch Colour Palette” together with the
radio series on CDs has been distributed among schools
and educational centres for blind and partially sighted
children and adolescents across the country, the Central
Library of the Polish Association of the Blind, libraries
with special collections and libraries of the universities
co-operating with the Audiodeskrypcja Foundation in
promoting audio description and making culture and art
accessible to persons with sight disabilities.

The radio broadcasts together with the “Touch Colour
Palette” are intended to be an encouragement to
actively participate in experiencing culture and art. They
are there to wake the awareness of all the listeners of
the fact that blind and partially sighted persons can be
and are fully legitimate participants of cultural life, while
– through a verbal description coupled with sound –
audio description facilitates the reception of the visual
layer of works of art even if the beholder has no direct
link with it.

Barbara Szymańska – an educator, vice-president of the Audiodeskrypcja Foundation, an expert in the preparation and
delivery of audio description and making culture comprehensively accessible to persons with sight disabilities. Since
2002, actively engaged for blind persons, in particular focusing her efforts on unleashing children’s creative potential.
A developer and co-creator of the “Touch Colour Palette” as well as guidelines concerning the adaptation of educational materials of the Institute of National Remembrance (“The Polish People’s Republic in films” and “War in films”). An
audio description pioneer in Poland. Since 2006, a consultant and co-creator of audio description for films, stage plays,
visual arts, monuments of architecture and tourist trails.

by Fundacja Audiodeskrypcja

Photos 22–25. The “Touch Colour Palette” presented by means of mixed-texture fabrics
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We need to look for an optimal solution
An interview with Jan Janczykowski, engineer and architect, Chief
Conservation Officer in the Province of Małopolska

Ireneusz Białek (IB): I would like to ask you about your
opinion concerning the accessibility of cultural and
national heritage sites in the context of the needs of
persons with disabilities.

without using the not-so-safe steep wooden stairs that
are there. Any intervention in this case would mean the
authenticity of the place would be lost.

Jan Janczykowski (JJ): I look at it as making it possible
for disabled persons to appreciate the exhibits on
show, so that they can see all that is precious and
valuable. I also think that works like tactile graphics
or microsculptures should be treated as works of art
of some kind, a synthesis of form. The most difficult is
to present the most characteristic features of a given
object in a way understandable to the recipient. This is
a very interesting subject. That is why the guidebook
to the Jagiellonian University Museum seems such an
interesting initiative.

MB: Yes, but the tower is an exception.

Marta Bylica (MB): Indeed, while working on the
guidebook we needed to simplify certain elements and
the results were verified by blind persons.
JJ: I think this direction could be pursued much further.
Miniatures of interesting historical buildings could
become commonly present and they would definitely
speak more of the object to those who are unable to
see what it looks like. At Kanonicza St. (in Kraków), for
example, there are a number of palaces with arcade
courts. Miniature sculptures would make it much easier
to picture the entire complex, if they could be seen from
all the sides, also the court, to show the arcades, that is
the most characteristic elements. The main conservation
problem, however, concerns persons with mobility
disabilities. Accommodations for them, so that they can
get somewhere, are sometimes simply very difficult to
make. Specialist appliances cannot be put everywhere.
Installing a lift or some other elevators in a historical
building with beautiful stairs, which are a work of art
in their entirety with a balustrade to boot, entails very
complex dilemmas, since they must remain such a work
of art as a whole. Compromise solutions should be found
and most often we do reach them, yet this requires
long discussions with designers and unfortunately
sometimes that is not possible. For instance, the Tower
of St. Mary’s Basilica is a case in point where I just cannot
find a solution so that the visitor could go upstairs
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JJ: The Townhall Tower is another one. In many locations,
however, there is agreement to put lifts directly into
a building or from the courtyard side. Already in the
spatial plan for Kraków’s Old Town there are relevant
provisions allowing for additional vertical elements so
that access to higher floors is easier. The worst scenario
concerns the most precious monuments as there the
room for manoeuvre is most limited in terms of new
items to be added. It is hard to imagine St Mary’s Basilica
with a ramp instead of the steps. That would alter the
authenticity of the building, one of the most precious
one after all. And so one must apply other technical
solutions like wheelchairs, with a set of three wheels
around a single axis making it possible to go up and
down the stairs or various elevators.
IB: And how did an older and disabled Pope John Paul II
get into St Mary’s Basilica, he did, after all?
JJ: Of course, he did. A special wheelchair and a ramp
were used when necessary and then removed without
delay.
IB: Maybe the same solution could be of service to
other persons with disabilities?
JJ: St Mary’s Basilica is a very special case indeed, but
luckily it has no single entrance but several points
of access. As far as I know, an accessible door can be
found at St Mary’s Square. There are no steps there,
just one threshold, easy to go over even in a wheelchair.
It is a straight way inside, it is not necessary to redo
the historical steps (there are circa eight) at the main
entrance. Yet there is a group of buildings where
adding something is difficult without distorting their
appearance. I am still speaking about the most valuable
historical sites. Another key issue is the understanding
of accessibility as a notion by designers as not all show
sufficient initiative. I sometimes receive designs with

a “that’s how it must be and there is no other solution”
note across it. Fortunately, I and my team know
examples from across the world where such barriers are
removed and sometimes we are able to suggest other
and better solutions.
IB: That is sad, indeed, even more so as we are faced
with aging societies and the lack of awareness
concerning universal design1 among architects is very
low and so it will be necessary in the future to remove
a whole lot of barriers we are putting up right now. We
have talked about historical buildings so far but after all
thousands of buildings in Poland are being erected that
are perfectly new and that do not follow the principles
of universal design. It may be that architects should
receive compulsory education in this area.

require designers to use specific solutions which we find
raise no objections in terms of monument conservation.
IB: We are going to share such knowledge. But how
should go about the general lack of knowledge by
designers as regards interesting adjustment solutions?
Is it a good idea to introduce such changes in law as
to reject investment projects without reasonable
adjustments2 accounting for the needs of persons with
disabilities?
JJ: As far as new projects are concerned, such regulations
could of course be reinforced. For me, however, the key
things are information and education. The more we talk
about it and show best practice, the more difficult it will
be for designers or investors to claim that they have not
known something. Education is of primary importance.

JJ: This is quite a complex matter. You are absolutely
right, young architects are not sufficiently educated in IB: I do agree that the dissemination of good practice
this area and usually their knowledge of universal design can be an inspiration, at least in marketing terms.
is limited to learning about whether it is possible or not Yet I wonder whether this can be successful without
to fit in a lift or a ramp with a right inclination angle. The reinforced law, whether good practice itself can be
potential here is obviously much larger. I have many of interest to a designer? Will it convince him/her that
times asked designers with some experience in that emphasising the economic aspect only is pointless in
area to provide me with useful materials. They should the long term?
be generally available, though. Designers as well as the
JJ: I am concerned about one phenomenon I am
authorities approving construction-related applications
frequently faced with. In many cases our law is good
should have them at hand so as to know their technical
but dead. In other words, if law is too restrictive and the
capacity. It is a barrier to me when an applicant
level of education poor, law is not respected. That is why
approaches me claiming that there is no other option
I say that information and education are key. An elevator
but the one he/she has applied. I can suggest a better
for disabled users can be made as a very nice object.
solution, if I have got sufficient knowledge, but if I have
Most often, however, it is the producers of substandard
not (and in many cases indeed I just do not have access
solutions that advertise most
to relevant information),
aggressively and there is lack
then there is a problem.
of information concerning
Dissemination of information,
Dissemination of information,
good, aesthetic options which
suggestions, and catalogues
suggestions, and catalogues
at the same time meet all the
showcasing the use of
showcasing the use of specialist
functional requirements. We
specialist appliances would
appliances would bring a world
are bombarded with junk
bring a world of good.
and good examples are not
of good.
Unfortunately, at university
promoted enough. So I think
architects-to-be are informed
that education should come
about such simplest things but
first, followed by changes in
not about how exactly architectural barriers should be
law and only where really necessary. Otherwise we are
removed. Nothing else is presented to them apart from
going to produce further dead regulations.
such banal solutions like a ramp or a lift, although there
is a wealth of options. I have, for instance, somewhere
in Italy or Germany, come across a tracked elevator, MB: Good practice will then later bring positive changes
where an armchair is put and which moves up and down so that the law is not dead.
the stairs. For my office using that sort of information
would be highly valuable, we would then be able to
Reasonable accommodation, or reasonable adjustment necessary and appropriate modification and adjustments not
imposing a disproportionate or undue burden, where needed
in a particular case, to ensure to persons with disabilities
the enjoyment or exercise on an equal basis with others of
all human rights and fundamental freedoms (source: UN
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities).
2

Universal design – the design of products, environments,
programmes and services to be usable by all people, to the
greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or
specialized design (source: UN Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities).
1
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JJ: Obviously. As an example I would take the town
of Zakopane and the local problem they have with
construction law enforcement. I have recently attended
a conference just in Zakopane, where to the question
“Why so many cases of building without relevant
permits in this region?” someone answered: “In our
area construction law has somehow failed to catch on.”
And so we have an officially single-storey house with
a usable attic but the attic has five floors. It is a parody of
a highlander-style building, a clear case of lawlessness.
Law may exclude building lawlessness but such houses
are still being built and it is not properly controlled. In
general terms, we have to become more mature. The
long break we experienced in cultural continuity, unlike
in the West, put a stop to correct patterns settling in.
For decades after 1945 mediocrity was promoted as
a national virtue. The gift of improvisation, adjustment
to the situation and bypassing laws was considered
a good thing.
IB: Indeed, the break was visible in all spheres of life.
JJ: We need generational changes here and more than
a single generation, I would say two or three, to ensure
the satisfactory level of what we need, that is spatial
order understood very broadly.
IB: But before it happens we will manage to erect many
junk buildings!
JJ: That is unfortunately correct. The dynamic building
activity in Zakopane has led to the view from the top
of Gubałówka towards the Tatras being covered by
buildings. Zakopane has simply lost its appeal, while
once small neighbouring places, which have managed
to invest wisely are more attractive. The proverb “When
all is gone, repentance comes too late” is true also in this
case.
IB: If only Kraków City Centre had been built that way…
JJ: In Kraków, regrettably, not everything is perfect
either. The view from Kościuszko’s Mound towards
Wawel Hill against the backdrop of power-station
chimneys in Łęg is the most infamous example. Luckily,

Interview by Ireneusz Białek and Marta Bylica
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after a few passive years local spatial development plans
are being drafted in Kraków and for instance in the Old
City we are seeing some rigour in place finally, thanks to
which there is less promotional and advertising clutter.
I would also wish the quarter of Kazimierz could have its
spatial plan as well. We would at last have some areas
protected on the UNESCO heritage list. The monument
conservation officer as a function is not enough. I can
imagine things improving in Kraków, as things have
been discussed for some time now. Yet Kraków is
a specific place. Communities vary across the city and
so no construction project will ever please everybody.
In this way more serious subjects are debated, which
suggests optimal solutions can be found. Difference of
opinion should be respected, for example as far as the
construction of tower blocks is concerned.
IB: And so accessibility and universal design must be
debated, too.
JJ: We are faced with one serious problem: social
consultations are our weakness. We have been unable
to develop them properly while such a solution works
perfectly in the UK. Adequate education first and
dialogue second. Many, even controversial, projects can
be implemented, if the climate is right, and the climate
can be established only talking to each other. This
cannot be imposed from the top, no official letter will do
it. Dialogue is what matters.
IB: My initial ideas for adjustments at the Jagiellonian
University’s Collegium Maius came from the UK.
I consider reasonable adjustments (a term from British
law) to be able to serve the city as positive promotion.
Yet they should be common practice.
JJ: Certainly. And in many places it is possible, but not
everywhere. In some rare situations things cannot be
changed, and then one needs to look for a compromise,
an optimal solution.
MB: Thank you very much for the interview.
JJ: Thank you.

Disability access – museums and art
galleries
by Bernard Quinn, Learning-Difference Ltd
For organisations such as museums and art galleries in the UK, and no doubt across the world,
there are two perspectives necessary when looking at disabled people. Firstly, there is the
social responsibility perspective, which is largely “managed” by the legislation framework.
Secondly there is the business perspective. Publicly owned cultural organisations have to think
of themselves as businesses and to see their museum and art gallery visitors as customers – just
as much as corporately owned cultural venues.

Introduction
In the United Kingdom (UK) there is “best practice” and
there is “minimum practice” (sometimes also known as
“compliance practice” as it meets the minimum legal
requirements). Partly this is due to anti discrimination
legislation changes, notably in 1995 with the UK Disability
Discrimination Act (DDA), and in 2010 when the DDA
was subsumed into the broader UK Equalities Act,
which brought UK legislation into greater harmony with
European Union requirements.

The examples in this article of resources and policy
decisions have been specifically designed to make
cultural venues more accessible to disabled visitors. They
are examples of what the anti-discrimination legislation

by Bernard Quinn

This short article looks at current practice found in the
UK and also looks at one region of the UK in particular,
the northeast of England. This is because the region has
the highest number of disabled people in its population
in England with more than a quarter being considered

disabled, compared with a national average of 18% (ODI
2008) based on a national population of 62.3 million
and an estimated 10 million “with a limiting long term
illness, impairment or disability”. The region is sometimes
considered to be more disability focused because of
this statistic. In particular we meet representatives
of 12 cultural organisations who make up the Tyne &
Wear Archives & Museums (TWAM) service to hear
their disability access stories. TWAM is a county wide
partnership which includes five local government
authorities. (See acknowledgements for a list of the
TWAM local authorities).

Photo 26. A detail of the alternative formats wayfinding information
stand that greets visitors in the entrance to the Discovery Museum
in Newcastle, England. It has a high visibility, high contrast blue and
yellow colour scheme and incorporates raised symbols, tactile maps,
Braille, raised lettering and colour coded maps on its main surface
area. .

Photo 27. A TWAM employee demonstrating wheelchair user access
when completing feedback forms. The place designated for this
purpose has alternative desk heights and has no obstacles nearby
so wheelchair users and visitors with other mobility impairments can
comfortably complete the forms.
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describes as “reasonable adjustments”. However, some
of these go much further than compliance with the law
and can be described as models of “best practice.”
For organisations such as museums and art galleries in
the UK, and no doubt across the world, there are two
perspectives necessary when looking at disabled people.
Firstly, there is the social responsibility perspective,
which is largely “managed” by the legislation framework.
Secondly there is the business perspective. Publicly
owned cultural organisations have to think of themselves
as businesses and to see their museum and art gallery
visitors as customers – just as much as corporately owned
cultural venues. Striving to create the most accessible
venues and exhibitions not only creates more equality
it means more visitors. In the northeast region this can
either mean 25% more customers or 25% lost business. In
terms of money, in the UK economy disability customer
spending power is estimated to be worth £50 billion
pounds (Employers Forum on Disability 2010).
Cultural venue visitor numbers have been rising in
nationally sponsored museums in the UK by an estimated
51% over the past 10 years (DCMS 2011). Partly this
coincides with the abolition of entrance fees in 2001 to
most, but not all, cultural venues in public ownership and
reduced fees in others. Since the formation of TWAM in
the north east of England all of its venues have been free
to enter and where a charge is still levied for a particular
service a disabled visitor’s carer/personal assistant can

enter for free. The current economic pressures in the UK
could change this situation dramatically. With some local
cultural service budgets being cut by nearly 50% the future
could be a more expensive one for cultural venue visitors,
especially for disabled people who are one of the most
economically disadvantaged groups in society. Progress
made over the past 15 years could quickly be lost.

Independent access
The increasing deployment of access technology in many
cultural venues across the UK has also been an important
factor in encouraging more visitors from this previously
excluded group. Mobile technology, which is described in
slightly more detail later, will further enrich the disabled
visitor’s experience with the exploitation of blue tooth,
mobile apps, and QR code technology. This mobile
technology means a disabled visitor can access almost all
the content of a museum or art gallery simply by walking
through that venue using their mobile phones or tablet
devices. They do not necessarily need to ask staff for
assistance to find the aids and equipment to access this
content which in turn increases their independence as
visitors. TWAM are currently looking at some of these
additional technology options for future deployment in
their 12 cultural venues.

Disability awareness and a positive attitude
Technology is no doubt having a huge impact on
accessibility to cultural venues for disabled visitors, and
it can be highly cost effective once the initial investment
has been made. However technology needs to be seen as
one element in a total access package.
When you listen to disabled visitors the single most valued
and influential factor affecting the quality and enjoyment
of a visit is the attitude of the people who work in these
venues, especially their awareness and understanding of
disability and accessibility.

by Bernard Quinn

Rob Latham, Equalities and Access Officer for TWAM:
“we are proactive in offering best practice not just
compliance with the legislation. This includes involving
disabled people as much as possible in our work. We do
the usual customer satisfaction surveys but we go further
by deploying disabled mystery visitors who report back
on the standards they find in our museums and galleries.”

Mystery disabled visitors?

Photo 28. Picture above shows a visually impaired member of TWAM
staff using the alternative format wayfinder information stand that
provides directions to all the parts of the museum they may want to
visit.
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Mystery shoppers are commonly used in retail markets
and are employed by marketing organisations to find
out what customers really experience when they go
shopping. They do this by posing as ordinary shoppers
and then sending their findings back to the marketing

research team for analysis. In much the same way, TWAM
hire disabled volunteers who are trained and sent to visit
museums and galleries in the region disguised as ordinary
disabled visitors.
As mentioned in the introduction, the northeast of
England has the highest number of disabled people in
its local population. In 2001 the UK Office for National
Statistics (ONS) National Census established the
incidence of disability in the northeast as the highest in
Great Britain. It estimated there were approximately
25.8% disabled people in the northeast region compared
to the national average of around 18%.
According to Rob Latham, TWAM, this is one of the
factors that has led to a strong focus on access for
disabled people to cultural venues in the northeast region
of England compared to elsewhere.
Museums and art galleries in Tyne and Wear formed
a partnership (TWAM) to tackle the implications of this
statistic given that (a) potentially a quarter of its visitors
could be disabled (ONS 2001) and (b) as public service
providers funded by the government they had a public
duty in law to not only comply with the law but to promote
good practice (Equalities Act 2010). TWAM also adopted
the social model of disability and aimed to be leaders in
best practice for disabled visitors to cultural venues.

Unique staff post

Access begins at home
Disability access in the TWAM network of cultural venues
starts long before a disabled person enters a museum
or art gallery. Rob Latham: “ we send out a pre visit
information pack in the format required on request
from particular disabled perspective visitors. These
requests can be made by phone, email, textphone or
via the TWAM website. Pre-visit information is sent free
of charge and we only ask that the packs are returned
to us as soon as possible – again at no cost as the pack
qualifies for free postage under current legislation. Each
pack costs about £300 to produce and is well received by
those who request it.”
The pre visit pack (see pictures below) is available in
a range of formats: large print, Braille, tactile map, audio
described on cassette tape, and interactive CD-ROM.
The packs allow a disabled person to plan their visit, it
gives them essential information so they know how to
get to a particular TWAM cultural venue. Information on
bus, taxi, train and disabled parking availability is also
contained in the pack. Details on how to get around
within a particular venue as well as what a visitor can
expect to experience is also included as part of all TWAM
pre-visit packs. Other information provided includes the
location of emergency exits, lifts, stairs, ramps, toilets,
accessible information points, cafe, and museum shop
as well as how and where the museum collection is
displayed in the venue.
Originally these packs were designed to support blind
and partially sighted visitors but it quickly became

by Bernard Quinn

A new post of Disability Access Officer was created to
provide support to its 12 cultural venues over all disability
access issues. The postholder also acted initially as
a central point of contact for information for a further 80
regional public/private cultural venues. This post became
the Equalities Access Officer with the introduction of the
Equalities Act UK (2010). The post is probably unique
in the UK and possibly the EU as it is 100% focused on

disability and equality. All UK museums and art galleries
have staff positions with some responsibility for disability
and equality but not exclusively dedicated to that single
area of work.

Photos 29 and 30. Picture above shows the pre-visit information pack that is available on request by a disabled visitor enabling them to plan their
visit to the museum in advance. Packs are posted free of charge and can be returned free of charge. Formats include large print, Braille, tactile
maps, audio tapes and CD ROMs. Information covers all essential visitor needs – how the museum is laid out, what is in each room, toilets and
refreshment areas, shops and information points as well as health and emergency information.
Picture on the right side shows a sample page from the large print and the Braille booklets in the pre visit pack.
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a valuable and useful resource for a wider audience and
is now used by visitors with a learning disability, disabled
children, as well as visitors with a visual impairment.

Access means awareness
One of the first steps TWAM took was to train its staff and
volunteers in disability awareness, and latterly in broader
equalities awareness. Rob Latham: “We have a wide
ranging and focused suite of training packages including
those on disability access. The training is designed to
ensure we meet our legal duties for the services we
offer as well as encouraging good practice amongst our
staff.” The training suites are usually delivered by external
consultant trainers and currently cover:
• Equality diversity and disability – this package is
mandatory for all staff and volunteers;
• Visual impairment awareness;
• Deaf and hearing impairment awareness;
• Learning disabilities awareness;
• Mental health awareness;
• How to produce accessible information;
• Ensuring the built environment is accessible to all.
Staff training and the investment in a broad range of
training materials and resources at TWAM are seen as
critical to maintaining the good disabled visitor feedback
already achieved. Rob Latham again: “As a disabled
person myself I know how important staff attitude is to
my experience as a customer whether I am shopping at

Tesco’s, Sainsburys or visiting a museum or art gallery,
and this is what our disabled visitors have told us”.
TWAM employ 280 staff and have 650 volunteers working
across its 12 venues in the northeast of England. One of
the impacts of TWAMs clear and actively communicated
focus on disability, Rob feels, is the number of disabled
employees and volunteers who work for TWAM. In the
UK disclosing to an employer that you have a disability
is still a sensitive subject and many fear they will be
discriminated against if they tell their employer or their
work colleagues about their impairment so it is possible
that official statistics, even in the northeast, underrepresent the true numbers in employment. Rob Latham:
“We have 12% of staff and nearly 10% of volunteers
declaring they have a disability, but from my direct
experience I am confident the real figures are actually
higher.” Even though these figures are strongly indicative
of a disability friendly employer, in a region where the
potential is twice those numbers, TWAM clearly still have
some room for further improvement.

Access means involving people
One of the earliest principles adopted by TWAM was
that of engagement with their customers – museum and
art gallery visitors. For minority groups such as disabled
people this meant finding a way to open a sustainable
dialogue. TWAM established what it calls “disability
focused consultation groups”.

by Bernard Quinn

Photo 31. Pages from the tactile maps booklet with floor guides and points of interest, where to find different elements of the collections.
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One of the first, set up in 2004 under the TWAM disability
action plan, was created to enable disabled people to be
involved in how museums and art galleries served their
disabled visitors. It is called the Museums and Galleries
Disability Access Group (MAGDAG). Nearly 10 years later
this group is more active than ever.

MAGDAG
MAGDAG consists of disabled people who volunteer
their time to TWAM. The group meets 6 times per year
in different cultural venues in the TWAM partnership.
Current membership includes people who are blind,
partially sighted, D/deaf, hard of hearing, have a learning
disability, have mobility issues, wheelchair users, physical
impairment, and people with mental health issues.
As well as ensuring a disability focus in all TWAMs venues
and services, the group also benefit directly themselves
by taking part in MAGDAG – including opportunities for
personal development, and increased knowledge about
art galleries and museums.
A second group is an internal group of TWAM staff
called the Equalities Working Group (EWG). EWG looks
for ways to implement MAGDAG’s recommendations
on improvements and reasonable adjustments within
the constraints of budgets, planning regulations and
legislation. The EWG gives disabled people, through
MAGDAG, access to a very wide range of people and
organisations across Tyne and Wear to further increase
their influence including: senior management teams,
human resource and finance departments, learning
and outreach teams, building managers, professional
museum and art gallery staff.

Toilets in art galleries and museums are becoming much
more disability friendly and easier to see with their
highly visual door symbols, and electronic doors (see
picture below). They now include taps turned on by
electronic sensor rather than mechanical handles. In
the TWAM Discovery Museum, Newcastle, there are
also an accessible family room for disabled visitors who
need to change or clean their clothing themselves if, for
example, they spill food or drink onto their clothing and
need to do something about it. Family changing rooms/
wash areas/toilets (see picture below) in the Discovery
Museum include a walk-in shower, a bed with electric
hoists, electronic sensor taps, and space for the largest of
wheelchairs to move around in.
It is reasonably common to see UK cultural venues,
including TWAM’s, offering sign language interpreters,
guide volunteers for blind and partially sighted visitors,
free wheelchair hire (whilst inside the venue), printed
information in various formats (for example, large print),
and assisted group tours. There are other reasonably
common resources that help a disabled visitor to
access exhibits such as raised surface/deep relief tactile
facsimiles of paintings in bronze (see pictures below),
plastic or thermaform materials. These are all, when
offered as a total package, still valuable elements in terms
of best practice in accessibility.

Disability definitions
Interestingly whilst TWAM adheres to the social model
of disability, the Equalities Act 2010 obliges MAGDAG to
use the 2010 Act’s definition of disability which states
a disabled person is someone with: “a physical or mental
impairment which has a substantial and long term adverse
effect on his/her ability to carry out normal day-to-day
activities comfortably.” This somewhat contradicts the
social model’s fundamental premise of a person being
disabled by external factors rather than the disabling
being internal to the person. However, this does not
appear to affect the functioning or purpose of the group
for whom the social model appears to be more relevant.
by Bernard Quinn

Audio-visual aids have long been a feature of a visit to an
art gallery or museum. It is common to find orientation
and wayfinding aids in UK cultural buildings open to the
public such as Braille, high contrast colours and colour
coded areas, textured surfaces, high contrast signage,
talking lifts, hearing-aid induction loops, hand-held audio
tour guides, touch tours, and tactile maps.

Photo 32. Picture above shows visually impaired member of TWAM
staff demonstrating a hand-held audio guide.
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Discreet audio pools with directional sound (see
photograph below) incorporate a touch screen kiosk
with a directional speaker positioned 4 metres above it
(the white box at the top of the picture). This means the
speaker is discreet and as the sound is limited to the area
around the kiosk, it does not disturb other visitors.
“Talking Tactile Technology” systems (T3 systems) are
like the older bronze relief facsimiles referred to above
but with added technology to make paintings accessible
to blind or partially sighted visitors. They have the added
flexibility of being used for more than one object or
painting in the museum by use of interchangeable raised
surface inlays for each object. The tactile image facsimiles
sit in a tray and can be positioned in front of the exhibit
(painting, object). Once it is touched it activates audio
descriptions of parts or all of the painting that is hanging
on the gallery wall. It is also highly effective for visitors
with a learning disability.
TWAM are also looking into the possibility of adding
more hand held technology options that can, for
example, enable several art objects and paintings to be
photographed and uploaded to a mobile device such as
an iPad or SMART phone. Then audio and sign language
video can be added to increase access to the exhibits
selected.
Touchscreen video technology as shown in the photograph
below is relatively old technology but it is easy to see how

this can be powerfully used as an accessibility resource by
including Sign Language digital video alongside large print
on the screen and audio description. Like the other kioskstyle resources described above, the screen is viewable
and usable by a wheelchair user as well as someone who
is standing.

The future for TWAM, the UK museums sector,
and more accessibility in cultural venues
Scanning technology such as that which utilises QR codes
can now be found in many museums across the world.
QR (which stands for Quick Response) is a square grid of
black and white blocks and was first developed in 1994,
and is similar to a normal barcode but wholly different in
its purpose. Whereas a barcode links a product to a shop’s
database, a QR code links to online content. Simply
photographing the QR code with your mobile phone or
tablet camera opens the online link on your phone or
similar device.
The appeal to museums of QR codes, including TWAM
who are planning to introduce in some of their venues,
is that digital media/online content can be ‘attached’ to
physical objects in museums and art galleries (a painting
or an antique vase for example) by means of the QR icon.
This icon can be displayed on a wall or a display cabinet
or in a leaflet accompanying an exhibition. The object or
leaflet can then be permanently linked with a growing

by Bernard Quinn
Photos 33 i 34. Pictures above, left and right, show the high visibility design doors for the family changing rooms and family-friendly toilets
designed for use by disabled visitors.
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Photo 36. Picture above shows wash basins in toilet rooms set at
varying heights, automatic taps, accessible soap dispensers, and
mirrors at various levels.

Photo 37. Picture above shows a tactile facsimile of a painting in the
Laing Art Gallery, Newcastle. This type of alternative format resource
has been in museums and galleries in UK for many years. They are very
popular and still useful in modern galleries but they can only represent
one painting or object. TWAM also have a multimedia T3 modern
equivalent to this type of resource. The features of this are described
below.

Photo 38. Picture above shows a modern variant on the traditional
bronze touch facsimile as seen in the earlier photograph. The Laing
Art Gallery example shown here not only has a version of the artwork
you can touch and feel, it also shows, in tactile form, how the sculpture
has been built up by the artist giving a blind or partially sighted visitor
some sense of how a woodcarver produces such a work of art.

and editable repository of online material, revealed to
visitors through their smartphones or tablets.

TWAM are investigating these technologies, mobile, blue
tooth triggered, increased additional online and accessible
format content possibilities to extend the disabled visitor
experience and to do it more cost effectively. One idea is
to create digital virtual art trails across TWAM collections
and venues.

by Bernard Quinn

Photo 35. Picture above shows the walk-in shower and automatic taps
in the family friendly toilet/changing rooms.

For disabled visitors this is a very interesting technology
for better access to art gallery and museum content
and events. For museums and art galleries this could be
a highly cost effective method of offering information
rich content, compared to current methods, and in
a potentially limitless range of alternative formats. For
example, exhibition catalogues could be electronic rather
than costly paper publications; audio description or
simple audio content can be added over and above what
is printed already.
Blue-tooth enabled devices such as SMART phones and
tablets are also being used more in museums and art
galleries. Exhibits (paintings or objects) can also be bluetooth enabled so that they can be “found” by the visitor’s
mobile device when the visitor gets close to the exhibit.
Once connected (paired), the visitor can access audiobased information about the exhibit using their own
headphones attached to their mobile device.

In conclusion
Whilst there has been much progress in making UK
museums and art galleries accessible to disabled visitors,
and there are many examples of innovative approaches,
disabled visitors in the UK still experience too much
variability in standards, levels of communication, and in
attitudes of museum and art gallery staff towards them.
Even within such a disability focused cultural partnership
such as TWAM there is room for more improvement.
Whilst it is relatively easy to create access resources
and tools to permanent collections in art galleries and
museums, it is much more complex and expensive
for museums and art galleries to make travelling or
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Photo 39. Picture above shows the universal location marker (white
on black ear-slash-‘T’ symbol) for hearing impaired art gallery visitors
who use hearing aids and want to access the audio loop system.

Photo 40. Picture above shows a multimedia touch screen information
kiosk with directed sound in The Laing Art Gallery, Newcastle, England.

impacts also of new social norms such as an increasingly
obese population with its own attendant health and
physical access issues.

Photo 41. Picture above shows the touch screen kiosk with sign
language interpreter video translating that gallery’s exhibition into
sign language for a deaf visitor.

temporary exhibitions and events accessible. Diverse
issues such as intellectual property rights and insurance
risks start to compromise accessibility when you do not
own the object or the exhibition.
Looking more broadly at the UK public cultural
service sector and disability access, factors that could
significantly change the face of accessibility include
the ever-ageing profile of populations with their higher
incidences of disability which increase exponentially
once a person lives beyond their mid 60s – rising from
1 in 4 at working age to 1 in 2 at post state retirement
age (Family Resources Survey 2009/10). We will see the
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In the next few years museums and art galleries will
have to keep up and even get ahead of a population
that will be dominated by digitally native people who
have not known what it is like to be without a PC or have
never experienced life without instant online content
at their fingertips. They will want access on their terms,
immediately, and increasingly perhaps without wanting
to leave their “armchairs or coffee houses”, they will
potentially not be so interested in travelling to locations
and going into buildings to experience art, culture, and
history. These will include both disabled and non-disabled
people. What will the access issues be for these disabled
digitally native people and how will it affect the business
end of museums and art galleries? They will have to create
even better total accessibility experiences covering all
aspects throughout the museum and art gallery including
exhibition content, shop and restaurant facilities and to
consistent standard.
Rob Latham, TWAM: “We must keep evolving. We are
not just about things in boxes and pictures on walls. We
have to be more interactive, touchy-feely, and we must
get that message across (to all potential visitors) so we
remain relevant to them.”
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Useful links, references, and resources relating to this article:
For further information about TWAM and its disability focus contact their Equality Access Officer by email: Robert.
latham@twmuseums.org.uk
For further information on UK disability statistics in this article and others relating to disability in the UK population,
visit the UK government’s Office for Disability Issues web page: http://odi.dwp.gov.uk/disability-statistics-andresearch/disability-facts-and-figures.php#1
Office for National Statistics (ONS) webpage: http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/taxonomy/index.html?nscl=Population
UK Equalities and Human Rights Commission: http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/our-job/what-we-do/ourbusiness-plan/disability-equality/ (The UKs main advisory body on equality and disability)
Employers Forum on Disability (EFD): http://www.efd.org.uk/ (UK based association made up of employers with
training, advice and resources for employers of all sizes interested in disability. Much of the information is applicable
to SMEs worldwide).
Tyne & Wear Archives & Museums: http://www.twmuseums.org.uk/ see especially their partnership statement on
accessibility: http://www.twmuseums.org.uk/about/accessibility/
Visitor numbers data from the UK Government’s Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS 2011): http://www.
culture.gov.uk/what_we_do/research_and_statistics/8609.aspx
Social and Medical Models of Disability: http://www.dareproject.eu/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&i
d=10&Itemid=13&lang=en.
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Photo 42. Picture above shows a close-up image of the multimedia
information kiosk with touch screen technology.

Photo 43. Picture above shows an example of how accessibility needs
to cover all aspects of a visitor’s experience. Here we see a TWAM
museum café/restaurant area with level flooring, easy access tables,
with alternative cutlery and drinking sets that are available on request
at the counter.
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