
.  

The Immaculate Introspection 

Art to feed the soul, via Audience Perception 

 

PURPOSE: 

Goethe suggests: 

„We ought, every day at least, to hear a little song, read a good poem, see a fine 

picture and if it were possible, to speak a few reasonable words.‟ 

My independent study will be an investigation of the role of art in 

enriching/enhancing the psyche of the other. Art for art‟s sake became a mantra for 

those who promoted the notion that art was no longer being used as a tool for 

patronage and commercial gain. Creativity could exist without a raison d‟etre. This 

century, however has seen a return to art as commodity and a gluttony of gallery 

sales with prices sky high. Despite this moneyed dimension my thesis will consider 

whether art, in particular painting, can alter the state of mind and improve being, or 

wellbeing. This is a vast subject which given an appropriate time scale and sufficient 

funds would follow and question hundreds of visitors to galleries using specialised 

equipment to monitor changes in brain pattern, using laboratories etc. Recent 

research by Hooper Greenhill has revealed the difficulty in capturing clean, unbiased 

data around this topic. The Comment Cards and Visitor Books are seen as untapped 

riches yet to be fully explored. I shall embark on my creative dissertation by listening 

to the experience of several people as they look at a painting in a gallery in 

Manchester. Their experience will be noted and adapted to enable me to produce a 



selection of short stories. The observation of their observations will form the basis of 

my thesis, and by looking at the theories of Barthes (The Rhetoric of the Image) and 

Hall (Representation), I shall investigate the semantics of this data. The 

Communicating Culture and Reading the Image modules should offer a link to this 

study, and a launch pad for further reading.  

 

Famine, a painting by John Charles Dollman takes pride of place in the Victorian 

Gallery at Salford Museum and Art Gallery. I was shown this painting in the spring 

by John Sculley, the Museums and Heritage Services Manager. It is the most popular 

painting in the Gallery. Members of the public were up in arms on hearing it might 

be moved. Merchandise in the Museum shop concentrates on this picture. Why, what 

is it about this particular image that invokes these emotions? Francis Bacon hoped 

his paintings would: 

"... unlock the valves of feeling and therefore return the onlooker to life more 

violently". 



It is this emotional reaction that I want to explore further.  

 

PERSONAL RELEVANCE: 

 My interests lie in Galleries and Museums and I hope to find employment in this 

field on graduating. It is therefore appropriate to study this area. I am currently 

working at Salford Museum as a volunteer. John Sculley has asked me to investigate 

and research their audience. Apart from some scanty figures on footfall, there is no 

other data about the visitor to the Galleries there. What is the purpose of their visit, 

who are they, what do they like/dislike? This work will run in parallel with my 

Independent Study. (See Appendix 1). I met with Gaynor Bagnall a Senior Sociology 

Lecturer at Salford University whose interest is the museum audience. She has 

agreed to help me construct a questionnaire, and is keen to see Salford  attain 

funding for its proposed Museum of Society. Any research I undertake may be used 

by Salford Museum in its bid for funding. I am very keen to continue in academia, 

and hope to carry forward my dissertation, I am therefore aware that I must focus on 

an area in which there are many more discoveries to be made, and in which the 

current literature is said to be lacking. 

My other motivations come from life experiences of art in practice. For example, 

some years ago I was quite ill, and had to visit a cancer clinic on a regular basis. This 

clinic was dire. Crammed full of anxious, sick women, the room was cramped and 

depressing. The walls were decorated in a gloomy grey, dirty and peeling. It was 

incredibly depressing. I wrote to the Director of the Hospital suggesting that these 

environs were not conducive to creating a positive, cheery atmosphere. I suggested 

he might want to add some paintings or flowers perhaps. A few weeks later I visited 



the clinic again. A local school had come up with some very jolly pictures, these 

covered the walls. I have no idea what difference these pictures made, but it certainly 

lifted my spirits whilst I sat in that room. Why? I should like to investigate the 

theories behind Art Therapy (which I have touched on in my blog about my 

Independent Study at http://okathleen.wordpress.com/).  

Another reason for my interest in this area concerns creativity in children. As a 

governor of a local primary school I was dismayed to hear how the children struggle 

with creative writing. According to the staff there, the pupils have little in the way of 

stimulating life experience; therefore writing stories is difficult for them. 

Birmingham City Council now loan their paintings to schools, and have found it 

successful on many levels. The National Gallery are currently funding research by 

Hooper Greenhill called „Articulate‟, how youth workers can use the visual arts to 

inspire creativity. I would like to examine the outcomes of this project. 

The creative aspect of this Study will take the form of short stories, perhaps a poem. 

Writing is a passion, and last year I was able to join a Creative Writing module in the 

English Department. All genres of the short story were attempted; this is something I 

should like to repeat. I conducted a preliminary experiment this week by asking my 

daughter to look at a painting. I logged her reaction, filtered the results and wrote a 

poem. (See Appendix). By sieving through the contents of the ethnographic 

observations I shall conduct, I will attempt to reflect the outcomes as stories. The 

narrative of the painting absorbed by the eye of the onlooker will then be transposed 

to a narrative of the reflections of that onlooker. Hopefully a story will emerge to 

echo the experience of the other whilst relying on the self to portray, as far as 

possible, an honest account.  

http://okathleen.wordpress.com/


 

 

THEORETICAL RELEVANCE; 

I have decided to concentrate my degree along a Culture and Media thread. My 

journey so far has taken me through the theories and practice of various aspects of 

Communication theory. This grounding will now allow me to concentrate on the 

nature of discourse and the role of semiology as a starting point for my thesis. The 

experience of otherness and the dialogue arising from my research will add another 

dimension to the theory surrounding my research questions. Shannon and Weaver 

and their model for communication, in particular the role of noise in encoding and 

decoding an image, will be used when discussing the difficulties in „reading‟ a 

painting. The teachings of Aristotle and Freud will also be applied to this research. 

More recent work by Susanne Langer, Susan Sontag, Simon Tait and Eileen Hooper 

Greenhill will be reviewed.  

The short story element of the Independent Study will be bolstered by the styles and 

approaches of short story authors such as Margaret Atwood, Arnold Bennet, 

Katherine Mansfield and A E Coppard.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

METHODOLOGY: 

Each day I shall keep a log of my efforts to date, either on line in the form of a blog, 

or in a written journal. I shall use this diary to record relevant reading, events, and 

thoughts, and as a route to self-evaluate what my journey entailed. I shall endeavour 

to write each day. As part of the creative writing dimension to my study I will use 

exercises to improve and expand my writing techniques. (See Appendix 2) At the 

Salford Gallery I will undertake ethnographic observations and a questionnaire. Then 

using a more detailed questionnaire will begin to compose the drafts of a series of 

short stories. Using photography and a short film I will record different aspects of the 

months ahead, this will show technical competency in this field, and add a further 

dimension to the text. Extensive reading and analysis of texts will form the 

foundation of my research. I hope to meet with my supervisor fortnightly.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

SUCCESS CRITERIA: 

The questions surrounding my independent study are about audience perception. It 

is possible that more questions will arise following the research I undertake. I feel a 

successful outcome would be to publish one or two of the short stories, and to use my 

thesis as an entry to further study. I set fairly high standards for myself, but I think 

these aims are achievable. Failure criteria would be to submit a piece of work that 

was only good enough, and not good enough for me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

ETHICS: 

The biggest stumbling block may be the way in which I construe the story of the 

other. Therefore lengthy discussion should take place with the subjects of the stories 

to confirm their satisfaction with what has been written. The second issue arises 

around the work at Salford Museum. How do I present my findings to them if my 

findings have negative connotations? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

TIMETABLE: 

OCTOBER Select volunteers, visit Art Galleries, complete questionnaire at Salford 

 

NOVEMBER  Draft short stories, read 

 

DECEMBER Short stories, evaluate, read 

 

JANUARY Presentation at Salford, use data for thesis. read 

 

FEBRUARY Firm up, polish 

 

MARCH Complete 

 

 

 



 

 

“It Must Be Good It’s In The Tate” 

 

Enter the frame, step through, 

     and back. 

Blunder, baffle, waffle. 

Window or mirror? 

Look out, look in, look through. 

Stare back; glare or glimmer of hope? 

Bemused, amused? The brooch a clue or 

herring, red, like bib and tucker, 

the scarlet warns of passion curtailed by 

velvet, collar black as night. 

Dark as death. 

     Step away now. 

There’s more to see. 

 

K a hart 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Excerpt from Short Story – The Sale of The Century 

 

Tom and the shark found themselves face to chiselled snout, eye to beady eye. 

Neither flinched. Time suspended. Feelings swirled a vortex as the boy circled the 

formidable fish. Tom turned to me and grinned quizzically „ 

“It‟s a bit sick, I don‟t get it.” 

But I think he did. 

 A vast decaying monster, caught in a trap. A spider‟s web of undertaker‟s venom. 

Hanging from a domed height in all its splendour, the glass case a magnifier of the 

faces of a crowd in awe. Tom too, was mesmerised.  

“Eighteen million for a lump of rotting flesh”. 

It didn‟t add up. 

KAH 
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Getting to know you – understanding your visitors 
and developing your audiences* 
 

6 November 2008 

 

Lancashire County Museum Service Conservation Studios, Preston 
 

10.30am Arrival and coffee  

   

10.45-10.50 am Welcome Jo Jones, President, NW 
Federation 

   

10.50-11.40am “Making your audience research 
count” 

Helen Corkery, Strategic 
Research and Marketing 
Manager, Arts About 
Manchester 

   

11.40- 11.55am “Reconnecting with your 
audience” 

Anna Dunne, Marketing and 
Communications Director, 
Audiences Yorkshire 

   

11.55- 12.25pm “Turning school visits into repeat 
visits- a case study” 

Anna Dunne, Marketing and 
Communications Director, 
Audiences Yorkshire 

   

12.25- 1pm 'Working collaboratively: Preston 
Museums Group and the Hands 
on Gang' 

Marge Ainsley, Freelance Arts 
Marketing 

   

1pm-2pm LUNCH  

   

2-3pm “Marketing plans- getting them 
right” 

Emma Parsons, Arts 
Marketing and Management 
Consultant 

   

3- 3.40pm “There’s no right way to brand 
museums. And here’s how you 

Adam Lumb, Head of 
Marketing and 



do it” Communications, Museums 
Sheffield 

   

3.40- 4pm Tea and round up 

 

I have been invited to 
attend this course by 
Salford Museum as 
part of my research 
there.* 
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