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The Birth of Tactile Appreciation of Fine Art: Considering Practices in
the United Kingdom and the United States

KASHIMA Moeko

Abstract:

In the late 20th century, museum curators and educational staff started organizing touch tours for the blind,
offering them an opportunity to appreciate fine art through tactile contact. The blind are encouraged to touch
sculptures, craftworks and other three-dimensional objects, and such touch exhibitions have spread throughout
the West. While people primarily appreciate artwork with the visual sense in modern times, the tactile sense
has become one of the sensory forms for appreciating art. This paper discusses historical processes and central
concepts related to pioneering curating practices for the blind in the United Kingdom and the United States,
particularly focusing on cases at the Sunderland Museum and the North Carolina Museum of Art. While C.
Deas, a curator at the former museum, regarded the tactile sense as an aesthetic one, A. Eaton, a practitioner
for American craft exhibits, emphasized it as a tool of communication between the sighted and the blind. The
Mary Duke Biddle Gallery at the North Carolina Museum of Art further materialized Eaton’s concept as a
touch exhibition. By examining these cases, this paper traces the trajectories of concepts and practices that led

to the current form of the touch exhibition.

Keywords: the blind, tactile sense, art appreciation, art museum education, curation
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