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Abstract 

 
Looking Beyond the Visual: 

Considering Multi-Sensory Experience and Education  

with Video Art in Installation 

 

 

 

Marya Helen Spont, M.A.  

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Paul E. Bolin 

 
 This study problematizes how the history, theory, and practice of art education (as 

documented) have predominantly focused on visually-based artworks and on visual 

aspects of other, multi-sensory artworks. I posit that existing pedagogical approaches 

become particularly limiting when addressing contemporary artworks that engage 

multiple senses and question how art educators might adapt such paradigms to consider 

individual learners’ multi-sensory experiences—particularly, aural, bodily, and spatial, as 

well as visual, experiences—as they operate in relation to video art in installation. To 

offer a point of reference for subsequent discussion, I narrate and interpret my own multi-

sensory experience of Krzysztof Wodiczko’s …OUT OF HERE: The Veterans Project 

(2009), and then situate both visual and non-visual aspects of my experience in relation to 
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various possible experiences of time, still and changing images, sound, the static or 

mobile body, other bodies, and space. By synthesizing and building upon recent scholarly 

literature pertaining to interpretation, multi-sensory and bodily experience, and learner-

centered pedagogy, I consider theoretical and practical implications for teaching and 

learning with video art in installation, and recommend art educators’ mediation through 

creating communities of questioning, listening, and “speaking with,” in addition to 

looking. Throughout this study, I argue that encouraging learners to interpret their 

individual bodily and sensory experiences of artworks should be considered an essential 

part of the process of making meaning of those artworks in art education environments 

and, more importantly, of the process of helping learners to become more critically aware 

of their own sensory experiences in the world. 
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Chapter One:  Introduction: Looking Beyond the Visual 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY  

Robert Gober’s Untitled (1997) looks uncurious enough, like an open suitcase on 

the floor, but the sound of an aquarium that emanates from it draws the visitor in to bend 

at the waist and crane her neck, peer through the suitcase, and negotiate the contents 

surprisingly far below. When walking around Monica Bonvicini’s Light Me Black 

(2009), one must continually look down to avoid tripping into or out of holes in the 

floor.1 A sense of somatic touch, or feeling through the skin and its pores, is something 

that Olafur Eliasson’s multimedia work engages in pieces like Ventilator (1997), in 

which an operating electric fan swoops parabolically overhead, creating two kinds of 

breezes for the visitor, and Beauty (1993), in which a gentle mist produced by a machine 

overhead grazes the visitor’s skin just enough to make it moist, but never enough to form 

droplets, and reveals rainbows to those standing at certain angles.2 Tania Bruguera’s 

video art installation Poetic Justice (2002-2003) plays newsreels from colonial India on 

miniature LCD screens embedded in walls covered with used tea bags; the effects of 

moving through this piece on one’s sight, sound, smell, and bodily sense experience can 

be simultaneously and alternately enticing and revolting, and maybe something else. 

                                                
1 As installed at the Art Institute of Chicago (2009-2010), Bonvicini’s near-blinding fluorescent light piece 
Light Me Black (2009) occupies the center of a room in which her plasterboard piece Plastered (1998-
present) is the floor; three paintings on glass (Untitled [Built], Untitled [Desire], and Untitled [Rime], all 
from 2009), hang on the walls. 
2 After writing the above, I encountered Grynsztejn’s (2007) similar description of and interpretation of 
Eliasson’s Beauty (1993), both of which support some of the foundational ideas of my study as I lay them 
out in this introduction. Of Beauty, Grynsztejn argues: “The work is radically subjective, for it is absolutely 
dependent on and unique to each viewer’s position: certain colors in the rainbow are emphasized, or the arc 
may disappear altogether, depending on the angle between observer, light source, and raindrop, such that 
the piece cannot be seen identically even by two people standing side by side” (p. 28). 
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Bruce Nauman’s classic Video Corridor (1968-1970) may make a visitor to a museum 

more aware of her body and her bodily sense in another respect.3 Live-feed video 

cameras are stationed behind the visitor in order to project her back in front of her own 

eyes. The visitor sees herself in a monitor, from behind and getting smaller as she walks 

into the space towards herself from behind, moving away from herself. A surveillance 

camera and its corresponding monitor that show a visitor how he appears from above 

when entering a store or public building can function in a similar way. The sense of 

sensing something existing behind one’s back, of seeing one’s own body as another body 

in a new view, or of negotiating sounds and images and even scents simultaneously, 

engages our experience in a way that can be difficult to locate and discuss, and the nature 

of which has been largely unexplored and un-theorized by the field of art education. This 

is particularly the case from the standpoint of art education pedagogy, which, at present, 

lacks the conceptual tools to approach the kinds of works described above through 

consideration of the multiple senses they engage. Further, I would argue that our current 

paradigms of curriculum are still centered so strongly on the form, content, art historical 

context, and production of visual images that any consideration of multi-sensory, bodily 

experience may strike art educators as unusual, unproductive, or simply confusing. 

I begin in addressing the works above because I have encountered each in some 

manner over the course of the last year and—after having had an “experience” of each 

myself in person or through their portrayal in narrative text—reflected on how I could 

                                                
3 Morse (1990) describes the experience of this work as “stunning” (p. 153). She continues: “To me it was 
as if I my [sic] body had become unglued from my own image, as if the ground of my orientation in space 
were pulled out from under me.” Joselit (2007) reads “intimacy” as well as “alienation” into the same 
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approach them as an educator, working with learners of various ages or levels and in 

various educational contexts, in a way that does not treat the works or learners’ 

experiences of them as novelties. As noted, art education literature has little to offer 

understandings of learners’ multi-sensory, bodily experiences of works of art. Though 

theories of bodily experience abound in fields such as architectural theory (e.g., 

Pallasmaa, 2005; Pizarro, 2009), art history and criticism (e.g., Grynsztejn, 2007; Jones, 

2006d), cinema and media studies (e.g., Belton, 2008; Hanson, 2004), musicology (e.g., 

Austern, 2002), and philosophy (e.g., Gendler & Hawthorne, 2006)—influenced in many 

cases by the thought of philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty (2007)—these theories 

scarcely conceive of bodies as learners. This is one reason these theories cannot be 

adapted ad-hoc to art education. This disconnect—between the “learners” with whom I 

concern myself and the “spectators” or “subjects” with whom other scholars have 

engaged—is more than semantic. In educational discourse and practice, reference to a 

“learner” also typically implies a second, perhaps more powerful, subjectivity—that of a 

“teacher.” This fact presents additional challenges as to how we may understand the 

relationship between individual experience and agency in the context of these aesthetic 

encounters.  

While, indubitably, research in art education differs from the practice of art 

education, this study takes the former as its subject for two main reasons. First, a focus on 

research allows me to investigate the discourse of and theories behind how and why art 

education engages with works in the way that it does—or does not. Additionally, and not 

                                                
situation (p. 157), conceiving of the spatialized “divergence between persons and their [own] images” as a 
form of “social encounter” (p. 156).  
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insignificantly, by addressing existing texts and emerging dialogues I connect this study 

to issues that other art education scholars have identified as being important to our field 

in the contemporary moment. Grounding my study within these discussions and 

extending outwards from them, in this thesis I explore ways to engage with the 

challenges that multi-sensory art education—specifically, education about video art in 

installation—may present for theory, discourse, and practice in terms of how we conceive 

of and connect with learners.4  

We are in an age in which—perhaps to counteract top-down national testing 

initiatives—learner-centered models of teaching are becoming more prominent in 

education literature.5 This is evident in a growing curricular focus on the learner, with 

countless texts encouraging teachers to begin from the visual and material culture of their 

students, from what is already significant to them (e.g., Adejumo, 2000; Freedman, 2003; 

Gude, 2004; Manifold, 2009; Umphrey, 2007). In terms of pedagogical practice, this 

often means encouraging students to direct the learning process, to find their own way at 

their own pace. Admittedly, pedagogical approaches that begin from the learner—from 

each individual learner—present new challenges for educators. A general question we, as 

art educators, often ask when planning a lesson is: How can we talk about this work with 

                                                
4 In that my study considers the ways in which the medium of video art challenges existing paradigms of 
practice, it joins texts by Belting (2003), Fifer and Hones (1995), Iles and Huldisch (2005), Szeeman 
(1977), Wharton (2005), and surely others that consider the same in relation to curation, conservation, and 
the writing of art history. 
5 This is the fundamental premise of Umphrey’s (2007) book, which proposes organizing each high 
school’s curriculum in relation to the community that immediately surrounds it. Examining the changing 
nature of culture on a broad scale, Blandy (in Congdon, Hicks, Bolin, & Blandy, 2008) suggests that 
“learning will be more personal, student-centered, problem oriented and decentralized” in the near future 
(p. 12). 
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our learners? In the case I address here, a more complex question must be anterior: How 

can we ever know what each individual learner is experiencing?  

At base, there is the fact of what can be perceived through the senses and, 

subsequently, the subjective sensory judgments that learners make in order to create 

meaning of one thing or another, to interpret. Much as any artwork lacks an absolute 

scent, feel, or even view, any interpretation depends in part on the sensory capacity of the 

individual evaluating an artwork and the space or context in which he or she does so and 

the range or kind of mobility with which he or she does so. For art educators accustomed 

to engaging with more objective qualities like formal properties or artists’ biographies, 

considering sensory data in this way necessarily requires a different approach. For each 

individual learner, there is the issue of the limitations of one’s own senses. Since sensory 

capacity determines experience to a great extent, the information with which two learners 

interpret differs because of differences in their multiple, sensory abilities.6 Yet 

emphasizing individual sensory difference may produce an uncomfortable dissonance 

between learners in the same learning environment, particularly when it seems as if one 

learner is perceiving “more” or “less” than others. Yet, just as some people see more 

vividly into certain ends of the color spectrum, so too do people hear; as we age, for 

example, we lose the ability to hear high-pitch frequencies.7 Corrective measures and 

                                                
6 In his review of Todd Gitlin’s book, Media Unlimited: How the Torrent of Images and Sounds 
Overwhelms Our Lives, Duncum (2003) highlights the importance of not assuming common experiences 
among all individuals in relation to culture as well: “In describing cultural experience Gitlin consistently 
refers to ‘we’—we feel this; we see that—as if we are all white, male, middle-class academics from New 
York. One needs to be cautious, not to mention empirical, when talking about other people’s experience, 
especially young people’s when one is much older” (p. 188). 
7 Evidently, this particular sensory difference is one of which many differently aged parties are commonly 
aware. Block and [Unknown] (2006) note situations in which adult shopkeepers have used devices that 
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prosthetics may do other than equalize individuals’ abilities. Hearing aids may clarify, 

enhance, or shade our sensory experience—or entirely abandon us—as eyeglasses or 

wheel chairs may. That is, in addition to any images and sounds that video art produces, 

the specific sensory experiences a work enables in learners contribute to their subjective 

interpretations of it. Particularly when in certain installations—such as those projected 

onto an entire wall and/or presented with multiple screens—video artworks engage the 

experience of the body beyond its capacity to interpret the world through its typically 

cited five senses, numbered and isolated from one another through cultural invention. 

Instead, these artworks enclose the body “within an envelope of images, textures, and 

sounds” and incite it to acquire “kinesthetic ‘insights’” (Morse, 1990, p. 153). The body, 

whether moving or still, is our primary medium of experience (Merleau-Ponty, 2007), 

and thus yields the primary data for our subsequent knowing.  

Much of the literature concerning “experience”—including much of what I cite in 

this thesis—builds upon the thought of either John Dewey or Maurice Merleau-Ponty. In 

the most basic of summations, Dewey (1958) conceives of experience in terms of life 

experience (e.g., “real experiences” [p. 36]) and sense experience (p. 22); Dewey’s notion 

that anyone can learn and produce knowledge through both kinds of experience 

influenced Freire’s (1998) theories of critical pedagogy. By contrast, Merleau-Ponty’s 

(2007) philosophy is concerned primarily with experience as coming from an 

instantaneous sensuous moment, as related to the centrality of the body; in this way, we 

see his influence reflected in Ellsworth (2005), Grynsztejn (2007), Hansen (2004), 

                                                
emit high-pitch frequencies to repel adolescent visitors and in which high school students have 
communicated during class by using ringtones inaudible to most adult teachers.  
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Madenfort (1972), Pallasmaa (2005), and Springgay (2008), among others interested in 

embodiment in relation to works of art. In this thesis, except where explicitly noted, I 

mean by “experience” something closer in spirit to the latter—that which arises 

momentarily through the sensory body as opposed to conscious thought or acquired and 

remembered knowledge. Particularly when I discuss “multi-sensory experience,” I mean 

that immersive experience in which the senses are indeed engaged and felt multiply 

before they can be located or understood singly. In my view, these multi-sensory 

experiences are fundamental to making meaning of works of art and the world in that 

they provide learners with sensory information essential to understanding and interpreting 

one’s own immediate and dynamic bodily presence. This belief underlies the entirety of 

this thesis, and I will return to it more fully in my concluding chapter. 

Of course, there are various bodily and sensory dimensions to all types of 

experiences and in relation to all kinds of works of arts, regardless of the media and the 

senses they ostensibly engage. I choose to write about video art in installation as the 

central case study of this thesis because it is the medium with which I have the richest 

background as a scholar and maker and because video in its many forms is something one 

might encounter in everyday life. A major way in which my study differs from other art 

education texts, both theoretical and practical, that prioritize multi-sensory art or video art 

is that I center my discussion on the multi-sensory experience of video art—not, as others 

have, on video’s relation to technology (e.g., Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005; Song, 2009) 

or capacity as a recording medium (e.g., Lovett, 2006; Polaniecki, 2006; Springgay, 

2008), or on specific studio activities (e.g., Szekely & Szekely, 2005). In conducting this 

study, I operate with the premise that before we, as art educators, should teach about 



 8 

video art in installation, we should collect and develop conceptual tools for understanding 

the ways in which individuals learn through visual, aural, bodily, and spatial senses—the 

central and most common sensory experiences associated with video art in installation—

particularly when they are immediate and momentarily inseparable. How can art 

educators engage with individual learners’ multi-sensory experiences of these works? For 

instance, what kinds of questions can guide learners’ inquiry into artworks whose multi-

sensory dimensions, characteristics, and experiences are not only variable but also 

fundamentally subjective (i.e., defined by the limits and abilities of individual 

subjectivities)? 

Throughout this thesis paper, I seek to draw together theoretical threads 

concerning multi-sensory and bodily experience, video art spectatorship, pedagogy, and 

learning as they pertain to art education. I begin Chapter Two by examining art education 

literature that advocates for consideration of art that engages senses other than the visual 

and questioning how we might begin to understand multi-sensory experience—

particularly, aural, bodily, and spatial, as well as visual, experience—as it operates in 

relation to video art in installation. In the first part of Chapter Three, I narrate my own 

synthetic, multi-sensory experience of a work of video art in installation, Krzysztof 

Wodiczko’s …OUT OF HERE: The Veterans Project (2009).8 For this I utilize a 

descriptive, narrative approach comparable to those taken by Hansen (2004), regarding a 

video installation by Bill Viola; Garoian and Gaudelius (2008), regarding a performance 

work by Goat Island; and Pallasmaa (2005), regarding multi-sensory “personal 

                                                
8 This work was exhibited at the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, for which it was created and 
installed, from November 4, 2009 to March 28, 2010. I visited it on December 31, 2009. 
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impressions” of architecture, in attempts to approximate my experience of Wodiczko’s 

work for subsequent analysis. In the second part of Chapter Three, I interpret and situate 

various visual and non-visual aspects of my experience with respect to specific and 

generalized interrelations between images, motion, time, sounds, the body, other bodies, 

and space. In Chapter Four, I bring together and build upon existing approaches to 

interpreting artworks, addressing multi-sensory and bodily experiences in art education, 

and enacting learner-centered pedagogies in order to consider some theoretical and 

practical implications for teaching and learning in art education. In concluding, I argue a 

broader case for enabling each learner’s critical awareness and interpretation of their 

multi-sensory and bodily experiences of various media by suggesting interdisciplinary 

extensions and social implications of the ideas I present throughout this study. In this 

theoretical paper, which is based in issues and ideas about expanding our purview as a 

field, I do not explicitly proffer practical activities for art educators. 

CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This study is guided by three primary research questions, which each follow from 

the other and which collectively outline and define the larger movement of this paper. 

1. In what ways might a turn towards the consideration of individual, multi-sensory 

experience of works of art affect or challenge how art educators conceive of and 

connect with learners? 

2. How might we understand and negotiate individual, multi-sensory experience as it 

operates in video art in installation and thus in art education that engages with 

video art in installation? 
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3. What might be some of the theoretical and practical implications for teaching and 

learning in art education?  

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Why am I interested in answering these questions? I first conceived of this study 

in order to address the dearth of sources in the field of art education that engage with 

video art. Most existent sources present video art’s value in terms of its technology (e.g., 

Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005; Song, 2009) or suggest using video technology for 

recording purposes (e.g., Lovett, 2006; Polaniecki, 2006; Springgay, 2008). More 

significantly though, as posited above, our field lacks suggestions for means of 

understanding and action that start from and focus on the multi-sensory experience of 

work that necessarily involves multiple sensory dimensions. By engaging with issues 

pertaining to individual, multi-sensory and bodily experiences of video art in installation, 

I developed here a theoretical foundation for art educators’ future study and practice. By 

extension, this thesis seeks to contribute to a growing body of literature in art education 

that de-emphasizes studio production and the analysis of the history and content of 

artworks in favor of an approach to education that begins from the learner and their 

subjective experience of artworks. 

In undertaking this study, I also seek to address a more theoretical problem. Art 

education tends to focus on the visual (Bolin & Blandy, 2003), but art of the twentieth 

and twenty-first centuries encompasses many media and engages many senses. As I 

discuss at greater length in Chapter Two, even art educators who emphasize the 

importance of studying the lived world (e.g., Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005; Barrett, 

2003b; Duncum, 2002; Freedman, 2003; Gude, 2004; Tavin, 2003) tend to focus on 
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strictly visual aspects of it. Regardless of whether we address the fact that our world is 

increasingly video-based, we and our learners still experience, learn from, and become 

implicated in its audiovisual and otherwise multi-sensory forms. As art educators, we 

have a responsibility to our learners and to society to critically engage with the range of 

bodily and sensory experiences that can arise from video art in installation, because it has 

the potential to expand our understandings not only of this and other art but also of 

contemporary life.  

RESEARCH METHODS 

Throughout the theoretical investigations of issues that I address in this thesis, I 

utilize various forms of qualitative case study. Case study is both a process and product 

of inquiry about a particular case (Stake, 2005, p. 444)—here, video art in installation 

serves as the particular case in my inquiry into the potentialities of approaches to art 

education that stem from the multi-sensory and bodily experiences of each learner. This 

methodology enables the researcher to represent an understanding of that case; it does 

not seek to represent the general world (p. 460). I chose case study as my primary 

methodology because of its flexibility and capacity for depth, breadth, and concept 

development.  

Among social science methodologies, case study is “preferred in examining 

contemporary events” (Yin, 2003, p. 7) in that it includes “direct observation of the 

events being studied and interviews of the persons involved in the events” as sources of 

evidence (p. 8). Particularly advantageous in “real-life” rather than controlled laboratory 

contexts (p. 13), case study is an empirical form of investigation that requires an 

“inquiring mind during data collection” as well as before and after (p. 59). Silverman 



 12 

(2005) illustrates the flexibility of qualitative case study: it can variously use (p. 111) and 

combine (p. 121) techniques like observation, textual analysis, and interviews. Stake 

(2005) describes various types of case study (e.g., instrumental, collective), which can 

accommodate studies that differ in purpose, function, and scope. Regardless of which 

type of approach is used, case study seeks to examine and understand the particular—not 

the universal or even the ordinary—aspects of a given case (p. 447). Case researchers 

gather a variety of data as part of these studies, drawing from the case’s historical 

background and political and aesthetic contexts, the informants through which the case 

can be known, and other areas (p. 447). The case researcher must be “ever-reflective” (p. 

449), continuously interpreting this data by revising descriptions and meanings as the 

study progresses (p. 450). Stake recognizes the legitimacy of the experiential knowledge 

of researchers and subjects alike (p. 454). In part because of its respect for experiential 

knowledge and implicit skepticism of case studies that seek scientific or universal 

findings, this and other writings by Stake (e.g., Stake, 1995) serve as my primary 

methodological texts in this study. 

In Chapter Two, in which I draw from the literature of various fields to review the 

discourse surrounding and issues pertaining to multi-sensory art education, bodily 

experience, and video art in installation, I conduct a collective case study, or multiple 

case study, in which “a number of cases may be studied jointly in order to investigate a 

phenomenon, population, or general condition” (Stake, 2005, p. 445). I study this 

“collection” of texts, specifically, because I believe “that understanding them will lead to 

better understanding, and perhaps better theorizing, about a still larger collection of 

cases” (p. 446). This “still larger collection of cases” also contains the range of texts, 
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discourses, and practices that I do not—and cannot realistically—address in the context 

of this study. That is, the texts I select and critique in Chapter Two offer a representative 

but not a comprehensive view. 

To describe my synthetic experience of a work of video art in installation—

Krzysztof Wodiczko’s …OUT OF HERE: The Veterans Project (2009) at the Institute of 

Contemporary Art/Boston—in the first part of Chapter Three, I conduct an instrumental 

case study, in which “a particular case is examined mainly to provide insight into an issue 

or to redraw a generalization” (Stake, 2005, p. 445). That is, the particular case is chosen 

to help examine and understand something other than the case itself (p. 445). Here, the 

insight gleaned from studying the case (a particular work of video art in installation) is 

used to elucidate my individual, multi-sensory experience of that case—which, 

principally, is only one of the possible experiences of the piece. In my attempts to 

approximate my experience of this work of video art in installation, I model the focused, 

descriptive, narrative approaches offered by other scholars (Garoian & Gaudelius, 2008; 

Hansen, 2004; Pallasmaa, 2005); I also summarize these approaches to help justify and 

exemplify my own. These can be considered case studies in that each “facilitates the 

conveying of experience of actors…as well as the experience of studying the case,” doing 

so “largely with narratives and situational descriptions of case activity, personal 

relationship, and group interpretation” (Stake, 2005, p. 454). These can also be 

considered case studies in the manner in which humanities disciplines often engage with 

the term; for instance, media theorist Galloway (2008) uses two “case studies”—Norman 

Rockwell’s Triple Self-Portrait (1960) and Richard Williams’s Untitled (Alfred E. 

Neuman Self-Portrait) from Mad Magazine—to develop his argument that an interface is 



 14 

not a thing but rather a “process of translation” (p. 939). Here, Galloway uses “case 

study” to mean something that exemplifies a particular media concept that he wants to 

explore; Dodds (2002), theorizing dance in popular culture, uses the term in a similar 

way.  

In the second half of Chapter Three, which includes more targeted analyses of 

inter-sensory aspects of the synthetic experience cited above, I primarily utilize 

instrumental case study while drawing upon the tools of collective case study to a lesser 

extent. I do so in order to examine possible experiences of additional works of video art 

in installation and other media, specifically because I believe that those works may help 

to further illustrate some characteristic (e.g., manipulation of time) that correlates to an 

experience (e.g., disorientation or confusion about time) that for me is common to one I 

have had of Wodiczko’s piece, the study’s central work. 

Because my thesis deals with video art in installation—and thus video—most 

artworks I discuss have necessarily been created since the 1960s. In keeping with Gude’s 

(2004) call to “study the art of our times” (p. 8), the artwork positioned as central to 

Chapter Three is less than a year old. Many other video art works with which I engage in 

the second part of Chapter Three were made in the last decade; they constitute a 

“purposive sampling,” or grouping that “allows us to choose a case because it illustrates 

some feature or process in which we are interested” (Silverman, 2005, p. 129). For 

instance, Bill Viola’s Anima (2000) supports my inquiry into learners’ experiences of 

time and changing images in Wodiczko’s piece, and works by Peggy Ahwesh and Jason 

Salavon exemplify issues related to experiencing conflicting or conflated sounds and 

images in contemporary art and life. For the convenience of art educators who may 
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encounter this study, I have made a special effort to discuss works for which some 

representation (e.g., video clip, audiovisual installation views) is available for free and/or 

online.  

The form of collective case study that I utilize in Chapter Four resembles that 

found in Chapter Two in that I study a “collection” of texts in the belief “that 

understanding them will lead to better understanding, and perhaps better theorizing, about 

a still larger collection of cases” (Stake, 2005, p. 446). In this chapter, the “collection” is 

comprised of various learner-centered theories of interpretation and pedagogy, which I 

investigate in relation to one another as a means of better understanding why and how 

educators might mediate learners’ multi-sensory and bodily experiences of works of 

video art in installation and enable greater critical awareness in learners. 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Throughout this paper I repeatedly use several key terms, many of which have 

multiple and sometimes conflicting academic and popular meanings. Below, I elaborate 

on my own usage of each and identify relevant conceptual sources. 

Video 

I use “video” to refer to the electronic medium dating from the mid-1960s, whose 

“origin depends on the electronic transfer of signals….that are kept in constant 

movement” and which are “generated inside a camera and can circulate between 

recording and reproduction equipment” (Spielmann, 2008, p. 1). Video is “the first truly 

audiovisual medium that, in contrast to film, does not generate images as a unit and does 

not display the materiality of the film strip, which makes use of one track for image and 

one for sound” (p. 1); sound, as well as imagery, is intrinsic to video. Video is closer 
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technically to television than to film in that it shares “technical characteristics of 

transmission and presence in common with television,” principally that “fluid forms of 

imagery arise through its signal-transmission technology” (p. 3). Whether in analog or 

digital form, the term “video” can refer to home video, documentary video, video art, or 

other forms, and must be translated through a playback device to be seen, heard, or 

experienced. 

Video art  

Though terms like “experimental video” (Jameson, 1991, p. 69) and “artistic 

video” (Spielmann, 2008, p. 74) have also been assigned to the medium, “video art” is 

generally used to refer to “video works arising in the art environment” (Spielmann, 2008, 

p. 75) or to video “in the art context” (Martin, 2006, p. 6). The term “video art” can refer 

to the medium as a whole or to individual works, and is opposed to other usages of video 

like documentary video (Jameson, 1991, p. 75). Because of the present acceptance of 

video art as a general term for artwork shown on monitors or by digital projection, I do 

not exclude consideration of works that were not created by camera (e.g., that utilize 

found footage or computer screen captures) or that were transferred from film to video 

prior to presentation, but which are typically discussed in the context of genealogies of 

and/or introductions to video art (e.g., those by Martin, 2006; Rush, 2003).  

Installation  

By “installation” I mean “the art form that takes note of the perimeters of [the 

space in which it is installed] and reconfigures it” (Suderburg, 2000, p. 4), and in so 

doing creates an environment rather than an object (p. 11). When I use the phrase “video 

art in installation” I mean to refer to works of installation art that utilize video art as one 
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or more of their elements and, most often in the case of this study, as their primary 

element(s). While all works of art are “in installation” in some way (i.e., a painting can be 

considered “in installation” when hung on a wall, as much as it can be when lying on the 

floor or occupying another less traditional or expected space), I mean by “in installation” 

those artworks whose elements are particularly and intentionally orchestrated, with 

particular and intentional relations to one another and people, in particular and intentional 

contexts.   

Learner  

Unless otherwise noted, I mean by “learner” the “learning self” as posited by 

Ellsworth (2005). A “learning self” makes “the thing we call knowledge” through “the 

thinking-feeling, the embodied sensation of making sense, the lived experience” (p. 1; 

Ellsworth’s italics); here, the “‘self’ is what emerges from that learning experience” of 

“knowledge in the making” (p. 2). Notably, learning, for Ellsworth, does not necessarily 

occur in reaction to the actions of educators or in the context of a classroom or other 

prescribed learning environment (p. 10), although it can and usually does involve 

educators’ mediation in some way. However, even with this mediation, learning is not 

“learning in compliance” but the experience that “gives rise to that unmistakable, naked, 

vulnerable look of simultaneous absorption and self-presence” on the part of the learner 

(p. 16; Ellsworth’s italics). Thus, in the context of my study, as in the context of 

Ellsworth’s thought, I do not mean by “learner” a particular kind of learner (e.g., eighth-

grade male, older adult) in a particular location or institution of learning (e.g., rural public 

school, art museum), but rather any individual whose processes of learning arise from 
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sensory and sense-making experiences of works of art or the surrounding world; it is my 

hope that educators can assist learners in becoming critically aware of these experiences. 

Sense  

I do not limit my understanding of “sense” or “the senses” to those five most 

typically cited (taste, touch, smell, hearing, and sight), nor do I think these can be so 

easily and individually perceived, “atomistically” separated (here I agree with Madenfort, 

1972, p. 12), or segregated from one another (here I draw upon Jones, 2006c, p. 3); 

indeed, “there is no isolated operation of particular senses” (Dewey, 1958, p. 125). The 

significance of the senses for this study has less to do with individual sense organs than 

with the multi-sensory information those organs collect that a learner may utilize to 

“make sense” of an artwork—that is, to simultaneously grasp, in a given moment, that 

artwork’s “full complexity intellectually, perceptually and emotionally” (Storr, 2007). As 

Merleau-Ponty (2007) points out, even if he knows “nothing of rods and cones” he can 

still “see an object” (p. 78). I characterize “multi-sensory experience”—whether of video 

art in installation, other art forms, or other encounters in the world—in much the same 

way that Pallasmaa (2005) characterizes the multi-sensory experience of architecture:  

qualities of space, matter and scale are measured equally by the eye, ear, nose, 
skin, tongue, skeleton and muscle. Architecture strengthens the existential 
experience, one’s sense of being in the world, and this is essentially a 
strengthened experience of self….involv[ing] several realms of sensory 
experience which interact and fuse into each other. (p. 41) 
 

Notably—perhaps in part by virtue of the influence of Bolin and Blandy’s (2003) article, 

“Beyond Visual Culture: Seven Statements of Support for Material Culture Studies in Art 

Education”—the term “multi-sensory” in the context of art education is often invoked to 

advocate for something slightly more specific: the need for art education to engage 
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“beyond the visual sense” (p. 255) and to “not privilege the visual sense over the other 

senses” (p. 254). As the title of my thesis may imply, I draw upon Bolin and Blandy’s 

text, in particular, to direct and frame my argument that art education should look 

“beyond” the visual to attend to and re-privilege the broader range of sensory 

experiences—such as aural, bodily, spatial, and indistinguishably immersive sensory 

experiences—as characterized above. 

Experience  

Except where otherwise explicitly noted (e.g., as counter-example), by 

“experience” I mean that which arises through the senses and the body rather than, for 

instance, through acquired and remembered knowledge. I utilize the thought of Merleau-

Ponty (2007) and others in positing the presence of the body as central to this form, 

means, and understanding of experience, in that the body is “the vehicle of being in the 

world” (p. 94) and “our means of communication with [the world]” (p. 106), and as such 

is a “nexus of living meanings” (p. 175). Though I agree with Dewey’s (1958) assertion 

that “experience occurs continuously, because the interaction of live creature and 

environing conditions is involved in the very process of living” (p. 35), I do not mean by 

“experience” the singular, identifiable “result,” sign,” or “reward” of or “transformation” 

into “participation and communication” arising from that interaction (p. 22). Particularly 

when I utilize phrases like “multi-sensory and bodily experience,” I mean that experience 

which is instantaneous, begins before conscious thought rather than following from it, 

and arises in such an immediate and immersive way that the senses are indeed engaged 

multiply before they can be located or understood singly. Though these experiences are 

fundamental to making meaning of works of art and the world in that they provide 
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learners with sensory information essential to understanding and interpreting, they are 

more about presence and process than “results.” Further, this kind of experience 

constitutes a way of thinking; Jones (2006d) goes so far as to argue that “embodied 

experience through the senses (and their necessary and unnecessary mediations) is how 

we think” (p. 5; my italics). 

Subjective 

As opposed to “objective,” by “subjective” I mean defined by the abilities and 

limitations of the bodily and sensory experiences of individual subjectivities. Throughout 

this thesis, I operate with the premises that no experience—whether visual, aural, or 

bodily; whether seemingly singular or multi-sensory—should be considered to be 

objective, and that all interpretations are by nature subjective. 

Interpretation 

Much as I believe that there are many possible interpretations of any artwork, I 

believe that there are many possible approaches to interpretation. For the most part, I 

utilize Barrett’s (1996, 2003a) definition and methods of, as well as rationale for, 

“interpretation,” which I discuss at greater length in Chapter Four. Most basically, Barrett 

(2003a) describes “interpretation” as an active process of “articulated response based on 

wonder and reflection” (p. xv), in which individuals “respond in thoughts and feelings 

and actions to what [they] see and experience” and “make sense of [their] responses by 

putting them into words” (p. 200; Barrett’s italics). Since interpretation involves not only 

“actively looking and interpreting” but also “actively listening to others’ interpretations” 

(p. xv)—most often, as part of a group—it engages personal reflection and social 

communication, has implications for democratic society (1996, p. 49), and can even 
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inspire individuals to change how they live (2003a, p. 36). I depart from Barrett (1996) in 

arguing that, if interpretation involves “account[ing] for all the described aspects” of an 

artwork and “posit[ing] meaningful relationships between the aspects” (p. 38), an 

interpreter should account for their bodily and sensory experiences of an artwork—and 

the relationships between those experiences and other aspects of that artwork—as part of 

their process of interpretation. By advocating for “interpreting experience” I mean to 

expand upon Barrett’s (2003a) guiding formula for interpretation—“subject matter + 

medium + form + context = meaning” (p. 199)—to include more active consideration of 

learners’ bodily and sensory experiences of artworks as valid and even essential aspects 

of their interpretations of those artworks.  

Art Education Research and Literature  

When I refer to “research in art education” or “art education literature” I mean the 

body of books, articles, and other published texts that expressly dedicate themselves in 

name or tendency to art in relation to education (e.g., in relation to art curriculum or 

pedagogy). I also include in this group texts by recognized art educators publishing in 

other forums. Unless otherwise noted, I am concerned with art education research in the 

context of the United States. I acknowledge that, in focusing my research this way, I 

reinforce certain disciplinary and cultural boundaries that have been established in both 

academia and professional environments and which are not without their limitations, but 

justify it by emphasizing that it is these very limitations that I hope to problematize, 

explore, and begin to transcend in the writing of this thesis paper. Additionally, while I 

recognize that professors of studio art or art history, for instance, are also involved in 

teaching about art and thus engaged in a form of art education, I do not generally mean to 
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refer to them when I say “art educators” the same way I would not generally mean to 

refer to professors of string theory in terms of the field of “science education” although 

such individuals typically teach in physics departments. It is my assumption that 

individuals in these areas primarily study and teach their subject but not necessarily the 

teaching of their subject. 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The parameters of my study differ from the possibilities of my study. As 

previously noted, limitations of my thesis include the fact that I offer purposive 

samplings of works of video art in installation; that is, I do not address all possible works, 

experiences, or issues related to engaging with them in educational contexts. This study 

focuses on learners’ multi-sensory and bodily experiences of video art in installation, not 

on art history, studio production, the technology that produces video, or the images or 

predominantly visual sensory experience that constitute only one aspect of it.  

When describing my experience of a work of video art in installation—Krzysztof 

Wodiczko’s …OUT OF HERE: The Veterans Project—in Chapter Three, I rely upon and 

describe my own first-hand, multi-sensory, and bodily experiences of that work; I do not 

represent or attempt to represent others’ experiences of the same work. In other sections 

of this thesis I engage with scholarly texts (e.g., books, articles), rather than offering 

empirical observations of present educative practice (e.g., via conducting surveys at or 

case studies of elementary schools or art museums). I acknowledge that—because I 

impart my own sensory experiences and present a selection of resources and ideas in my 

theoretical investigations—this study is a product of my subjective inquiry and the result 

of critical and discursive argumentation, rather than representative of an objective truth. 
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Even another scholar seeking to answer the same questions as me would necessarily have 

different sensory experiences of Wodiczko’s piece and likely draw from a different range 

of textual sources, and thus come to different conclusions overall, by different means. 

Finally, and similarly, a primary limitation of my methodology, qualitative case 

study, is that it produces a “particularization” (Stake, 1995, p. 8), not a generalization. 

While quantitative researchers seek to nullify contexts in their aims to establish 

generalizations, qualitative researchers like me seek to understand the uniqueness or 

particularity of a certain case in a certain context (p. 39). Because of this limitation, my 

findings can say something only about the particular context in which, for example, I 

experienced, addressed, and analyzed a work of video art in installation (in a particular 

installation), though they may hint at larger realities and possibilities. Of course, a 

fundamental premise of this study is that my findings indeed do say something about my 

particular context and experience rather than those of others. The larger reality includes 

the range of possible subjective, multi-sensory, and bodily experiences of a variety of 

media. 

BENEFITS TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION 

Since I have found few resources attending to video art installation in art 

education—much less to multi-sensory experience of these works—the issues explored in 

this thesis study may break new ground in our field and help support future research and 

applications. By directly referencing numerous artworks and artworks throughout the 

paper, I hope to provide concrete references, as well as abstract concepts, to which art 

educators and other readers of this study can connect and from which they can proceed. 
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Also for this purpose, a full list of specific artworks cited in this thesis can be found in 

Appendix A. 

In that my study contributes to dialogue on a relevant contemporary issue—

namely, the ever-increasing presence of video-based forms in everyday lived spaces as 

well as in more traditional “art” environments like museums—it offers a new perspective 

on how art educators might engage learners in critical reflection on their multi-sensory 

and bodily experiences of the expanding multimedia world. Since I continually converse 

with literature from other academic and artistic areas—for instance, about the experience 

of other media, like other time-based art and installation art, as well as architecture, film, 

and music videos—I imagine that these partner fields may also benefit from my research. 

I will return to the range of possible benefits and contributions of this study in Chapter 

Five as part of my process of assessing—to use a visually-based metaphor—“the bigger 

picture.” 

LOOKING BEYOND, LOOKING AHEAD 

Springgay (2008) notes the extent to which adages about the senses both reflect 

the philosophy of our culture(s) and inform how we live in our times:  

The differences between the following two turns of phrase signify the ways in 
which Western thought has constructed knowledge as separate from and in 
opposition to the body. “I see” has commonly meant I know or understand, while 
“I feel” is often associated with intuitive knowing, which has historically been 
condemned as ridiculous and dismissed as trivial. (p. 23)  
 

Though I reject the dichotomy that such adages about sight and other senses help to 

construct, in writing in the same language as Springgay I am subject to using the same 

kinds of phrases and whatever historical baggage they carry with them. 
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In addition to common visually-based metaphors (e.g., “the big picture”) and 

phrases (e.g., to “look something up”), many of the expressions I have to use in writing 

have “visual” origins. This is certainly true of words frequently used by our field and in 

vernacular English to refer to the person who experiences a work of art, whether multi-

sensory or visual—for instance, “viewer” (coming from the French aveuer or avuer, via 

the obsolete aview, meaning “to follow with the eye” [Oxford English Dictionary, n.d. b]) 

and “spectator” (“one who sees, or looks on at, some scene or occurrence; a beholder, 

onlooker, observer” [Oxford English Dictionary, n.d. c]). Given this prevalence of words 

with visual origins, I will try to be sensitive to my usage of them but will not attempt to 

wholly avoid them; in the scheme of things, the effort of that task does not seem to be 

worth as much as the effort I must reserve for the other tasks at hand.  

That said, the vernacular, in particular, also offers aurally inflected words and 

phrases that highlight the expressive or communicative potential of art. We might say (or 

write) that something “speaks to us” or call it “mute” if it does not. Though the 

ubiquitous and ever-important term “theory” has roots in the visual—Ernst (2005) points 

out that the “ancient Greek theorein belongs to the visual regime, the theatrical gaze” (p. 

583)—the experimental ground of an “audition” (which involves hearing [Oxford English 

Dictionary, n.d. a]) belongs to the world of sound, a dimension that cannot be represented 

by a stationary object or discrete entity but which by nature unfolds and vanishes over 

time.9 To speak (or write) metaphorically, in constructing this thesis I seek less to 

produce one theory than to audition a set of interconnecting ideas (sources, artworks, 

pedagogies, real world implications), less to distance myself from readers by foisting and 
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enforcing a single worldview than to explore a range of experiences and pedagogical 

potentialities with them. My objective in writing this paper with this process is to 

synthesize diverse thoughts on numerous issues from a variety of disciplines in order to 

create a resource for the consideration, evaluation, and possible adaptation and usage of 

other art educators. 

The study that follows centers on video art in installation. I suggest, in moving 

forward through this study and ultimately from it, that there is much to gain from 

attending to individual learners’ multi-sensory experiences not only in relation to works 

of video art in installation, but also in relation to other works of art and, indeed, in 

relation to bodily and sensory encounters of any kind taking place in the broader world. 

Specifically, I argue that critically mediating learners’ interpretations of their multi-

sensory and bodily experiences of video art in installation can in turn enable learners’ 

bodily and sensory awareness in other contexts. In so doing, I hope not simply to point 

out how existing models of teaching and learning in art education can limit what we 

address and how we address it with learners, but—more importantly—how adapting our 

existing models can open and expand our understandings of art, ourselves as individuals, 

and the world around us.  

 

                                                
9 As Kahn (1999) writes, sound “inhabits its own time and dissipates quickly” (p. 5). 
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Chapter Two:  Considering Multi-Sensory Experience  
and Video Installation in Art Education 

My first purpose in this chapter is to introduce and situate what I posit as a larger 

problem—that the field of art education’s near-exclusive historical focus on the visual 

sense presents certain limitations today when it comes to encountering and interpreting 

with learners works of art that engage multiple senses. My second, more substantial 

purpose is to identify and explore possible conceptual tools for understanding how 

learners learn from multi-sensory experiences of video art in installation and how we as 

art educators can engage with those experiences. In order to understand the limitations of 

existing approaches, I ask more specific questions here: What has characterized the 

discourses surrounding multi-sensory art and experience in art education thus far? What 

are their arguments and stated implications? And why might multi-sensory art education 

be important in our contemporary context? 

As demonstrated in this chapter, both theoretical and practical research in art 

education have primarily focused on visually-based artwork and visual culture, and on 

conceptualizing the sense of sight. In the last decade, however, writings in the field have 

increasingly advocated for the consideration of multi-sensory artworks. Perhaps the 

strongest representation of this, and a strong support for my study, is Bolin and Blandy’s 

(2003) article, “Beyond Visual Culture: Seven Statements of Support for Material Culture 

Studies in Art Education.” In their article, Bolin and Blandy identify the recent shift in art 

education towards visual culture studies, which addresses a broader range of images (i.e., 

non-“art” images) than traditional art education does. While acknowledging the 

importance of engaging with a variety of “art” and “non-art” cultural forms in a 
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democracy, the authors are concerned by the tendency of art educators to do so in a 

manner that still privileges the visual over other senses. Arguing that “it is critical to 

recognize that our current multimedia world is expanding rapidly toward multi-sensory 

experience” (p. 247), they posit seven statements supporting an expanded view of art 

education as refracted through the lens of material culture studies. In that the scope of its 

inquiry extends beyond the visual, material culture studies enables and encourages 

examination of multimedia and multi-sensory experiences in fine art (pp. 254, 257), 

popular culture such as video games (pp. 255-256), and other aspects of contemporary 

life. This definition of material culture includes “all human-mediated sights, sounds, 

tastes, objects, forms, and expressions” (p. 250). Bolin and Blandy’s larger concern is 

that continuing to emphasize the visual alone will render learners and the field of art 

education “myopic” (p. 255) and “susceptible to potential manipulation through our other 

sensory modalities” (p. 247). They suggest that, to preemptively counteract this myopia 

and manipulation, art educators must “work with students towards mediating the 

multimedia environment” (p. 256).  

While Bolin and Blandy advocate for consideration of art and culture that engages 

multi-sensory experiences, they do not extensively theorize within their argument what 

the nature of these experiences might be or how educators might adjust existing 

paradigms of curriculum and pedagogy in order to mediate them. Interestingly enough, 

most recent studies that build upon Bolin and Blandy’s article (e.g., Burkhart, 2006; 

Erler, 2008) do so in relation to materiality and material culture rather than multi-sensory 

experience. This is particularly unfortunate given Bolin and Blandy’s stated imperative—

that art educators must critically engage with learners’ sensory experiences as a way of 
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resisting “potential manipulation through our other sensory modalities” (p. 247). Positing 

the inseparability of aesthetics from ideology, Duncum (2008, 2010) issues a similar 

call—for art educators to attend to ambiguous sensory experiences like conflict and 

pleasure that can arise in learners when encountering so-called fine art or mass art. Two 

ways that Duncum proposes educators and learners do this are by “examin[ing] how the 

aesthetic features of visual imagery offer up ideology as natural and seductive and how 

they work to achieve assent” (2008, p. 132) and by investigating how the apparent 

meaning of imagery changes when combined with different words, music, and sounds 

(2010, p. 10). This is not to suggest that learners are passive or ineffectual beings but 

rather to acknowledge that they are anything but—that learners’ awareness of and inquiry 

into the surrounding world can enable their further agency and action (Duncum, 2008, 

2010)—and that educators should work to enable learners’ awareness and inquiry to the 

greatest extent possible. In this regard, simply focusing on multi-sensory artwork as a 

kind of artwork—rather than in terms of the multiple senses and experiences it engages—

does not constitute sufficient effort on the part of the field. 

When we look at the history of art education in the United States, as it has been 

documented, there is rare mention of engaging senses other than the visual, or of wanting 

to do so. Efland’s (1990) seminal history of art education tells only the story of visually-

based arts. As evident in Kern’s (1985) “The Purposes of Art Education in the United 

States from 1870 to 1980,” only three state education boards have named considerations 

of multiple senses as a purpose of art education in schools. The first listed objective of 

Pennsylvania’s 1923 Syllabus in Art was “to provide sense training” (p. 45); one of the 

seven aims of Art in the Lives of Florida Children, published in 1950, was “to develop 



 30 

sensitivity through seeing, hearing, feeling and doing” (p. 47); South Carolina’s 

Administrator’s Manual for Art Education, published in 1971, described “development of 

visual and tactile perception” as one of four “strands” of art education (p. 48). In their 

book on assemblage, former Museum of Modern Art educators D’Amico and Buchman 

(1972) cite the medium’s “innumerable ways of appealing to the senses” (p. 2), positing 

that, through assemblage, a teacher can make a child “aware of the aesthetic qualities of 

the materials he will use and of their appeal to his visual, tactile, and kinesthetic 

responses—in certain instances, to his senses of hearing and smell as well” (p. 8). 

Centering on the body through its visual and haptic senses and occasionally through 

smell and taste, Springgay’s (2008) study details a curriculum she enacted at an 

alternative school, using a pedagogy that “embraced the possibilities of thinking through 

the body and art as interrogation” in which “art became a means through which students 

could think through and negotiate the lived experiences of their bodies” (p. 16; 

Springgay’s italics); I engage with her curriculum and pedagogy at greater length in 

Chapter Four. Significantly, advocates of so-called aesthetic education engage the multi-

sensory in that they prioritize each learner’s “experience of sensuous immediacy” of both 

art and the world (e.g., Madenfort, 1972, p. 11). But since this approach to pedagogy 

tends to decry both the “mediation” of concepts (Madenfort, 1972, p. 10) and the 

“intervention” of educators (Custodero, 2005, p. 50) at any stage—positing instead that 

the “wonder” that aesthetic experience inspires is inherently educative and has “intrinsic 

worth” (Kerdeman, 2005, p. 91)—these writers can hardly help us conceptualize how to 
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engage with learners’ experiences in a way that is of much critical or social 

consequence.10    

There is one area of art education literature that can be wholly characterized by its 

attention to non-visual properties of art and senses other than vision, and that pertains to 

art education for the blind and visually impaired. Some of this literature (e.g., Arnheim, 

1990; Candlin, 2006) seeks to situate and legitimate non-visual experiences of “visual” 

artworks within a society that has historically privileged sight. Other texts relate attempts 

to translate “visual” art for appreciation by multiple, non-visual senses by representing it 

by non-visual means; of these, the tactile is most common. Since 1972, the Museum of 

Modern Art has offered “touch tours” for the blind and visually impaired, in which an 

educator guides visitors wearing “special plastic gloves” to feel sculptures on display in 

the galleries (MoMA, 2001, p. 34); more recently, MoMA has also created “tactile 

diagrams” that represent works of two-dimensional art (p. 35). Perhaps it goes without 

saying that touch and sight enable different ways of experiencing an artwork. 

In her review of the series Art History through Touch and Sound: A Multisensory 

Guide for People who are Blind and Visually Impaired, Kent (2001) describes further 

methods used to “express visual concepts in nonvisual terms” (p. 370). To accompany 

raised illustrations, the series offers “detailed descriptions on audiocassette” (p. 369) that 

inform the image “seen” through touch—without which, Kent suggests, “a blind person 

                                                
10 This complete disavowal of criticality and social implications is incidental to, not requisite of, models of 
education engaged with aesthetic experience. As Kertz-Welzel (2005) argues, the aesthetic education 
movement in Germany, which gained and maintained prominence for much of the same period that 
aesthetic education did in the United States (roughly, from the early 1960s to mid-1970s), differs from the 
American movement in that Germany had requisitely political objectives for aesthetic education; it was 
specifically intended to educate students for “critical consciousness” (p. 111). However, since many of the 
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may find it difficult to understand the illustrations” (p. 370). As a way of communicating 

another kind of sensory experience of the work—namely, a bodily one—each textured 

illustration also indicates the scale of that art object in relation to the human scale (p. 

370). The organization Art Education for the Blind engages similar sensory dimensions 

but differently—for instance, instead of verbal descriptions, the “auditory 

accompaniment” for Marcel Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2 (1912) is a 

recording of “staccato footsteps going downstairs” that then “blend into mechanical 

sounds” (Classen, 1998, p. 147). Notably, the interpretations of artworks by individuals 

who use the translational media discussed by Kent (2001) and Classen (1998) derive in 

part from the oralized interpretations and aural representations proffered by the producers 

of those audio recordings. 

In contemplating how to expand art education’s purview beyond the visual sense, 

I recall Classen’s (1998) suggestion that in order to find a “multi-sensory aesthetics,” or a 

“model of aesthetics which is not dominated by sight,” we should consider further the 

experiences of the blind (p. 138). While I identify literature on art education for the blind 

and visually impaired as a valuable resource in my task of conceptualizing multi-sensory 

forms of art education, I do not go so far as to suggest that perhaps “only the 

physiological absence of sight can provide a context for allowing the non-visual senses to 

participate fully in cultural life” as Classen does (p. 138). In fact, it is my belief and 

premise in this study that enabling and engaging critical awareness of non-visual senses 

can do the same for all learners regardless of their level of sightedness. 

                                                
sources that Kertz-Welzel cites in her research are not available in English translations, I cannot access 
them as part of my research here. 
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But besides the literature I review above, and despite the existence of multi-

sensory art, art education has primarily concerned itself with the visual sense. A report by 

the National Art Education Association issued in 2009 only briefly acknowledges the 

existence of sounds before emphasizing, throughout the rest of the text, “learning in a 

visual age” (National Art Education, 2009). As noted earlier, even art educators who 

emphasize the importance of studying the lived world (e.g., Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005; 

Barrett, 2003b; Duncum, 2002; Freedman, 2003, 2006; Gude, 2004; Tavin, 2003) have 

focused on images and sight. For instance, Tavin (2003) focuses on how the “flood of 

imagery” enabled by recent technology affects us in a different way than images have in 

the past (p. 205; my italics). Anderson and Milbrandt (2005) proffer forms of classroom 

critique that can help make “what is hidden and invisible in a work visible” (p. 53). 

Though words like “visible” and “invisible” do fit the image-centric conversation that 

Anderson and Milbrandt conduct, they also reveal the dominant rhetoric and paradigm of 

the visual that the field of art education—and its sub-field or partner area of so-called 

visual culture art education—has adopted.  

Art education texts that epitomize this predominantly visual emphasis even when 

addressing multi-sensory media are too numerous to include all here, but I will describe a 

few. Freedman’s (2003) discussions about film relate primarily to its imagery (p. 135) 

and to thinking about film in a “visual manner” (p. 96). Elsewhere, Freedman (2006) 

recognizes that “much visual culture is actually multimodal,” yet for purposes of her 

article she considers “visual culture” to be “particularly influential through visual means 

and as having visual qualities on which people focus when establishing group identity” 

(p. 26). Again, I do not wish to deny the value of the visual sense for art education or 
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daily lived experience, but am concerned that even the “changing visual technologies” (p. 

26; my italics) like “virtual gaming communities” and “rock video bands” (p. 27) that 

Freedman (2006) regards are rarely interrogated in our field beyond the level of their 

visual content—and that this fact might partially explain why “people” do not “focus” on 

non-visual aspects to begin with. Kellner (2006) acknowledges that Howard Dean’s 

“‘scream’” to rally supporters during the Iowa primary was “perhaps the most-played 

image of the [2004] campaign season and effectively ended [Dean’s] campaign” (p. 8; 

my italics). Why does Kellner name a scream an “image” and why does the majority of 

his article attend to the “visual imagery” of television coverage? 

To be fair, this focus on the visual—whether as a priority among or even to the 

exclusion of other senses—is not simply characteristic of art education discourse and 

practice but also symptomatic of those of art history and criticism, architecture, and 

philosophy—indeed, of Western culture more broadly, as Classen (1998), Pallasmaa 

(2005), and Stewart (2005) have argued. For instance, though his Elements of Art 

Criticism textbook also explores other sensory organs and effects than those pertaining to 

vision, Samson (1867) posits plainly that the sense of sight occupies the apex of the 

sensory hierarchy as “the highest of the senses” (p. 100). This is particularly the case in 

relation to engagement with art (pp. 27-28).11 Writing in the middle of the nineteenth 

century, Samson takes evidence for the superiority of the visual sense from a variety of 

                                                
11 Significantly, although Samson (1867) prioritizes sight, he does it neither to the exclusion of other senses 
nor with disregard for the experience of the interaction of multiple senses: “The eye is the chief organ 
through which art addresses men; yet the other organs of sense, especially the ear, have their own classes of 
art to appeal to them; while it is the combination and co-operation of all these that gives the highest delight 
possible” (pp. 27-28). 
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ancient and modern sources, many philosophical: from the Bible12 to Plato and Aristotle 

and, subsequently but briefly, to Kant.13  

Today, through his influence on modernist critic Clement Greenberg, Kant is 

indirectly the subject of several scholarly texts that problematize the paradigmatic focus 

on the visual and vision that persists in much art history and theory.14  In Eyesight Alone, 

Jones (2006a) historicizes this conceptual isolation of vision as a characteristically 

modern cultural phenomenon that both helped to form and was propagated by 

Greenberg’s criticism. Besides positioning Greenberg’s formalism as “the praxis of 

Kantian reason” (p. 79),15 as Danto (1997) has also done,16 Jones cites Kant’s aesthetics 

among the factors that shaped Greenberg’s extreme personal and professional aversion to 

                                                
12 Samson (1867) writes: “As we have seen, according to our Creator’s wise and kind appointment, Art 
makes its appeal to the human mind for good through all the avenues of sensation; but chiefly through the 
two organs of sense highest in their nature and mission, the ear and the eye” (p. 41). 
13 Though these philosophers’ ideas are presented in congruence with one another, it is through methods 
alternately related to intuition and to reason: “While thus the ancients seem so agreed in their convictions 
that the idea of beauty, like that of truth and all other abstract conceptions, is an intuitive and instinctive 
conviction, the reasoning of modern writers, such as Locke, Kames, Reid, Burke, Alison and others in 
England, of Kant in Germany, and of Cousin in France, might be quoted at length substantially to the same 
point” (Samson, 1867, p. 131). 
14 Perhaps unsurprisingly, Kantian philosophy is a central critical focus of Merleau-Ponty’s (2007) The 
Phenomenology of Perception, from which countless scholars (Ellsworth, 2005; Grynsztejn, 2007; Hansen, 
2004; and Krauss, 1981, being a few with whom I engage in this thesis) concerned with the embodied 
experience of works of art have drawn. 
15 Jones (2006a) describes a young Greenberg’s interest in German philosophy: “Kant was the most 
important, an acknowledged master Greenberg retained for his (and formalism’s) natural life” (p. 77). 
Greenberg was interested in Kant for a number of reasons: “Kant’s rationalism and reputed difficulty of his 
thought ranked high in Greenberg’s value system; his continued relevance to cognitive science made him 
seem modern and rigorous in a way that other eighteenth-century philosophers did not. [In The Critique of 
Judgment] Kant (like his predecessor Lessing) located art’s appeal not in subjective effects but in the 
stimulus provided by the artwork’s materiality: ‘in all fine art the essential element consists in the form….’ 
For most following Kant, however, form could never be known independently of our cognition of it. 
Greenberg’s fetishization of form was thus a fascinating detour from the Kantian relay” (p. 78). 
16 Danto (1997) affirms that Greenberg took Kant as his “model of modernist thought,” understanding him, 
through his “criticism of the means of criticism,” as “’the first real Modernist’” (p. 7). As if slyly 
commenting on his subject’s paradigm, Danto writes: “For Greenberg, Manet became the Kant of 
modernist painting.” 
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senses other than sight and to their interference with sight (p. 391).17 Jones’s (2006c, 

2006d) essays introducing Jones’s (2006b) Sensorium: Embodied Experience, 

Technology, and Contemporary Art center less on Greenberg, but still reflect the 

paradigm he helped to create by presenting the exhibition’s artworks in direct and stated 

opposition to Greenberg’s sensory myopia. In artworks like Carolee Schneemann’s Meat 

Joy (1964) (in Jones, 2006d, p. 15), an example of “smell re-enter[ing] modernism’s 

white cube” (p. 18), and Janet Cardiff and George Bures Miller’s The Paradise Institute 

(2001) (in Jacobson, 2006, p. 58), with its “waves of layered sounds…whispers, rustles, 

mutterings, cell phone interruptions, and what seems to be the ‘authorized’ soundtrack of 

the film we watch from our small theater seats” (Jones, 2006d, p. 22), non-visual sensory 

experiences are unapologetically inseparable from and essential to what is seen. As the 

range in dates of inception of these works evinces, it is not that artworks that purposefully 

engage multiple senses or evoke non-visual experiences are anything new, but rather that 

prominent art critics and art educators have not always engaged with these aspects of art, 

often working from disciplinary methodologies or personal perspectives that continually 

seek something else. Danto (1997) presents a scenario in which Greenberg encounters 

Robert Morris’s Box with the Sound of its Own Making (1961), suggesting that 

“Greenberg had no way to deal with this work” (p. 92). Though, inside Morris’s box, a 

tape plays sounds of hammers and saws, Danto posits that Greenberg wrote “with an 

                                                
17 In Kant, Art, and Art History: Moments of Discipline, Cheetham (2001) acknowledges skeptics’ primary 
question in regard to this claimed influence: “Did Greenberg really know his Kant or was he merely 
dropping the name?” (p. 88). Cheetham argues that Greenberg did (e.g., “more broadly, Greenberg was in 
tacit agreement with the ultimately humanist purpose of Kant’s interest in the purity of disinterestedness 
and aesthetic autonomy” [p. 88]). Moreover, it is important to note that, in many of Greenberg’s most 
seminal writings, Kant’s influence is more evident in thought than text; as a review of Greenberg’s (1961) 
Art and Culture: Critical Essays, demonstrates, Kant’s name is absent. 
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almost breathtaking obtuseness” (p. 92) about the work’s relations and proportions: “The 

superior work of art, whether it dances, radiates, explodes, or barely manages to be 

visible (or audible or decipherable), exhibits, in other words, ‘rightness of form’” 

(Greenberg, in Danto, 1997, p. 93). Undoubtedly, Greenberg has greatly influenced the 

scope of modern (and post-modern) criticism—and, indeed, art education as a result. 

Anderson (1995) and Clahassey (1986), among others, have recognized and critiqued 

Greenberg’s persistent influence on art education theory and practice. Yet Greenberg is 

not the only individual to have created models of analysis that attend primarily to visual 

form. Furthermore, art is not the only field in which the sense of vision has occupied or 

still occupies a dominant position. 

Pallasmaa (2005) affirms that this near-exclusive engagement with “mechanisms 

of vision and visual expression” is also the case in architecture (p. 29)—a field in which 

structures are more often interpreted through visual representations than bodily 

experiences (pp. 64, 70); Blesser and Salter (2007), Frampton (2002), and Gartner (1990) 

argue something similar.18 Though Western culture and thought have long privileged the 

sense of sight,19 this is particularly the case in our present moment, as artists, academics, 

                                                
18 In problematizing visuality and advocating for considerations of corporeal experience of architecture, 
Gartner (1990) writes: “The overemphasis on signification and reference in architectural theory has led to a 
construal of meaning as an entirely conceptual phenomenon. Experience, as it relates to understanding, 
seems reduced to a matter of the visual registration of coded messages—a function of the eye which might 
well rely on the printed page and dispense with the physical presence of architecture altogether. The body, 
if it figures into architectural theory at all, is often reduced to an aggregate of needs and constraints which 
are to be accommodated by methods of design grounded in behavioral and ergonomic analysis” (p. 83). 
19  Pallasmaa (2005) offers both general and specific support for this idea; for example: “in Western 
culture, sight has historically been regarded as the noblest of the senses, and thinking itself thought of in 
terms of seeing” (p. 15); “during the Renaissance, the five senses were understood to form a hierarchical 
system from the highest sense of vision down to touch” (pp. 15-16); “the invention of perspectival 
representation [during the Renaissance] made the eye the centre [sic] point of the perceptual world as well 
as of the concept of the self” (p. 16).  It is important to note that Pallasmaa also offers alternate 
understandings of the use and number of the senses (e.g., “Steinerian philosophy [the philosophy of Rudolf 
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and others continue to emerge from modernist style and discourse. Pallasmaa critiques Le 

Corbusier, whose writings evidence a comparable, dominant paradigm of vision to that of 

Greenberg: “I exist in life only if I can see” (Le Corbusier in Pallasmaa, 2005, p. 27). For 

Pallasmaa, it is not that the sense of sight is unimportant, nor that all ways of seeing 

function similarly or proffer the same experience—for instance, while “focused vision 

confronts us with the world,” “peripheral vision envelops us in the flesh of the world” (p. 

10). Rather, it is that sight should not be understood in isolation, any more than other 

senses should be understood in isolation, since the “isolation of the eye outside its natural 

interaction with other sense modalities” has the potential to “increasingly reduce and 

restrict the experience of the world into a sphere of vision” (p. 39). For Pallasmaa, the 

stakes of this “gradually growing hegemony of the eye” (p. 25) are both bodily and 

social, “fragment[ing] the innate complexity, comprehensiveness and plasticity of the 

perceptual system, reinforcing a sense of detachment and alienation” of the self from the 

world (p. 39). As do Bolin and Blandy (2003), Duncum (2008), and I, Pallasmaa sees 

distinct social—not simply personal—stakes in considering sensory experience in the 

creation and interpretation of and education about architecture and the arts.20  

                                                
Steiner] assumes that we actually utilise [sic] no less than 12 senses” [p. 42]), though these understandings 
are not popularly known and do not structure the dominant understandings or experiences of the senses in 
our time. 
20 Pallasmaa’s (2005) stated motivation in writing Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses bears 
striking resemblance to that which guides both my own writing and that by Bolin and Blandy (2003). 
Pallasmaa writes: “I had become increasingly concerned about the bias towards vision, and the suppression 
of other senses, in the way architecture was conceived, taught and critiqued, and about the consequent 
disappearance of sensory and sensual qualities from the arts and architecture” (p. 10). He issues the 
following call to his own field: “It is also important to survey critically the role of vision to the other senses 
in our understanding and practice of the art of architecture. Architecture, as with all art, is fundamentally 
confronted with questions of human existence in space and time, it expressed and relates man’s being in the 
world” (p. 16). 
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 In returning to art education, we return to the potential problems that the field’s 

ingrained focus on the visual present. Investigating our case study, video art in 

installation, more closely, we see that it has yet to be extensively discussed by art 

education researchers, and has rarely been conceptualized in terms of experience. As 

noted earlier, video art’s presence in art education texts can be categorized primarily in 

relation to its technology, formal properties, image content, or production. Anderson and 

Milbrandt’s (2005) textbook chapter, “New Technologies and Art Education,” is one of 

the only sources from the field that engages with video art at any length—and it 

exemplifies all of these. The authors’ primary example of a “technology based” artist is 

Bill Viola, to whom they devote two sections. In the first, they discuss the themes and 

visual content of his recent video installations (p. 159). The second offers a procedure by 

which educators may ask learners to compare Viola’s use of video in The Crossing 

(1996) to those by commercial sources and popular culture, in terms of formal qualities, 

the artist’s stated purpose, and social context, and, only briefly, its use of time (pp. 165-

166). Despite the authors’ assertion that “technology is just the means, not the end” (p. 

159), for Viola and in education, they continually stress the artist’s sheer engagement 

with technology (pp. 158, 159, 165)—significantly, to the exclusion of other means of 

understanding, such as multi-sensory and bodily experience. Nadaner (2008) identifies 

video art as “a means of representing movement” (p. 20) that can be useful in teaching 

about the representation of movement; he only marginally addresses the medium in 

relation to perception of movement, despite his title and initial claims. All 23 chapters of 

Szekely and Szekely’s (2005) Video Art for the Classroom proffer video production 

activities related to television segments, music videos, or documentaries. Other art 
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educators (e.g., Lovett, 2006; Polaniecki, 2006; Springgay, 2008) describe how they have 

utilized video as a recording medium as part of larger projects. While these texts are not 

necessarily individually problematic in their treatment of video art or video—that is, 

while authors use the medium to fit their own projects—they represent most of what 

exists in art education literature. 

 Gaorian and Gaudelius (2008) are the only art educators I have found who 

consider the role that individual bodily and sensory experiences can play in the 

interpretation of works of video art in installation. Grounding their arguments in the work 

of critical theorists, throughout Spectacle Pedagogy: Art, Politics, and Visual Culture the 

authors conceptualize the pedagogical effects and potentialities of art that navigates the 

space between—of collage (e.g., pp. 38-39, 91), performance art (pp. 34, 50), and video 

art in installation (pp. 64, 94-97). They argue that Bill Viola’s Going Forth by Day: The 

Deluge (2002) demonstrates the possibility of the “in-between” (p. 134), in that its space, 

scale, sound, and montage “[engage] viewers’ bodies in a protracted time and space,” 

enabling them to experience their own subjectivity (p. 138). The authors’ brief but 

existent attention to the bodily and sensory experience of video art in installation, not 

simply to its imagery or technology, also proffers understandings of the pedagogical 

potentialities and social implications of usages of the medium. How might we move 

forward from this and the field’s otherwise limited body of literature to consider how to 

critically mediate learners’ experiences of this kind of work? 

It may be helpful to consider in greater depth how the properties of video art in 

installation may form and inform certain aspects of these encounters and experiences. 

Some video art invites us to question the taken-for-granted “authenticity” or even 
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“authority” of seemingly photographic images. But, as a time-based medium, video art is 

dynamic and cannot be instantaneously experienced as a whole. Whether operating in 

real-time or misrepresenting the passing of time, it requires our presence and active 

participation in changing time and everything that changes with it. Video art commonly 

engages sound and—whether playing on a computer monitor, projected onto multiple 

walls, or otherwise installed—has a spatial dimension; as Morse (1990) notes, in some 

installations it can seemingly surround us. Perhaps more so than other media, video art in 

installation approximates our experience of bodily existence in and perception of the 

world. As such, video art in installation may enable new ways of theorizing and 

understanding experience and—coincident with these—new ways of knowing and 

learning not accessible to sight alone. 

Beginning with vision but moving beyond it, Hansen (2004) illustrates the 

capacity of video art to enact awareness of time, perception, and experience—and, 

through these, to heighten subjectivity. He begins “The Time of Affect, or Bearing 

Witness to Life” by narrating an encounter with Bill Viola’s Anima (2000). Though 

concentrating on the “allegedly moving” images that make up the work (p. 584), Hansen 

cannot consciously (p. 587) or biologically (pp. 594, 610) perceive movement. As time 

passes, he realizes that the fact of passing time, not his own power of vision, is all that 

can evince change. Rather than feeling alienated by this experience, Hansen posits “the 

apparent paradox of contemporary subjectivity” that “technology allows for a closer 

relationship to ourselves” (p. 589). In Viola’s installations, as in many of those by 

Douglas Gordon, the temporal aspect of video art necessitates the “embodied negotiation 

with the interstice or between-two of images…of each viewer-participant” (p. 593). 
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Significantly, though Viola’s visuals contribute to and are even necessary to other aspects 

of the experience of the work, the sense of sight alone cannot grasp their imperceptible 

movement.  

 Beyond the experience of images that move at any pace, there is the issue of the 

body as a still or moving entity, whether seemingly or in actuality. There are numerous 

ways in which the feeling of being still or moving can be activated in the experience of 

works of art. Pallasmaa (2005) describes how paintings by Hieronymus Bosch and Pieter 

Bruegel “invite a participatory eye to travel across scenes of multiple events,” thus 

requiring a kind of kinesthetic involvement on the part of the spectator (pp. 34-35). The 

effects of moving image artworks on the still or moving body have also given rise to a 

variety of theories of experience. Eisenstein (1949) and Tyler (1971) argue that film can 

produce a physiological or kinesthetic feeling in its spectators.21 Lapidos (2009) and 

Denby (2007), writing for more popular audiences, each relate how the physical position 

and place of their body—sitting on a damp patch of grass in a Manhattan park and lying 

down at home with an iPod propped on one’s abdomen, respectively—and its situational 

relationship with the film being played affected their experience of, attention to, and 

understanding of that film. Friedberg (2006) cites a central paradox of cinematic 

experience: “As cinema ‘spectators’ we sit immobile in front of moving images; our 

bodies do not move, but our ‘point of view’ may change” (p. 5). At least in theory, this 

differs from the experience of video art in gallery installation, which “assume[s] a 

                                                
21 Regarding his own film, Old and New (1929), Eisenstein (1949) claims that this physiological 
experience “has been remarked by many of its spectators” (p. 67). Discussing Maya Deren’s use of slow-
motion, Tyler (1971) writes: “Slow-motion makes optically available the precise interaction of limbs and 
muscles, producing the kinaesthetic [sic] state: a sympathy between external body-movement and the 
person witnessing it” (p. 186). 
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different configuration of spectator and screen” (Friedberg, 2006, p. 214). While theories 

of film spectatorship proffer certain understandings of how individuals experience 

cinema, there are major differences in the bodily and spatial situations of most works of 

video art in installation—and the discourse surrounding them—that may alter the ways in 

which the work “teaches” and in which spectators’ agency can be understood and 

enabled. 

The literature theorizing video art is younger than that of cinema, and that 

conceptualizing the experience of video art in installation is even younger and thinner. 

Though artists and scholars have also reflected upon video art in relation to film, 

photography, and more traditional art media, much of the vernal art emerged concurrently 

with a broader conversation about the politics of mass media—specifically, about and in 

active resistance to the hegemonic power of television (Hall & Fifer, 1990, pp. 20-21; 

Ross, 1990, p. 10; Spielmann, 2008, p. 81).22 Particularly in its first two decades, video 

invoked in many of its practitioners and theorists feelings of agency and social 

accessibility.23 Though much of the conversation has since shifted away from video art’s 

                                                
22 According to Ross (1990), video art “has always been associated with the concepts of superindependent 
alternatives to the hegemony of commercial television” (p. 10). Hall and Fifer (1990) introduce a 
conversation of “Audience/Reception: Access/Control” with the following: “Television is a source of 
cultural hegemony and hierarchy, a reigning discourse in the shaping of world politics and in the writing of 
history. Disconnected from broadcast feeds, however, television sets become monitors, and video cameras 
and recorders become potential tools of resistance—providing program alternatives to mainstream media” 
(pp. 20-21). 
23 A conference held in 1977 at the Museum of Modern Art entitled, “Open Circuits: An International 
Conference on the Future of Television,” reflected this view (Davis & Simmons, 1977). A review of the 
presentations given evidences widespread concern for video and television in relation to society, 
institutions, and “the politics of liberation.” In this way, the making and experiencing of video was 
conceived as a potentially transformative—not to mention socially awakening—experience. This 
conception did not die with the 1970s. Positioning video art in dialectical relation to television, which is 
produced and viewable by the same technology (pp. 69, 76-77), Jameson (1991) claims that video art 
“allows us to witness the full range of possibilities and potentialities of the medium in a way which 
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relation to television, the medium’s potential to de-center “passive” viewing practices 

remains prominent in the discourse in a different sense—through emphasis on video art 

in installation and the involvement of moving spectators in the work.  

Belting (2003) suggests that, in order to enable critical awareness of the very 

kinds of media that “[tend] to seduce a new art audience by the power of [their] 

photographic and filmlike images,” video artists attempt to “dialogue with the viewer” 

through their installations (p. 91). In this conception, video installation operates against 

the danger of such seduction by engaging the individual, “wide-awake consciousness” of 

the visitor (Morse, 1990, p. 165). Unlike in the proscenium or plastic arts, the video 

installation spectator is not divided from the field to be contemplated (Morse, 1990, p. 

156). In that the spectator is integrated with and even essential to the work, the medium 

invites the spectator’s participation in making, rather than simply receiving, its 

meaning.24 As Hanhardt (1985) argues, this is particularly the case in installations that 

utilize closed circuits and “function as complete works of art only when the viewer 

becomes part of the picture” (p. 216); Nauman’s Video Corridor could be an example of 

this.25 But regardless of the image content of the video, as spectators move through the 

installation space their perspectives on and experiences of the work constantly change, 

and their mobility enables them to continually and actively reconsider these experiences. 

                                                
illuminates its various more restricted uses” (p. 71)—put simply, that our experience of video art makes us 
more aware of television’s treatment of time, space, and subjectivity (p. 76). 
24 Morse (1990) theorizes that, in this interaction, “room is made for the visitor to play with the parameters 
of a posited world, thus taking on a virtual role of ‘artist/installer’ if not the role of artist as declarer and 
inventor of that world” (p. 159).  
25 Evoking but not directly referencing Barthes’s distinction between “work” and “text” (Barthes, 2003), 
Hanhardt (1985) posits such installations as “models or metaphors for the relationship of the reader-viewer 
to text” that “exemplify the aesthetic text as a presence in an active and reciprocal dialogue between artist 
and viewer” (p. 216).  
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Morse (1990) suggests that it is through this kind of “kinesthetic” and ambulatory 

experience of video art in installation that individuals not only make meaning, but also 

learn about their body and its orientation in space (p. 153).  

Although the implications for learners’ agency distinctly differ in each, in that this 

discourse of the experience of video art in installation presupposes the ability of 

individuals to learn through their presence in an environment, it resembles an existing 

conversation in art education about how learners learn from the world around them, 

typically meaning from the world outside the classroom. Some art educators have 

couched this concern in terms of the pedagogical effects of popular visual and material 

culture on a national or global level. McFee (1965) envisions art education about visual 

cultural forms as an act of resistance to potentially harmful mass media. Duncum (2002, 

2008, 2010) emphasizes the importance of evaluating mainstream images in relation to 

their social contexts and implicit ideologies. Freedman (2003) claims that television is the 

“national curriculum” of the United States (p. 142); in short, that mass media teach. Art 

educators have also argued that students learn from the visual and material culture that 

comprises their local, quite particular, environments. Adejumo (2000) refers to the range 

of aesthetic experiences that youth are exposed to in their communities (p. 13). Lai and 

Ball (2002) consider yard art in upstate New York as an example of “place-based artistic 

practice” (p. 51), in order to better understand how looking at yard art can define and 

facilitate understandings of “a specific place” (p. 48). Orr (1999) explores the extent to 

which academic buildings are socially pedagogical; for instance, the seemingly invisible 

process of their inception and construction reinforces the power of the institution over 
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faculty and students, and the typically innocuous design of these buildings encourages 

passivity among users. 

Notably—and perhaps expectedly, given that visually-based art education is their 

area of origin—much of the learning these writers posit apparently takes place through 

faculties of vision. Even when the focus of inquiry is a lived and outdoor environment, as 

in the case of Lai and Ball (2002), or an audiovisual form such as television, as in the 

case of Freedman (2003), the discourse surrounds the look of things—not the smell or the 

sound, what it feels like to walk through a specific place, or how one makes meaning out 

of the interaction of voices or music and moving images. Moreover, many of these 

sources that consider the extent to which we learn from the world around us do so with a 

certain ideological assumption—that learning occurs in a fixed direction: from image, 

medium, or place to person. Although helping learners to understand and empower 

themselves are aims that each of these writers set forth in engaging with learners’ popular 

and local culture, there is a way in which this suggestion of unidirectional influence and 

culture’s seemingly static “meaning” undermines the very agency these educators purport 

to enact. 

 An essential objective, then, in attempting to understand the experience of video 

art in installation as a learning experience should involve how learners not only learn 

from spaces but also contribute to their meanings through their bodily experiences of and 

interactions with them. In attempting to achieve this, I seek conceptual tools from 

architectural theory, which has been more prone than art education to consider the 

relation of the body to space—perhaps because, with few exceptions, architecture 

involves constructing spaces specifically for use by human bodies. In his rejection of 
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strictly visual paradigms of engaging with architecture, Pallasmaa (2005) argues instead 

for considering the “uniquely full” bodily experience of architecture, both to understand 

one’s position in relation to it and as a way of interpreting its meaning (p. 44). He 

conceptualizes this kind of experience as requisitely having to do with verbs and actions 

as enacted by the dynamic body, instead of with nouns, still images, or objects: 

…basic architectural experiences have a verb form rather than being nouns. 
Authentic architectural experiences consist then, for instance, of approaching or 
confronting a building, rather than the formal apprehension of a facade; of the act 
of entering and not simply the visual design of the door; of looking in or out 
through a window, rather than the window itself as a material object; or of 
occupying the sphere of warmth, rather than the fireplace as an object of visual 
design. (pp. 63-64) 
 

The relation between Pallasmaa’s body and the spaces he encounters is one of both 

dialogue and embodiment—definable by the interaction of equal and opposite forces that 

are mutually dependent on one another for existence: 

I confront the city with my body; my legs measure the length of the arcade and 
the width of the square; my gaze unconsciously projects my body onto the façade 
of the cathedral, where it roams over the mouldings [sic] and contours, sensing 
the size of recesses and projections; my body weight meets the mass of the 
cathedral door, and my hand grasps the door pull as I enter the dark void behind. I 
experience myself in the city, and the city exists through my embodied 
experience. The city and my body supplement and define each other. I dwell in 
the city and the city dwells in me. (p. 40) 
 

The way in which Pallasmaa characterizes his experience of art and architecture—

particularly in regard to the moment of encounter as illustrated above—provides an 

understanding of bodily learning processes and resonates with my own experience of 

video art as it exists in installation.26  

                                                
26 In that Pallasmaa (2005) often explicitly connects and compares his experiences of architecture to those 
to art (e.g., pp. 11, 12, 16, 26, 34-35, 66), many of his ideas about the body’s experience of architectural 
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My experience of Candice Breitz’s pieces Mother and Father (2005) in 

installation begins first with action and my bodily and sensory encounter; it seems long 

before it occurs to me to conduct formal or contextual analysis of the works. When I walk 

into the installation I encounter as many as twelve voices, sometimes speaking, 

sometimes sobbing, sometimes hyperventilating, sometimes yelling—six quite loudly 

from the room I am in and six still audibly from one adjacent. I realize this momentarily, 

only slightly but certainly prior to noticing that the faces and voices are those of 

Hollywood actors with whom I am familiar. The images change rapidly—not just 

moving, but with jump-cuts—and the sounds follow suit. I am standing, I am walking, I 

am re-locating, I am translating, I am looking at the monitors in one room and then those 

in the other. I can only see one set of monitors at a time, but even then must choose one 

image or another to focus on, relegating the others to my peripheral vision. No matter 

where I am in a room and whether or not my eyes are open, I hear all voices always. At 

some point, if not immediately, I realize that the ceiling extends far above my head, and 

that the nature of the sounds I hear is in part a function of the spaces themselves but is 

also dependent on me and the way that I move through and experience the installation 

and the world. Enacting an art education pedagogy focused on and beginning from 

learners’ experiences would first involve understanding Mother and Father not as a series 

of portraits—perhaps not even as depicting people—and not as pieces by an artist who is 

interested in this concept or that, but from a perspective that considers the range of 

                                                
space are both practically and theoretically applicable to understandings of how mobile learners might 
experience and learn from video installation space. 
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possible experiences of each learner in terms of the diverse sensory information they 

collect.  

This is not to say that multi-sensory experiences are the only modality through 

which we should regard and interpret this or all of Breitz’s work,27 but rather to state the 

obvious and proffer a new and much-needed approach: the visual content is only one 

aspect of the artwork and the experience of other senses should be actively engaged by 

our pedagogies as well.28 If a more traditional art education approach to these works 

might regard just the images in some manner, and if a visual or material culture art 

education approach to them might begin from the Hollywood images or another aspect 

related to learners’ remembered knowledge, then when and how do we talk about the way 

we feel, move, and respond when our body carries us into the installation space and we 

begin to experience—and then interpret—the work? Zaya (2007) identifies categories 

that Breitz explores and migrates between: “original and reproduction, visible and 

invisible, exposed and erased, presence and absence, familiar and foreign, famous and 

anonymous” (p. 17). I add to this list of conceptual dualities the navigation between 

moving images and sounds, moving images and space, moving images and moving 

images, the still image and its own repetition, sounds and sounds, bodies and spaces. 

When we encounter Mother and Father with learners, the experience of these dualities 

cannot not be part of the interpretive or educational process. Recalling the charges set 

                                                
27 In Spont (in press), I discuss this artist’s work with a very different intention. Specifically, I advocate for 
and model potential educational usages of particular video art works by Breitz in which she has re-
appropriated audiovisual mass media for purposes of social critique. 
28 Norberg-Schulz (1984) makes a similar acknowledgment about manners of interpreting architecture. 
Reflecting on the “scientific” methods of regarding architecture that he used in one of his earlier books, he 
writes, “I do not think that this approach is wrong, but today I find other methods more illuminating” (p. 5). 
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forth by Bolin and Blandy (2003) and Duncum (2008, 2010), art education must be 

prepared to attend to these multi-sensory experiences—particularly when ambiguous—

and to their potential consequences for learners. 

As I noted in my introduction, there are challenges inherent to a pedagogical and 

curricular shift from consideration of formal or content-based properties to experiential 

ones. Educators can never know exactly what their learners are experiencing, particularly 

given that different learners are continuously experiencing different things. Some ways to 

engage with learners’ sensory experiences may be more effective than others. Last 

summer I observed an approach that I would characterize as problematic. While he 

installed and displayed multiple stages of a fluorescent light-based work, an artist 

attempted to prescribe at each stage the precise nature of experiences that the diverse 

group of individuals present was having of his work. Though ostensibly concerned first 

and foremost with individual viewers’ visual perception, the artist specified both the 

colors we were seeing most acutely and how our eyes were reacting to the interrelations 

of the differently colored lights. It seems that he assumed he knew what sensory data we 

were each gathering in this aesthetic encounter—and that they were identical to his own 

sensory data—and how we were using them when experiencing and interpreting his 

work. 

My own assumption is that other art educators would also want to avoid this 

pitfall. In Chapter Four, I gauge the possible effectiveness and implications of applying 

existing approaches to interpretation and pedagogy in the mediation of learners’ sensory 

                                                
He issues a call comparable to my own, in its way: “After decades of abstract, ‘scientific’ theory, it is 
urgent that we return to a qualitative, phenomenological understanding of architecture.”  
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experiences. But, before closing this chapter, I should note that where I depart from 

aesthetic educators like Madenfort (1972) and Custodero (2005)—who have long given 

the field of art education grounds or justifications for considerations of experience that 

begin and end with learners’ moments of “wonder”—is in my belief that simply having 

experiences does not constitute education in and of itself. In part, this is because 

experiences themselves do not necessarily constitute knowledge. We should indeed start 

from the experience of each individual learner, but we should not end there.  

Although not initially hypothesized in terms of multi-sensory experience, Freire’s 

(1998) understanding of the relationship between criticality, curiosity, and creativity in 

pedagogy can help us move forward in considering how to engage with experience in a 

way that both enables the making of meaning and is meaningful. For Freire, criticality 

and curiosity are necessary to processes of learning and knowing, with the element of 

criticality both distinguishing and establishing a continuum between his notions of 

“ingenuous curiosity” and “epistemological curiosity” (p. 37). Ingenuous curiosity can be 

understood as basic curiosity, related to common sense and feelings of awe or wonder in 

something other than oneself, that everyone from “simple folk” to “scientists and 

philosophers” has (p. 37). It is through rigorous thought, methodology, and self-criticism 

that this form of curiosity becomes epistemological curiosity and thus gains the capacity 

to construct knowledge. While Freire values the ingenuity of “pure experience,” he sees 

its educative, transformative potential through learners’ applications of critical thinking 

(p. 37). Without these forms of curiosity and without stimulating questions and critical 

reflection (p. 80), there can be no education, only domestication (p. 57). Similarly, 

without the “restless questioning” and “movement towards something hidden” that 
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curiosity provokes (p. 37), there can be no creativity (p. 38). That is, without curiosity, 

we cannot contribute to the construction of knowledge and re-creation of the world. This 

transition from ingenuity to criticality, and that from intuition to knowledge, is not only a 

process that learners undergo, but something that educators must continually undergo, too 

(p. 48).  

What is really at stake here is the capacity of both educators and learners to act as 

agents by making meaning and knowledge and thus to intervene with the world around 

them. While Freire does not extensively discuss subjectivity amidst larger critical 

discourses—as, for example, Hansen (2004) or Jameson (1991) does—he argues that 

learners engaged in “critical learning” are also engaged in “continuous transformation” 

through which they “become authentic subjects of the construction and reconstruction of 

what is being taught, side by side with the teacher, who is equally subject to the same 

process” (p. 33). It is in this way that critical pedagogy as a theory and practice engages 

the participation and transformation of educator and learner alike, enacting rather than 

compromising their individual subjectivities. It is perhaps through these applications of 

Freire’s thought that art educators can begin from learners’ multi-sensory, bodily 

experiences of works of art and continue with the making of meaning and knowledge, 

with the possibility of emancipation instead of only “wonder.” I will explore these ideas 

further in the coming chapters. 
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Chapter Three:  Describing and Interpreting a Multi-Sensory 
Experience of Video Art in Installation: Krzysztof Wodiczko’s …OUT 

OF HERE: The Veterans Project (2009) 
 

SYNTHESIS: MAKING MEANING OF A MULTI-SENSORY EXPERIENCE OF VIDEO ART 
IN INSTALLATION 
 

On the morning of December 31, 2009, I walked through much-accumulated (and 

still falling) snow to the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston (ICA) in Boston, 

Massachusetts. The museum is located right on the waterfront, amidst piers, with the 

upper floors of the rear of the building reaching out over the water. Though the ICA is 

situated in Boston Harbor, part of Massachusetts Bay, the water from the Atlantic Ocean 

is still somewhat choppy where it meets the museum, such that its crashes against the 

docks and general movements are audible from the parking lot. Perhaps predictably, the 

area smells like the ocean. Seagulls fly overhead and scuttle around the museum’s 

entrance, cawing. On even a “nice” day, the wind whips over the water to interfere with 

museum guests’ passage to and fro, and with their clothes and hair. From the outset, my 

experience of the ICA involves a multi-sensory encounter—I see the front of the building 

and its surroundings; I hear and smell the sea and gulls; my body must press on against 

the moist wind and avoid stepping on the wandering birds—and I use my weight to pull 

open the glass door and enter the naturally lit, high-ceilinged and open space of the 

museum’s colorful lobby. 

After going through the customary procedures of paying my museum admission 

and checking my coat, sweaters, hat, and scarf—my body feels suddenly lighter—I climb 

counter-clockwise up the concrete stairs until I reach the fourth level with its concrete 

floors. Before I even arrive at the fourth floor, though—indeed, before I have fully 
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departed the third—I begin to hear noises from above. From the stairwell I hear blurred 

speaking at a low volume, a dull and loud boom (a bomb?), followed by chaos 

punctuated and exacerbated by what sounds like a round of gunshots at a higher volume. 

I know, somehow—perhaps because of something in the distant, distinct, and mediated 

quality of the sounds—that they have something to do with an artwork, that an assassin is 

not running rampant in the museum. I do not retreat, but continue on. By the time I reach 

the top of the stairs and step into the space of the fourth floor, I can hear women wailing, 

men yelling, and animals snarling. I can detect, but not distinguish, quieter sounds 

emitted by a small monitor to my left, but the volume of the first group of sounds I heard 

compete with the monitor’s (and win), and with any live, human voices traveling through 

the stairwell from the third floor or from elsewhere on the fourth floor. Now out of the 

stairwell myself, I realize that the sounds of explosions are coming from somewhere to 

my right. As I walk in their direction, I become more aware of their precise location, that 

they originate from the space through the doorway farthest to my right. I walk towards 

this doorway and continue inside, ignoring for now the two broad doorways to my left 

and that on the opposite side of the floor.  

Even with this one step of my body through the doorway, the quality of the 

sounds becomes more crisp, most likely because of the change in spacing (I intuit that I 

am now physically closer to the source of the sounds, which are now mediated by fewer 

walls and doorways) and probably also because a carpet, suddenly below my feet, is 

absorbing some of the echoes that muddy the sounds elsewhere. There are fewer 

overhead lights on in this new room than in the main part of the floor and, instead of the 

white walls I saw elsewhere in the building, these walls are light grey; instead of the bare 
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concrete floor, there is a charcoal-colored carpet. This darkness, or overall change in 

lightness, is immediately perceptible to me. As it envelops and even invades my personal 

space, I begin to feel like part of this darker environment. Looking around the room, I see 

a doorway ahead leading to a lightless hallway that bends quickly and perpendicularly to 

the right—seemingly, my other senses tell me, towards the source of the sound. Closer to 

me than this doorway or hallway are three flat screen plasma monitors, each measuring 

about a foot tall by two feet wide, mounted at chest level, and emitting colored light. 

None of these monitors produces sound that is audible to me, though I notice that each 

has a pair of headphones hanging by its side. Each plays a video—one with a flickering 

flame, two with documentary footage of people in public places—but since the 

headphones are being used by other visitors in this moment I direct my attention 

elsewhere.  

To the right of the doorway I have just entered is an advisory note warning about 

the violence of war and noting that the piece into whose space I have just stepped 

contains language that may not be suitable for children. Straight in front of the same 

doorway is a full wall of text notifying me of where I am and what I am about to 

experience in walking into the next room. This text tells me, as an introduction, that I am 

entering an installation that Krzysztof Wodiczko created specifically for the ICA, that the 

piece is called …OUT OF HERE: The Veterans Project (which I henceforth refer to as 

OUT OF HERE), and that it will be in this space from November 4, 2009 until March 28, 

2010. The wall text (credited to Randi Hopkins, an Associate Curator) also tells me that 

the piece “presents the veteran experience from a different perspective.” Employing a 
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more expansive definition of “veteran,” it says, Wodiczko “weaves” the perspectives of 

Iraqi civilians as well as non-Iraqi soldiers serving in Iraq into the work.  

I read that OUT OF HERE is the most recent of several works that Wodiczko has 

made about veterans, using veterans’ input. Other works include his The Veteran Vehicle 

Project (Denver, 2008) and War Veteran Vehicle (Liverpool, 2009), both of which 

involved public events; and Veterans’ Flame (New York, 2009). I learn that these are the 

three videos playing in the feature installation’s antechamber. In glancing over their 

screens without access to their sound, I see how they could serve as something of an 

introduction to the themes of the feature installation (or what I understand them to be at 

this point), but their modes of sensory address and subsequent sensory effects already 

seem quite different. The sounds of the installation OUT OF HERE are still audible from 

where I stand, unable to concentrate fully on reading the wall text or reviewing the three 

videos without sonic disruption. Curious about the chaotic sounds I have now been 

hearing for several minutes, which have suddenly gone silent, I leave the antechamber’s 

videos behind and continue on towards what I assume to be the main installation’s space. 

I move to the second doorway and through it into the even darker hallway. Grey 

sound panels hang intermittently on the hallway’s walls—a rather self-conscious measure 

that reminds me that I am in a space that has to some extent been designed, or at least 

prepared, for the presence of sound. I walk a few steps further to find myself looking into 

a large, dark, rectangular room, equally wide to my left and right and shorter to my front. 

I stand for a moment in the doorway, with my back to the hallway from which I have just 

emerged. In the silence, I turn my head to survey the scene. The level of light is very low 

and consistently diffuse throughout the room. High on three walls of the room are a total 
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of seven sets of multi-part windows—on the wall to my left are two sets, on the wall in 

front of me are three, and on the wall to my right are two more. Each set, spaced 

equidistant from the other(s) on its wall, is made up of three smaller groups of windows, 

each of which is three panes wide by two, each pane of which is slightly taller than it is 

long. Collectively, these windows are the primary sources of light in the room, providing 

more light (and attracting more immediate visual attention than) two faint light sources in 

the ceiling. Still the room is rather dim overall, and featureless but for the windows, the 

carpet on the floor, and a small air vent in the wall beside the entrance to the room. 

Compared to the overwhelming aural assault I was experiencing and anticipating only 

moments before, this feels blank. 

The seven windows seem to transmit light from outside, but after a closer look—

and as my eyes adjust to the darkness—it becomes clear to me that the “outside” is still 

the interior wall of the gallery and that these windows are complex projections of light 

coming from several digital projectors that I now notice in looking up, which are 

mounted to the ceiling. I realize that the walls reflect projected light where light seems to 

come through the panes of glass, and that the projector projects nothing (i.e., no light) 

where the frames of the window seem to exist. Now that I have become aware of the 

apparatus, I start to examine the seeming windows themselves as part of the content of 

and my experience of the piece, rather than as sources of light intended to illuminate 

something else or as preexisting architectural features. Until this moment of awareness, it 

did not occur to me that these windows are not like those elsewhere in the ICA, that they 

more closely resemble those present in warehouse walls. In a way, it feels strange to 

stand and look at light, but for now that is what I see. The windows, apparently dusty or 



 58 

otherwise sullied, show clouded images of a bright sky outside, mostly light blue with 

diaphanous patches of white. Still with my back to the doorway, I twist my torso to the 

left, the center, the right, and back again, visually comparing each set of windows to its 

companions. As if true windows to the outside, each of the seven sets depicts a logically 

different part of the same sky.  

Sound re-enters the space, fading in quietly. President Barack Obama’s voice, not 

explicitly identified in the piece but recognizable to me as such, and the sound of 

applause as if in reaction to his presence is audible somewhere on the left side of the 

room (perhaps from a high point?). A song—presumably Iraqi in origin, given its context, 

though I do not know the words or their language—as sung by an adult male plays 

somewhere on the right. Now that I am in the room the quality and spatial function of 

sound are much clearer, with each individual set of sounds coming from a different 

physical location in the room and collectively surrounding me. I notice, in continuing to 

look at each set of windows, that their content has changed, that the clouds have floated 

ever so slightly into new positions since my last glance, offering slightly new views of 

the same part of the sky. I become aware that I am looking at projections of videos made 

up of moving images—perhaps “changing images” characterizes their manifestation and 

my experience better—not projections of still images. I feel compelled to examine more 

closely what first felt functional, then atmospheric, then to-be-looked-at, and now to-be-

watched. I feel that I do not know or possess the images I see, but rather that I must pay 

further and continual attention to them and what they might do. 

All around the room, the sound is changing. A scene outside has enlivened: a 

street busy with people, perhaps in a city or the center of a town. A baby cries and 
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children call out to each other as they play; I am surprised to see a ball fly up past one of 

the windows, then hitting it and producing cracks in it, but from what I can tell the 

children pay no mind and continue to play. Women speak to each other and men speak to 

each other, in language that I do not recognize and that is quiet and muddled enough that 

I could probably not decipher it anyway. Someone tunes the radio to a different station, 

and I become aware that Obama’s voice, albeit technologically mediated, was supposed 

to have been in the same space as the others all along. These “others” are still unfolding, 

as more distinguishable characters begin to enter. Besides the radio somewhere off to the 

right playing songs in a language that is unknown to me are the voices of two male 

American soldiers somewhere outside the center window, who talk to one another about 

what I consider to be mundane things. It is clear from their language of communication 

and from what they say that they are outsiders in this place. The sounds are all loud to my 

ears, and the soldiers’ speech is a bit louder still. It is a strange feeling for me—grasping 

to hear the language I understand amidst surrounding noise, straining to hear something 

that is already overwhelmingly loud. 

I sniffle, and other people in the installation space turn their heads towards me 

and then away again. I am amazed at the volume of my sniffle, a sound I usually think to 

be quiet and even inaudible or socially “invisible,” which echoes in the space. But I have 

the feeling that my sniffle is heard not only because it is more audible than usual but also 

because this installation produces an environment in which everyone seems to be 

listening more, perhaps including to each other. I become interested in paying attention to 

the other visitors to the space. As a dialogue begins between characters in the left corner, 

I notice that the heads and bodies of visitors turn towards those windows, even though 
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these visitors surely know there is “nothing” to “see” there. Even without meaning to do 

so, I watch other visitors in the space; though I am aware that some stand still behind me, 

perhaps leaning against the wall or standing in the hallway, many wander around the 

space and enter and exit my field of vision. I feel close to them, since we share an 

experience of an artwork that excludes us from others’ experiences outside the windows, 

but also jarred by my increased awareness of their presence; I regard the experience as 

simultaneously personal and social, private and public. Most people seem engrossed in 

the piece but occasionally one says something to their companion(s). Although they 

quickly stop, presumably when hearing the sounds of their own voices more loudly than 

expected in the space, I realize that, if I were not looking at an individual in the moment 

of their speech, I might locate their muffles in the complex collage and spatialized matrix 

of recorded sound that comprises a major part of the installation, rather than coming from 

another visitor.  

 This matrix of sound somehow encourages me to walk around the space. While 

the fact that there are images of windows (I know they are projected videos, not real 

windows) makes me feel as if I should stand at a contemplative distance in order to be 

able to see them in full view, I also know by this point that the images are not likely to 

change much and instead I want to distinguish something further about the sound. Most 

sounds mix together and I hear them as one whole, but I can tell there is some spatial 

differentiation between them. Even in the now-muddier sounds of a crowded scene, I 

hear some aspects of the sound louder in the parts of the room “closer” to that action than 

others. I move to stand below a window in the left corner of the room, where suddenly 

the mundane interchanges outside turn tensioned and uneasy. 



 61 

 Amid the rest of the commotion, one of the American soldiers is trying to ask an 

Iraqi woman some questions. Both become frustrated because they cannot communicate, 

and their voices and tempers escalate until they are yelling at each other, each in their 

own language. The other American soldier urgently tries to get his companion’s 

attention—I feel that I can see him tugging on his arm—and together they look at 

something they find suspicious. I do not see it, but think I hear it is something underneath 

a car, or maybe the car itself is what is suspicious. As they use some device to call 

someone to report something, havoc erupts with even louder sounds and women 

screaming and men yelling and explosions and gunshots.  

 Now finding myself underneath the window immediately interior to the action, I 

feel as if I cannot move. Besides feeling my body implicated in the conflict at this point, 

and concerned that I will not be able to hear what happens if I move away, I am aware 

that my fellow visitors can see me, that they would see me walk away from the sound of 

conflict, and that somehow that bothers me. I stay where I am and lean back and crane 

my neck up at the window as I try to listen to and make sense of what occurred to 

produce these explosions, who set off the explosives, who is shooting guns. I think I 

know that the American soldiers are shooting, but are others too? It is impossible to tell 

from the sounds, which come—seemingly indiscriminately—from all sides. Suddenly, 

the window above me breaks and a piece of glass flies past my head and onto the 

carpeted floor of the installation space. I jump, follow the glass with my eyes, and tense 

up. The windows I came to expect nothing from have started to reflect further the action 

outside, and are beginning to break inwards on me. I had forgotten about the soccer 

ball—it happened minutes ago—which cracked but did not break the window, which 
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made me aware of the division between inside and outside but did not disrupt the distance 

between them. 

 I choose to back away from the windows, as do the other visitors, and we all stand 

in a line along but not leaning against the back wall. Though I noted the other visitors 

before, I now feel as if part of a group—still listening and more actively looking, as part 

of a common body. Now the scene outside is utter chaos, even louder than before, and 

undeniably violent, although it is hard for me to determine exactly what is going on. 

What I hear and what I see occasionally and temporarily correspond—simultaneous with 

a particular explosion, another window shatters; with another explosion, a chunk of the 

wall flies to the floor, the daylight outside now showing through the hole left behind; 

with yet another, the metal frame of a window breaks and caves inwards a bit—but for 

the most part they do not. I hear so many gunshots and so many explosions outside, but 

see the effects of so few of them. I do not know who is shooting whom or what is 

exploding, but am aware that I do not see visual translations of much of what I hear. 

Other effects I only see visually some time after they have occurred; when dark smoke 

rises slowly outside, past the window, I know it is smoke from explosions that happened 

before I saw this smoke. In one particularly visceral moment, a round of gunshots 

instantaneously send blood splattering onto the center window. It occurs to me to be 

thankful that that window has not yet broken, that the bodily fluids remain on the other 

side of the window, not entering into my space or touching me. I learn that one of the 

American soldiers has died from what I hear the other one say, but know that probably 

many more people have died in the conflict on the other side of the wall, who I can 

neither see nor whose words I can understand, and about whom the surviving American 
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soldier does not report. I do not smell or taste sulphur in the air, or feel ash or smoke in 

my pores or in my lungs, but feel my sensory body otherwise engaged. 

 Amidst now ubiquitous black smoke, fire, and more screams, the scene gradually 

fades out. There is quiet, which I welcome but which is also somewhat disorienting. Most 

of the other remaining visitors stand for a moment, look around, and then mumble 

something to another as they walk out. Although most visitors stayed until the scene 

seemed to end, others left during the height or even onset of explosions. Still others 

walked into the space during the conflict. A few stay with me to experience the piece 

again, perhaps unwilling to walk out into the bright light of the museum so soon. 

It is difficult to talk about OUT OF HERE as having a “beginning” in the first 

place, not only because the sonic experience of the work begins in the stairwell or at least 

in the galleries adjacent to the exhibition, but also because a person walks into the space 

when that person walks into it. That is, the piece begins for me when I hear the sounds or 

walk into the space, and for other visitors when they do. We do not press “play” nor do 

we watch introductory or closing credits. The brief period of silence functions most as a 

“beginning” of any part of the piece, but even this is less of a beginning than a 

regeneration; significantly, this silence also functions most as an “end.” As noted, the 

seven projections of windows change during the explosive part of the piece; after the 

“attack,” during the silence, the holes in the wall and windows gradually heal back to 

their “normal” states. Then the piece “begins” again, or continues. 
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I think about how OUT OF HERE gives me visuals but thwarts my power to 

see.29 This seems to have both sensory implications and social ones, inviting me to 

question what I do and, more importantly, do not see of what is happening in Iraq today, 

or of other situations. It is as if in becoming more aware of something (i.e., in having an 

issue gain so-called “visibility” for me), I become more aware of that issue’s invisibility, 

not simply in relation to the images available of the ongoing conflict but also in relation 

to the voices it makes available to me—and, by corollary, those voices it does not make 

available, those voices that have not been given voice. I feel actively engaged in seeking 

something more.  

The sounds in—or, more precisely, the language of—the piece is highly 

representational, producing an environment as well as setting a context and terms and 

telling a story. I gain information in this context by listening in on the narrated and 

sonically depicted action, perhaps more closely than I would listen otherwise. I tend to 

think that I have a keener sense of vision than hearing, but imagine that this tendency has 

mostly to do with my unofficial training in what-to-do-when-looking-at-art (and here I 

quite intentionally use the word “looking”). The volume of the sounds I hear and each 

sound’s place of origin in the room are my primary data in trying to map out the 

relationships between voices and bodies, the space that they occupy on the other side of 

                                                
29 Though at the time I did not conceive of OUT OF HERE in relation to Robert Motherwell’s elegy 
paintings, in reflecting back now my experience of these artworks seems similar, as does their thematic 
subject matter. For instance, in Motherwell’s Elegy to the Spanish Republic, #34 (1953-1954), the bulbous 
black forms in the foreground allow me to see only parts of three white stripes vertically dividing the next 
layer of the painting, and I can see beyond or seemingly through those stripes to irregular swatches of red, 
orange, olive, blue, beige, and more black at yet another layer behind those. I wonder but do not know what 
exists beyond that layer—what exists beyond what I can see now—but feel as if something has been 
intentionally blocked or blacked out. In this way, Motherwell thwarts my vision, making me more aware of 
what I do not see—somewhat ironically—in a visually-based artwork.  
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this wall, which I feel that I must do in order to make sense of anything. Instead of being 

an art viewer, I become an aural voyeur. Instead of encountering images in the flesh, I 

must imagine and produce them myself, or simply let them go. 

In reconsidering the exhibition antechamber’s warning about the violence of war, 

I find myself surprised to realize how rarely I think about sonic violence, or violence 

portrayed through sound. With some, occasional exceptions—the window imploding, 

bullet holes appearing in the wall, blood splattering on the windows—no direct or 

indirect violence in the piece is presented visually. I think back to a common experience 

friends returning from war in Iraq have shared with me—that any booms still sound like 

bombs. I think back to the six years I spent in Chicago, where, at some shameful point, I 

realized that I did not notice the sound of gunshots anymore, that they had become part of 

the background noise, such a part of my aurality. If a tire had burst, I think I would have 

heard it as a gunshot and unconsciously dismissed it as such, rather than become 

concerned that a neighbor’s tire may have burst. (It is strange to think back on these 

experiences now and believe my own body’s reactions or seeming lack thereof, but I 

know them to have been true.) I am visiting Wodiczko’s piece at a museum in Boston, a 

destination for me rather than a home area, and I have apparently been living in 

comparatively safe and quiet Austin for long enough now that gunshots sound aberrant 

and interruptive rather than natural or negligible, continually breaking through any 

attempts I make to “concentrate” on the work or to cognitively “understand” my 

experience of it. I find myself no longer trying to stay outside the work, and instead am 

allowing myself to be in it.  
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In becoming immersed in the sensory experiences of OUT OF HERE, I find 

myself immersed in what might be called memory, or perhaps more accurately resonance. 

I am not thinking about the past but what I have learned from it is with me in the present 

and is affecting my present, though not in a very conscious way. I experience this work in 

a bodily way, through what might be commonly called muscle memory. When I lived in 

a place where I heard gunshots every day, my body gradually learned not to react to 

them—not physically by jumping as if startled or moving in the opposite direction, nor 

mentally by cognizing them, nor emotionally by suddenly feeling sad or afraid. At that 

time, I experienced such violent sounds as I now experience others’ cell phones ringing. 

Unless they sound distinctly different than other ringtones I have heard—perhaps playing 

a song I do not intuitively recognize—my body does not jerk in reaction or surprise 

because, it seems, my ears do not even hear these ubiquitous cell phones ring anymore. 

But now the sounds of gunshots, rhythmic in their form but irregular in their occurrence, 

re-sensitize my ears and body. And, for me, the bombs are a new and unfamiliar sound. 

As noted, I do not smell sulfur in accordance with the explosions and gunshots, 

and the glass does not actually fall from the wall into the space—indeed, because there is 

no material glass to begin with, only light. The room of the installation is cool—the same 

cool temperature that I find most museums to be—and feels even a little cooler, given 

that it is winter and I am still chilled to the bone from my walk through downtown 

Boston. The air in the room is clear, not stuffy or dusty; the room is well ventilated but 

there is no breeze from outdoors. In many, multi-sensory ways, I know that I am not in 

Iraq. Yet, in others, the installation feels immersive. While I would never argue that this 

piece reproduces the experience of war, it certainly evokes what I imagine “it” to be—
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though I am sure everyone’s experience of war is very different. It seems difficult in this 

context to feel anything but inundated by the sense(s) of the scene. I exit the space a 

different way than I came in, the only other option for a way out, by entering another 

grey hallway, crossing through two heavy grey curtains, and into a brightly lit gallery 

space with paintings hanging on white walls. 

Though I feel that I have acclimated myself to the installation and the other 

museum spaces to some extent, it is hard to fully let down my guard after visiting OUT 

OF HERE. While few people would rationally believe that soldiers and civilians were on 

the other side of the wall, much less that they are no longer in the museum themselves, a 

sense of anxiety lingers for me in the mind and in the flesh. Even once I have experienced 

OUT OF HERE and continued on to another gallery on the fourth floor, I can hear the 

gunshots and bombs when they come. In this way, the sound of Wodiczko’s piece 

accompanies every other work on the floor—indeed, it creates and dominates the 

soundscape of the fourth floor galleries. Even if, when coming out of the stairwell, I had 

tried to avoid Wodiczko’s installation—for example, taking a left into Damián Ortega’s 

multimedia exhibition, “Do It Yourself;” continuing straight into the varied “ICA 

Collection: In the Making” show; or taking a soft right into a room of paintings, 

“Momentum 15: R.H. Quaytman”—I could not have avoided the presence of OUT OF 

HERE in that I cannot escape its sound. In this way, the sounds of gunshots and bombs 

continually inform my readings of other works in the galleries as if they were a part 

(intentionally?) of them, too. The sometimes chaotic sounds of Wodiczko’s work make 

Ortega’s work feel less deconstructive than chaotic itself; Ortega’s dissections read, at 

moments, more like explosions (to contemporary art aficionados, perhaps like Cornelia 



 68 

Parker’s work). Some of Quaytman’s paintings may be notable for their quietude, their 

slight gradations of color and use of simple shapes, but when looking at these with 

Wodiczko’s soundscape so close by, her lines seem to vibrate or even collide. If I had not 

yet visited Wodiczko’s piece, my anxieties may have been different; perhaps I would 

have simply been confused or continuously startled by the sounds.  

But I did visit OUT OF HERE first and subsequently cannot shake other aspects 

of my bodily experience of it. I catch myself looking upwards as if seeking more screens 

of light, and imagining that Quaytman’s frames are windows—perhaps to burst open 

towards me—and not wanting to stand too close to Ortega’s works for fear of the same. 

Moreover, there are additional sounds in the other galleries that there were not in 

Wodiczko’s installation to as great an extent—chiefly, the sounds of other people 

interacting with one another. Coupled with the persistently pervasive sounds of 

Wodiczko’s piece, I feel hyper-aware of the presence of bodies around me, and map their 

locations and movements relative to me in the space based on the volume and trajectory 

of their voices. On this particular occasion, I am at the ICA alone, and, likely because it is 

a holiday, there are no schools or other groups visiting. The voices I hear are most 

typically in pairs, and occasionally one person converses with someone on the other side 

of my body, making me conscious that—because they are together—they somewhat 

surround me. Usually I have felt able to block out the sounds of others in museums and 

frequented public spaces, or to eavesdrop for content when so desired, but this day I feel 

only able to be aware of other bodies in the space, the fact that they are producing 

sounds, and the relationship of those sounds to me and my body, not to mention with the 

gunshots and dog snarls just beyond a nearby wall. 
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I remember, in visiting other works, to return to Wodiczko’s installation to watch 

the three videos on the wall. Whereas OUT OF HERE offers an immersive, collective 

experience, each of these featured works offers a solo experience that does not feel as 

immersive, or at least not immersive in the same way. Each video plays on a monitor 

(rather than by projection) that measures about one foot tall by two feet wide; when 

standing in front of it in order to watch it, the video’s visuals occupy most of my field of 

vision but I still see the surrounding wall in my peripheral view. Each monitor is 

accompanied by one pair of circumaural headphones, the kind that fits over my ears and, 

though padded, is neither sound-isolating nor sound-canceling. While these headphones 

shape the sounds of the video I am watching and deliver those sounds to my ears in 

something of a direct way, they do not block all of the space’s background noise. I cannot 

hear the conversations taking place next to me, but I can still hear the booming sounds of 

OUT OF HERE. The confluence (dare I say “interference”?) of local and environmental 

sounds affects my experience of these videos.  

One video, Veterans’ Flame (2009), depicts a flickering flame. I watch the flame, 

without sound, while waiting for another visitor to finish with the work and offer me the 

headphones. At some point it occurs to me that the flame seems to be flickering rather 

oddly, almost mechanically, but also that I have never looked so closely at a flame before 

or for such a length of time, so perhaps this is just how flames flicker. Experiencing the 

work in silence and at a comfortable distance from the other guest, I contemplate the 

video’s images. The bright whitish-yellow flame occupies the center of the frame, 

stretching at moments from the bottom to the top and sometimes jerking to one side or 

another, and is surrounded by darkness, near-blackness. The flame is constantly and 
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perceptibly in motion, and as I watch it I think about dancing with the light, or the light as 

a dancer, and notice how small growths in the flame’s flicker draw my attention to the 

dark background behind it, where I think I might see flashes of something more. Even 

with the sounds of OUT OF HERE coming from the next room, my experience of the 

video feels mostly passive and meditative, only occasionally engaging my active 

curiosity. 

When the other visitor leaves and I put on the headphones, I am surprised to hear 

what I do and am almost surprised to hear anything at all. The audio information, taken 

together with the visual information, produces an experience that is completely different 

than the more strictly visual one. This is not simply because my experience is now 

audiovisual. Whereas before my body felt mobile, like it could dance along with the 

flame and look around the frame without consequence, now my eyes are glued to the 

flame, as if entreated to follow its movements and remember them. I hear the voice of a 

man—a veteran, it seems—describing his experiences of war. In OUT OF HERE, events 

were presented as a scene from life, or represented as if happening “live”— conversations 

were spoken aloud and interactions were performed. Here, the man speaks as a way of 

remembering, telling stories of death and loss in the past tense that unfold for me in my 

present. Though I know, in hearing him in the now, that he has already lived through the 

horrific events he describes and that those events have already transpired, I still feel some 

anxiety in my body when I watch the video with its sound. Because I now see the flame 

as moving in relation to the dynamics and patterning of the man’s speech—that is, as if 

being animated by his speech—I associate the life of one with the life of the other. When 
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the flame suddenly abates my body stiffens, before realizing its error—that the man’s 

voice has not cut away forever—and relaxing again.  

Another video, War Veteran Vehicle (2009), also transmutes and even 

anthropomorphizes an object that I see—in this case, a video projector has been 

transformed into a gun that “shoots” images—but I experience this one in a very different 

way. Watching this video, I am aware that I am watching a recording of a public event 

that has already taken place in a different place (surely outside, in some city) and time (it 

is night in the video). I also see how the event was orchestrated: how Wodiczko refitted 

the gun placements of a military vehicle with this video projector; how the projector 

shoots the images of typed words, paired with either the sounds of gunshots or voices 

speaking the same words, onto the exterior walls of public buildings. The projector, 

angled up from its berth on the top of the military vehicle, operates at a distance from the 

building’s wall, such that the images of these words appear on a large scale in the center 

of the upper part of the wall. The spectators in the video stand side-by-side in the night—

heads back and torsos leaning back, whole bodies oriented towards the projection—likely 

hearing sounds as immersively but less directly than I do, more environmentally in the 

company of others.  

As engaged as I am in the content of what I am watching, I am aware that, 

because of the form in which I experience the work, I feel distinctly outside of the 

experience of that documented event rather than immersed in it. When watching 

Veterans’ Flame, I feel somewhat in dialogue with the work, in that I alone face a flame 

that speaks to me through voice and movement. When watching War Veteran Vehicle, 

wearing a similar set of headphones, I am the only one in the gallery hearing the sounds 
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of this iteration of the work but I see and hear in the video many humans operating 

together in each other’s real space and real time. I can only imagine that the experience of 

the audiovisual projections in person—and in their present—might be as jarring to my 

body and senses as Veterans’ Flame or surely OUT OF HERE is in this one, but I do not 

experience them as such. My experience of the third video, The Veteran Vehicle Project 

(2008), is much the same as my experience as War Veteran Vehicle. I can tell from 

watching it that some specifics differ, like that the vehicles traversed different cities, but 

the mechanisms and content are much the same. After watching War Veteran Vehicle 

first, my sensorium feels already attuned to the experience of this video in the flesh and 

to my imagining of its more public manifestation. I walk back into OUT OF HERE. 

I did not enter this exhibition as an “expert” on Wodiczko nor as a long-time fan 

or follower of his work. Aside from a couple of projects he conducted using instruments 

of his own design that participants wore on their faces—if I recall properly, to make those 

participants more vocal or visible—I know mostly about his projections in public space, 

not unlike those portrayed in The Veteran Vehicle Project and War Veteran Vehicle. Of 

the works with which I was already familiar, none took place in a museum. Though I 

have never experienced any of those in person, they seem inherently different in their 

nature than the piece I encounter here in a different kind of public space, both situated 

inside a museum and projected outwards onto the interior walls of a museum, 

metaphorically enabling but actually blocking my ability to look outside to other 

buildings’ exteriors.  

Notably, while much of the rest of the ICA’s building is lit naturally through 

windows—indeed, the harbor-facing walls are made of windows—OUT OF HERE is 
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located in one of two corners of the museum’s exhibition space that is farthest from 

“real” windows and natural light. When inside the installation I feel patently inside, and 

in the space immediately outside the installation space I still cannot see the outside world 

or even light from outside. In part, the installation of “windows” seems like an invitation 

to look outside the museum. I feel as if OUT OF HERE’s sound, particularly given its 

immersive installation in this space, could exist as a work without the projections of 

windows and still communicate much of what it communicates. But I also feel as if the 

windows do more than give me something to look at while I listen to the piece and walk 

around the space, as if to get closer to or more fully understand some action. In that my 

body reads them as being of a “realistic” scale, the windows tell me something about my 

body and the space, and even make me feel vulnerable to implosions from the unseen 

outside. I also sense significance in the reversal and inversion of the functional 

relationship that I expect to exist between the windows and my sensory body. Usually I 

use windows from the inside to look outside, or sometimes I stand outside looking in as if 

“window-shopping.” In either case, I am able to see something—if nothing else, my own 

reflection—and most often the architectural placement of windows accommodates this 

function by offering a vantage near the height of my eyes; even if these projected 

windows were real, they would be too high for me to look out of. As a spectator, I am 

neither inside looking out nor outside looking in, but rather inside looking at or for 

something that I cannot see. Somewhat ironically, the windows effectively engage my 

sense of vision by making me very aware that I am or am not seeing, looking, or 

experiencing visually. Also ironically, the work makes something “visible” (as an issue) 
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by making it audible (yet still including a visual component), and by immersing audience 

members like me in a space in which the sound is mixed to be “too loud.”  

I think about the piece as “giving voice” to the individuals whose experiences it 

reproduces—and perhaps, in so doing, “taking” some power of vision or voice away from 

me. Of the wall text’s claims that the piece “presents the veteran experience from a 

different perspective” and uses a more expansive definition of “veteran,” because 

Wodiczko includes the perspectives of Iraqi civilians as well as non-Iraqi soldiers serving 

in Iraq into the work, I also reflect on what “experience” could mean in this context. I 

feel as if the idea of “experience” is inflected in multiple ways, indeed in addition to the 

multi-sensory: the lived experience of both kinds of veterans as represented by Wodiczko 

(the content of the piece is based on stories and conversations the artist had with both 

kinds of veterans), as well as the lived experiences that the visitors to the installation 

bring with them and the sensory experiences that the visitors have while in the 

installation space. I remember, as a general impression, something else from the wall 

text: “The resulting work reflects the fragmented way experiences are perceived, 

particularly in moments of distress and uncertainty. It evokes individual memories as 

viewers are moved to fill in unanswered questions or interpret open-ended situations.” I 

think it is somewhat funny that I have been considered to be a “viewer” of a piece that 

engages so much more than my vision. 

Stepping out of my embodied, first-hand experience of the work to consider what 

my concerns might be from the perspective of an educator—or, perhaps, any other 

individual encountering the work—a few questions came to my mind. On a basic or even 

mundane level, it occurred to me that some language in the work (expletives) might be 
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inappropriate for children. The violence evident primarily through sounds (overheard 

language, evidencing communications between soldiers, suggesting that deaths are 

occurring outside of these walls; people shooting guns and detonating bombs), and to a 

lesser extent through images (the video “windows” exploding inwards) should be of 

concern for individuals of all ages. Engaging with this work with individuals who have a 

particularly personal connection to the situation being portrayed (e.g., veterans of any 

kind, Iraqi nationals or others of Middle Eastern origin or heritage, individuals of any 

background who know soldiers on either side, anyone empathetic to those on both sides 

of the conflict) would most likely be even more sensitive to the piece, in part because of 

the emotions that the piece might reawaken. As Springgay (2008) expresses:  

While we do not carry with us bodied memories of emotions from past 
encounters, it is not the past that shapes lived experience, but rather the act of 
remembering in the present….The act of remembering is an encounter in the 
present, an event that is unexpected. These encounters become part of the social 
interstice of lived experience. (p. 104)30  
 

That is, memories, re-experienced always in the present, shape present lived experience. 

Anyone who has ever smelled a particular peppermint and then felt sadness, perhaps for a 

grandparent lost, knows the relationship between sensory memory and sensory 

experience, too. 

I also question how the work would read to me—and how I would physiologically 

and psychologically respond to it—if I did not understand the languages used to 

communicate the piece’s verbal and narrative content. As it stands, English, which is my 

                                                
30 Springgay (2008) does not explicitly refer to Merleau-Ponty (2007) in this part of her text, but I see a 
parallel between their ideas. For instance, Merleau-Ponty (2007) writes: “But past experience can appear 
only afterwards as the cause of the illusion, and the present experience has, in the first place, to assume 
form and meaning in order to recall precisely this memory and not others (pp. 23-24). 
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first and effectively only language, is the language used with the greatest frequency in the 

work, and since the piece was made for a museum in a country in which English is the 

official and most-spoken language, I cannot help but think of English as the most obvious 

form of address. When I realize my assumption that English is normal or expected I 

remember the cultural context that this work presumably seeks to replicate—that of a city 

in Iraq, where the presence of the English language (delivered to us here via the 

conversations of English-speaking American soldiers, and of Obama’s voice on the radio) 

and of Americans to begin with has only recently become so common. I know there are 

about a hundred thousand American troops in Iraq, with many soldiers who speak 

English as a first language as I do. Furthermore, as someone who does not understand the 

“other” language being spoken in the work—indeed, I cannot even identify it as Arabic, 

Kurdish, Turkish, Farsi, Azerbaijani, or something else—I am aware that I cannot 

comprehend everything spoken in my presence, much less everything going on around 

me. This has a bodily implication (I feel anxious or confused) and an interpretive one (I 

experience one language as language that communicates and the other, or others, as 

sound). I am drawn both to the language that I think I understand and to the language 

that, perhaps out of an innate desire to understand others, I attempt to but cannot. I 

wonder what it feels like to be in this space and understand none of the languages—

experiencing them for their tonal qualities, volume, or other sonic aspects—or to hear 

nothing at all. 

An extended caveat I must give, in offering an account of my bodily and sensory 

experience here, is that I am nearly six feet tall, have 20-20 vision with my contact lenses 

in and no known problems with peripheral vision. I have good but perhaps not 
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perspicacious hearing—or, at least, I do not generally feel that my hearing is as acute as 

my seeing—and imagine my body to be more mobile and able than is average. As 

something of a dancer and an athlete, and entering the installation space with this thesis 

project in mind, I am perhaps more aware at most times of the position and movement of 

my body in relation to my surroundings. Of course, this could be entirely false as a self-

evaluation, and perhaps what I feel is a strong sense of my body actually hinders me from 

being aware of my body; since I rarely trip and fall, I do not often look around for things 

that I might trip over. While seemingly not related to dominant sensory dimensions of 

this work, I should note that I seem to have little ability to taste or smell. A stronger sense 

of the latter, in particular, might have drastically altered my experience of being so close 

to my fellow visitors. I mention these personal data not anecdotally, but to acknowledge 

that I am only one sensory body who has had only one range of multi-sensory and bodily 

experiences of this work, which have affected and even shaped my interpretation of the 

work. Neither others’ nor mine can be labeled as wrong. 

 This is to acknowledge that others surely experienced OUT OF HERE differently 

than I did. Speaking somewhat factually, someone wearing strong glasses instead of 

contacts would not have been able to sense the panorama of changes in the windows that 

my eyes clothed by contacts could, nor would that individual likely notice or be affected 

by the movements, gestures, and reactions of individuals on either side of them to the 

degree that I often felt I was. More hypothetically, while a person who was hard of 

hearing or deaf would probably have a distinctly different experience and interpretation 

of the work than I did, given that the sound plays such a dominant role, they might be 

more attuned to the slight changes in the visual aspects of the piece than I was. Or, maybe 
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the sound just plays a dominant role for me because I do hear it, and other aspects of the 

work might indeed come across as clearly through the visual sense to someone who is 

used to not learning through sound. I wondered while visiting the work about those 

patrons wearing hoods or ski caps that covered their ears, and whether the former 

channeled some sounds differently and others not at all, and whether the latter 

significantly disallowed the wearer from detecting nuances in the presented scene. I think 

about my friend from Texas with poor night vision, who has supposedly normal mobility 

but who understandably moves more hesitantly the dimmer the light, which always 

appears dimmer to him than it does to me. Visitors in the installation space with me at the 

ICA appeared to be of varying levels of mobility, sometimes seemingly related to their 

age or weight but perhaps also related to their visual abilities, who surely had different 

bodily experiences of the work than I did. Individuals’ decisions about stillness and 

movement could also shape these experiences; some visitors walked around the space—

meandering, actively scrutinizing, jumping back when the window burst in—and others 

chose one place to stand or sat on the floor against the wall without windows. No one in 

the space with me used a wheelchair or other mobility aid, but their experience would 

probably differ from mine, too.  

I should also note that I not only stayed in the installation for the entire “duration” 

of the audiovisual portion of the work, which I later measured to be about seven minutes, 

but for several cycles of it in total. I had a seemingly larger “amount” of experience to 

consider than many, but perhaps more significantly went through a range of kinds of 

bodily and sensory experiences of the work—and perhaps was not startled so easily in 

later cycles, though I never ceased to jump—likely a greater range than someone who 
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entered and left during a silent portion or a particularly explosive portion, or who stayed 

for the first “half” or the last “half.” I may also be more accustomed to or comfortable 

with “opening my senses” and interpreting my experiences than some others. I can 

imagine that another person may be intent not to sense or not to interpret sense 

experience, possessing full abilities of sensory perception, however defined, but not 

willing to be aware of their senses or feeling conflicted as to what to do with those 

sensory data. And any number of the generalized persons or groups I describe above or 

below may have different experiences than I estimate. There is also undoubtedly a 

spectrum of sensory perception and awareness operating between and within these 

imagined categories of people that I construct. 

In a way, it seems strange to conceptualize individuals in categories like this, 

particularly in relation to something as subjective as sensory experience, but there is a 

practical consideration at work here beyond illustration for readers. I know that I am not 

alone in the exercise of preconceiving of my learners—sometimes specifically and 

sometimes hypothetically—when I plan a lesson. On many occasions, I have had no 

knowledge of my individual learners prior to our shared encounter with a work of art, and 

it is in these situations that thinking so hypothetically in advance has been most helpful 

for me from a pedagogical standpoint. Yet even with learners that I feel I know well, 

whose reactions to certain artworks or activities I have been able to anticipate with some 

accuracy in the past, I feel as if I cannot begin to gauge the range or wealth of their multi-

sensory or bodily experiences of anything. It is with these kinds of issues in mind that I 

continue on. 
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ANALYSIS: CONSIDERING INTERACTIONS, INTERPRETATIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 
OF MULTI-SENSORY EXPERIENCES OF VIDEO ART IN INSTALLATION  
 

The second part of Pallasmaa’s (2005) book, The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture 

and the Senses, resembles the first section of this chapter:  

I will survey the interactions of the senses and give some personal impressions of 
the realms of the senses in the expression and experience of architecture….I 
proclaim a sensory architecture in opposition to the prevailing visual 
understanding of the art of building. (p. 39; my italics)  
 

With similar means, purpose, and justification to Pallasmaa’s own (see Chapter Two), I 

give in the section above my “personal impressions” of Wodiczko’s OUT OF HERE. I 

note this in order to acknowledge that I do not intend the above to be an analysis of the 

video art work in installation, per se (e.g., in more traditionally art historical or strictly 

formal terms, though I do address some of formal properties) or in relation to its subject 

matter or narrative style, but rather to draw attention to the “realms of the senses” (note 

plurality with both terms) in “the expression and experience” of the work. I mean to 

interpret the artwork from the perspective of my experience of it—in a way, to interpret 

my experience—and wish to emphasize the fact that these are my “personal impressions.” 

In that “personal impressions” are personal, individual, and subjective, and everyone’s 

will differ in some or many ways. 

Also in writing the first section of this chapter, I do not attempt to define or test 

experience. Rather, I attempt to “think experience” in the manner of Ellsworth (2005), 

considering “experiences of learning as noncompliance and knowledge as in the making” 

and the “sensations of being somewhere in between thinking and feeling, of being in 

motion through the space and time between knowing and not knowing, in the space and 

time of learning as a lived experience with an open, unforeseeable future” (p. 17). In the 
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contexts of my case study and of education, “thinking experience” implies being involved 

in the involuted, simultaneous, and continuous making of meaning by many individual 

learners in the same changing time of a multi-sensory installation. I will return in Chapter 

Four to this idea of experience to discuss further how it constitutes learning and how 

educators may engage with it in processes of interpretation. For now, I want to consider 

the sensory experiences themselves—both in relation to OUT OF HERE and with some 

generality—and what they might mean for art educators and learners. Acknowledging the 

limitations of text as well as the limitations of evaluating visual experience alone, I 

continue to address in this chapter my second of three Central Research Questions: How 

might we understand and negotiate individual, multi-sensory experience as it operates in 

video art in installation and thus in art education about video art in installation?  

In the remaining sections of this chapter, I present a purposive sampling (i.e., not 

an exhaustive list) of possible intersecting multi-sensory aspects and experiences of 

works of video art in installation. I use my own experience of OUT OF HERE as a 

starting point for drawing upon resources from art education and other disciplines to help 

me interpret experiences of video art in installation in a broader critical context, with 

consideration for a broader range of sensory possibilities. In doing so, I hope both to help 

define how the experience of video art in installation can differ from that of primarily 

visually-based artworks and to identify for art educators various sensory levels on which 

the artwork and the experience of it may be interpreted by learners.  

I argued in Chapter Two that art education has predominantly focused on vision 

and the visual. I would also argue that this emphasis on vision and the visual sense 

continues to establish a particular visuality for the field. Rose (2007) makes the 
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distinction between “vision” and “visuality” as follows: most simply, “vision” is “what 

the human eye is physiologically capable of seeing” and “visuality” is “the way in which 

vision is constructed in various ways” (p. 2). She cites Foster (1988, p. ix) in continuing 

to define visuality as “how we see, how we are able, allowed, or made to see, and how we 

see this seeing and the unseeing therein.” What I am suggesting in invoking this 

distinction here is that the field’s existing visuality or discourse—visuality can be thought 

of as a kind of discourse, too (Rose, 2007, p. 143)—structures for art educators, learners, 

and researchers “how we see, how we are able, allowed or made to see,” et cetera—with 

“seeing” and “looking” still being the dominant actions. This “unisensorality” is 

obviously limiting, though perhaps we are not always aware—because of the extent of its 

dominance—that this visual focus or its limitations exist (Classen, 1998, p. 143).31  

As implied earlier, disciplinary origins and boundaries are in part to blame. 

Zielinski (2006) suggests that the “misconception” by art critics and art historians that 

any audiovisual medium that fills a frame (e.g., television, video, or computer monitors; 

cinema or electronic projection screens) is “primarily concerned with the production of 

images” (pp. 270-271) derives from those individuals’ tendency to see and situate such 

media within existing structures, to simply “[view] them as larger or smaller framed 

images” (p. 270). Kahn (1999) begins his seminal Noise, Water, Meat: A History of 

Sound in the Arts with a similar premise, placing an imperative on retuning our forms of 

analysis: “Sound saturates the arts of [the 20th] century, and its importance becomes 

                                                
31 Of the Western world’s “fixation” with the visual sense, Classen (1998) writes, “This unisensorality is 
somewhat obscured by the fact that the concept of sight, like an object reflected in a room of mirrors, has 
assumed so many different guises in our culture that it can provide us with the illusion of a complete 
sensorium….In many contemporary academic works sight is so endlessly analyzed, and the other senses so 
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evident if we can hear past the presumption of mute visuality within art history” (p. 2). 

As is my study, Kahn’s (1999) is not advocating for “blind hearing” over “deaf seeing” 

(p. 4), but rather is acknowledging that “visuality overwhelms aurality in the cultural 

balance of the senses” (p. 158), particularly as that cultural balance relates to the arts. 

Yet, while our society’s visual paradigm is dominant, our experience of the “integrat[ion] 

of aspects of the sensorium” (Kahn, 1999, p. 4) with one another does exist. That is, we 

do have multi-sensory experiences as individuals, despite cultural conditioning, but that 

cultural conditioning shapes and structures much of what we see and the fact that we so 

often chiefly see.  

Consequently, in attempting to expand art education’s sensory considerations to 

include a variety of multi-sensory and bodily experiences, such as those I describe in the 

section above, with this study I attempt to help establish a new, rather different, visuality, 

aurality, even multi-sensorality for our field. In considering the connections between 

existing tendencies in art education, video art works in installation, and the “human 

sensorium,” defined by Pizarro (2009) as “the sensory components of the brain and 

nervous system that deal with the receiving and interpreting of external stimuli” (p. 274), 

I emphasize what we sense beyond the visual and how we might interpret those 

experiences. With some visual play on Western culture’s present and prevalent, though 

gradually fading, visuality, Jones (2006d) writes, “The modernist sensorium remains a 

tattered hegemony; its legacy rules us, yet we can see through the shreds to the way we 

sense now….now we can try to tap body senses as additional ways to think” (p. 42). That 

                                                
consistently ignored, that the five senses would seem to consist of the colonial/patriarchal gaze, the 
scientific gaze, the erotic gaze, the capitalist gaze, and the subversive glance” (p. 143). 
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said, while new experiences (or newly attended-to experiences) do invoke or even require 

new discourses and approaches, they also build on existing ones. In my attempts to 

explore how an expanded sensory approach to art education can open our understandings 

of that art, as well as of individual learners’ experiences of that art and the world, I build 

upon both what I have personally experienced and what I have read. 

 Because I predominantly write here about a specific artwork—and discuss 

various aspects of experience below mainly in relation to that specific artwork—I should 

note that I do so with the intention of illustration and explication (i.e., to evidence 

particular kinds of pedagogical potentialities that I identify in the work) rather than in an 

attempt to analyze the work as an artwork (which can, of course, have many possible 

meanings and processes related to it) or to claim exceptionalism for the specific artwork, 

medium, or sensory experiences I describe. On the contrary, I utilize OUT OF HERE 

because I think it is rich enough to inspire complicated conversations and simple enough 

in its functioning to impart in text. I also choose to write about this piece because in it the 

visual content, visual sense experience, and faculties of sight are not prioritized; in this 

way, it fits my overall project well. Perhaps most importantly, as I explicate further in 

this thesis’s conclusion, paying attention to this kind of work as art educators creates 

room for engaging with myriad sensory experiences of a variety of media—both 

traditional art media and other media, in art contexts and other contexts—in terms of their 

similar yet wide-ranging implications and applications.  

One might say that OUT OF HERE has content, subject matter, or theme—like 

the ongoing war or the consequences of language’s failure to communicate—and a form, 

each of which influences experiences of the work to some extent. But, as noted in 
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Chapter One, each individual learner also has a unique, subjective experience of the work 

that depends in part on how their senses take in data and the way that spectator moves 

around and engages with the work. I acknowledge that one could interpret OUT OF 

HERE by intently inquiring after all of these factors and still others, but focus my writing 

here on the issue of sensory experience, in order to drive home my paper’s larger point 

that interpreting one’s sensory experiences of an artwork should be considered an 

essential part of the process of making meaning of that artwork and, more importantly, of 

the process of becoming critically aware of one’s own sensory experiences.  

I expect that many art educators are already more familiar with Wodiczko as an 

artist—from articles pertaining to social justice and activism in art education (e.g., 

Chalmers, 2002; Emme, 2001; Henry, 1993; Milbrandt, 1998)—than they might be with 

other contemporary artists I discuss in this thesis (e.g., Jason Salavon). Of course, there is 

also nothing wrong with discussing Wodiczko’s artworks in relation to their public 

dimension and activist nature—indeed, I feel that in writing this thesis I am engaging in a 

form of activism myself, that social-via-sensory consciousness is at the heart of my 

study—but it is important to note that none of the sources I cite above speak to sensory 

experiences of his work beyond noting that it often has audiovisual video components. 

Garoian and Gaudelius’s (2004) article is a slight exception to this tendency—in that the 

authors note that the body is a “component part” of Wodiczko’s The Mouthpiece (Porte-

Parole) (1994-1996) for the work’s participants (“aliens, residents, non-residents, legal 

or illegal immigrants”) who wear its “electronic audio/video recording ‘instrument’” over 

their mouths (p. 307)—but it does not address non-participant spectators’ aural, visual, 

or bodily experiences of the piece. Given that art educators have concentrated on the 
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overtly political content and themes of Wodiczko’s art, I want to reiterate that there are 

multiple sensory dimensions present in many artworks that we tend to discuss visually 

and to argue that bodily and sensory aspects of a work can and should be considered 

political, too. To be sure, in its active solicitation of visitors’ bodies—their own 

experiences of their own bodies, in the space of other bodies—OUT OF HERE engages 

sensory dimensions both personally and socially. Through its multi-sensory address, 

perhaps far more than through its speech or images, it seeks to persuade its spectators. 

I argued earlier that research in art education rarely considers the ways in which 

learners can be persuaded through non-visual senses, much as it rarely considers those 

learners’ experiences of artworks.32 Something similar is reflected in how art educators 

have written about films, typically acknowledging the movie—especially the story (e.g., 

Learmont, 2005; Raunft, 2005) and its images (e.g., Freedman, 2003)—not the totality of 

the experience of the movie. Significantly, beyond their multi-sensory dimensions—and 

unlike more traditional art objects—videos and films can be characterized in part by their 

relatively mutable and immaterial qualities (appearing as light, perhaps as de-coded and 

reconstituted digital code), as well as by their corollary senses of variable scale and 

volume (within the same work, in a moment; whether projected or played on a monitor, 

through speakers or headphones; in one space or another). Questions about this most 

notable—even essential—sensory variability are seldom broached in art education texts, 

and opportunities to ask them are often missed. For instance, Song (2009) notes only that 

                                                
32 As noted in Chapter Two, Bolin and Blandy (2003) and Duncum (2008) make a comparable point about 
sensory persuasion, and are thus notable exceptions to my generalization. Though Madenfort (1972) 
advocates encouraging learners’ sensory experiences, he suggests that learners should “freely give” 
themselves to those sensory experiences (p. 14), rather than critiquing how they—and who or what has 
produced them—seek to influence. 
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“computers play a primary role in artists’ processes of presentation and expression” (p. 

123), without addressing how the presentation and expression, not to mention the 

experience, of Taejin Kim’s Art Market (2005; pictured on p. 124 in Song’s essay)—a 

single digital video playing on a handheld Sony playback device that sits on the floor—

and Shin il Kim’s The Transubstantiation (2005; p. 120)—which involves eight videos 

playing on eight screens that comprise a large octagonal structure that hangs from the 

ceiling and that visitors can walk under and into—are different, and perhaps are both 

more interesting and significant for art educators for their differences. 

Also as noted previously, video as a medium is time-based, meaning that it is 

dynamic and cannot be experienced as a whole in an instant (see below) and that it can be 

used to variate time and so “manipulate” experiences of time. While the temporal quality 

of video has a practical implication for art educators (i.e., that it takes time, as in a 

prescribed amount of time, to present to learners), it is also important for art educators to 

consider how these artworks’ different usages of time influence our learners’ different 

experiences of time—and thus how the different experiences of different works that use 

time differently affect our learners. In short, the issue of time has many implications for 

learning and interpretation. 

That said, it is generally true that most video art works utilize a type of time that 

is discernible from those employed by more common audiovisual media like film and 

television. In “Video: Surrealism Without the Unconscious,” Jameson (1991) humorously 

distinguishes between the typically deceptive devices of changing time in fiction film and 

the straightforward and awakening, albeit sometimes tedious, tendency towards “real 

time” characteristic of much video art: 
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We all know, but always forget, that the fictive scenes and conversations on the 
movie screen radically foreshorten reality as the clock ticks and are never—owing 
to the now codified mysteries of the various techniques of film narrative—
coterminous with the putative length of such moments in real life, or in “real 
time”: something a filmmaker can always uncomfortably remind us of by 
returning occasionally to real time in this or that episode, which then threatens to 
project much the same intolerable discomfort we have ascribed to certain 
[experimental] videotapes. (p. 74) 
 

Continuing, Jameson takes a position that Vasulka (1990) also does—that if film is the 

medium of the modern era, then video, in its “twin manifestations as commercial 

television and experimental video, or ‘video art,’” is the medium of the postmodern era 

(Jameson, 1991, pp. 69; 73, 76). He builds much of this argument upon an understanding 

of video art in dialectical relationship to television (pp. 69, 76-77), which is produced and 

viewable by the same technology and often also played on a monitor. Jameson claims 

that video art “allows us to witness the full range of possibilities and potentialities of the 

medium in a way which illuminates its various more restricted uses” (p. 71)—put simply, 

that our experience of video art makes us more aware of television’s treatment of time, 

space, and subjectivity (p. 76).  

I would expand Jameson’s conception to suggest that the experience of video art 

has the potential to enable our awareness of time, space, and subjectivity more generally. 

Hansen (2004) argues this in relation to Bill Viola’s Anima (2000), saying that he cannot 

consciously or biologically perceive visual movement in the work, only becoming aware 

as time passes that the images have changed (see Chapter Two). Erin Shirreff’s Day is 

Long, Night is Longer, and Nothing is Longest (2006) engages the spectator’s experience 

of time with similar means and effects as Anima. Though motion can be physiologically 

perceived in Shirreff’s piece, the video “works as a conventionally composed still life set 
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in motion, yet the motion portrayed never truly brings the image out of the realm of the 

still life” (Ripple, 2009). In so doing, it challenges tensions in our variable experiences of 

time, which differ when watching moving images and still ones, both pushing against 

individuals’ expectations and enforced social constructions of time. As Ripple (2009) 

points out, the video  

attempts to nail the viewer to an eight-hour time commitment so that one can truly 
contemplate a still life, yet it knows this attempt to nail the viewer down will not 
succeed; even if a viewer wanted to sit with the piece for eight hours during the 
exhibition run, Art Palace’s viewing hours prevent it.  
 

Ripple concludes his review of Shirreff’s piece by naming it a “palpable example” of 

Jameson’s “highfalutin estimation that video is a preeminent medium of our point in 

history because it sits precisely at the seam between space and time.” Though made by 

different means—specifically, using custom software and 3-D animation programs—

Jason Salavon’s Still Life II (Glassware) (2007) and Still Life (Vanitas) (2009) might be 

said to do something similar to similar effect. Significantly, upon departing any of these 

installations, it is as difficult for me not to look at still images in the surrounding world 

(as if to see whether they might be moving) as it is to return to most television or film (or 

to video art that engages conventions of television and film time) without being more 

fully aware of those media’s usages of time.  

Of course, photography, painting, and sculpture—really, all art forms—are time-

based in their way. When taking a photograph, one takes light into the camera for a 

certain amount of time, and that amount of time describes or determines something 

particular about the image. Barrett (2003a) offers an “extreme” example of this: NASA’s 

photographs of objects in space that “record billions of light-years and present them as a 



 90 

single instant” (p. 148). Pinhole cameras, perhaps the most commonly known 

contemporary kind of camera obscura, might take in light for a number of minutes in 

order to expose the photo paper enough to evidence its subject. Photographers can vary or 

play with exposure time to manipulate the resulting image—for instance, by having a 

person or object present for only half of the total exposure time, that entity will appear 

half-transparent in the final photograph, an effect known as “ghosting.” As with paintings 

or any other art forms, photographs are obviously created by artists over a period of time. 

Recalling Pallasmaa’s (2005) observation, which I cited in Chapter Two, paintings by 

Hieronymus Bosch and Pieter Bruegel “invite a participatory eye to travel across scenes 

of multiple events” (pp. 34-35), requiring not only the spectator’s kinesthetic 

involvement but also some period of time during which to be kinesthetically involved, 

much the same way walking around a sculpture does. What I mean by “time-based” art 

here is not that understanding of time, but rather a kind of artwork that actually unfolds 

over a period of time, that requires one’s time to experience its changes or its seeming 

staticness, and that engages various sense experiences in a variable and dynamic way. 

I have long believed that writing, often beginning with note-taking, has a 

requisitely proximate relationship to time-based art: the art object waits with you, but an 

image or sound in the movement of a video must be chased with thoughts or words. In 

turn, I find that often these very thoughts and words, whether manifested in speech or 

text, replicate the experience of time-based art better than an image (e.g., a “video still” 

or “installation shot”) can. One must move through the piece with the words in order to 

re-experience it. The piece can never be grasped, like an image, in some semblance of its 

entirety in one moment; its sound “inhabits its own time and dissipates quickly” (Kahn, 
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1999, p. 5), as does video as a whole in its way. For this reason, and to underscore a 

larger point of this thesis, I have chosen not to represent with images the artworks that I 

cite. I feel that it would be somewhat hypocritical of me, in a paper that problematizes art 

education’s predominant focus on vision and the visual sense, to choose to represent 

time-based, multi-dimensional, multi-sensory installation works using static images that 

fit on a single sheet of US Letter-size paper. Somehow text—albeit a “primary 

constituent of our ocular consciousness” (Jones, 2006d, p. 32; my italics)—by itself feels 

less disingenuous, in that the visual engagement it requires is through something other 

than pictorial images.  

Below, in text, I critically interrogate and contextualize aspects of my visual, 

aural, bodily, and spatial experience of OUT OF HERE via discussions of time, motion, 

sound, and my body in the space of the installation and in the space of others, and in so 

doing reflect on my sense experiences in order to make sense (or meaning) of them. 

Still Images and Moving Images: Experiencing the Visual’s Changes Over Time 

There is a broad critical dialogue in art, media studies, and philosophy on what 

constitutes an “image” (e.g., Deleuze’s [1989] “time-image” and “movement-image;” 

Hansen’s [2006] “digital image”) that I will not go into here. It is both too far outside the 

scope and overall purpose of this paper, and to speak too much on the “image” would be 

counter to my more focused intention of giving voice to senses besides the visual. Briefly 

I will say that I mean by “image” something closer to Mitchell’s (2005) definition, “any 

likeness, figure, motif, or form that appears in some [picture-producing] medium or 

other” (p. xiii), or more simply that picture-based form (whether still or moving) which is 

seen visually. 



 92 

It might be more productive to talk about OUT OF HERE in terms of 

“unchanging” and “changing” images than in terms of “still” and “moving” ones. For 

most of the duration of the work, all projections are basically static (or, their motion is 

almost imperceptible). Beyond the fact that sound on the whole is mixed rather high—as 

evidenced by the fact that I could hear it in the stairwell, that I experienced it as jarringly 

“too loud” overall, and that I heard it louder than I would have if in the same environment 

as its characters—the subject or content of this piece is evident primarily through its 

sound. It is significant that I do not see any of the people that I hear, that the images 

hardly change, and that when they do it is in most surprising ways. 

 The primary visual aspect of the piece is the seven sets of windows, and my 

primary experience of them is visual. Each is the same size and shape as the other and 

positioned at the same height. Together—though digital projections of light rather than 

real windows—their presence on the walls as part of the architecture of the space feels 

relatively stable. Perhaps because there is so little movement in them—indeed, nearly 

imperceptible movement—the windows begin to read at some point as static and 

unchanging. I imagine that most visitors do not anticipate that these windows—these 

rectangular projections, which resemble screens or frames elsewhere in the museum—

will shatter inward, sending shards of glass (via renegade rays of projected light) to the 

carpeted floor of the installation space. Also shattering expectations is the moment in 

which a piece of the wall is blown “inward” by an explosion “outside,” such that a “hole” 

in the wall appears, showing a section of the blue sky “outside.” Together, these 

implosions seem to create a sense of vulnerability in a space that heretofore seemed safe, 
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or safe enough. In these unexpected moments, it is as if the artwork’s frame—or, through 

what has been set up for us, we might assume to be the frame—has broken open.  

When I stand in or move through this installation space with my eyes and ears 

open, my experience of OUT OF HERE is always visual, aural, and bodily. When each 

explosion comes I experience it on all sensory levels at once, and only in reflecting 

afterwards can say or write “I saw it break” or “I heard a sound.” Otherwise, in my 

experience of the work my senses are engaged multiply and seem inseparable. 

Acknowledging this, and not wishing to dwell on or isolate too much the visual here, I 

want to say a few things about visual experience vis-à-vis visual content. As noted, the 

windows in OUT OF HERE look highly realistic, as if actually windows. Upon my closer 

investigation, they not only appeared to be projections of videos but specifically of videos 

that were synthetically produced—not actually from video footage of windows, but 

otherwise invented. Becoming aware of the further fictive nature of the projections’ 

images made me both more calm and more uneasy in the space. On the one hand, I was 

reminded that, despite my body’s very real sensory responses to the piece, it was an 

artistic creation. On the other hand, I was being first duped and then affected 

(manipulated?) by an immersive unreal. 

 Of video imagery more generally, I should lay some groundwork. With video 

images, as necessarily technologically mediated images, there is always the issue of 

resolution, which is related to the limitations and aesthetics of the technology of 

production and dissemination.33 A video work with so-called “poor” resolution may 

                                                
33 Though I invoke in this section several references from cinema and media studies, in particular, in 
efforts to bring ideas common to them into use in our own field, I acknowledge that there is a great range of 



 94 

pixelate an image in a way that makes it unrecognizable for the viewer, or even intonate 

its color somehow; another video, perhaps shot in high-definition digital, might make the 

world seem more real—or at least more packed with information—than reality. 

(Somewhat ironically, this can make the subject matter seem real or unreal, or as if it is 

playing with the line between the real and unreal.) When I see an action or object in a 

close-up shot in a video, I see it with a proximity and resolution that I often could not in 

real life. Sometimes I see something that—either through its shot composition or its 

installation—is so wholly different in scale or proportion than expected that I 

immediately feel immersed, even lost, in its new form, or alternately more powerful 

myself. Besides Wodiczko’s realistic and representational windows, there is a range of 

video imagery that is so illusionary it is difficult to determine or describe “what” I am 

looking at (e.g., Sylvia Pengilly’s video work, which I return to in a moment). And this is 

only scratching the surface of possible manifestations and experiences of video images.   

In his book chapter on animation for preservice teachers, Raunft (2005) reviews 

relationships between today’s prominent, popular culture forms of animation (e.g., 

computer animation) and earlier ones that made still images “move” (e.g., “in the 19th 

century, coin-shaped spinning toys for children magically combined two images into 

one” [p. 4]). There are many ways in which moving images are created, and watching 

moving images in different presentation formats can also create different experiences. 

Watching moving images is also different than looking at still ones, in that it involves 

                                                
technical terms used for production and analysis of sounds as well as images that I do not bring up or 
define at any length. In the interest of space and scope, I do not define terms like “resolution,” “low-angle 
shot,” “montage,” or “diegetic sound” here. The interested reader can seek definitions and examples in 
Bordwell and Thompson’s (2001) introduction to film text. Others have written about how to use related 
terms when talking about art—for instance, photography (Barrett, 1996)—with learners. 
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time and motion. This is precisely why Nadaner (2008) argues that video art as “a means 

of representing movement” can assist in teaching perception of motion and representation 

of movement in the art classroom (p. 20). In that video art, like film, provides a “moving 

representation of motion” (p. 20; Nadaner’s italics), it causes learners to consider 

representations of movement in new ways—“a wave becomes a moving force, not a 

white crest with a shadow under it” (p. 21).  

Of course, “moving images” is something of a misnomer in that the individual 

images themselves do not move. Rather, they change over time. Early cell animation 

movies (e.g., those by Disney) were typically made up of thousands of individual still 

images, which were sped up to create the impression of movement. An easy way to 

evince this perceptual play is to use a simple flip-book. Though the frame-rate of films 

varied in the silent era (often at a lower rate of change, such as 16 or 20 frames per 

second), films made on film are typically shot and projected at 24 frames per second 

(Bordwell & Thompson, 2001, p. 2). Video artists have used the capacity of digital video 

technology to play with and alter the experience of films normally shot and/or projected 

in this way. In 24 Hour Psycho (1993), Douglas Gordon slowed down Alfred 

Hitchcock’s iconic film, Psycho (1960), to two frames per second instead of 24 and then 

projected it as a video such that each second of Hitchcock’s film took 12 seconds to pass 

(Hansen, 2004, p. 592). As Hansen (2004) notes, for Anima (2000) Bill Viola captured 

images of his subjects at a very high speed (not precisely known, but far more than 24 

frames per second) and then played the footage back at the standard rate of 24 frames per 

second. Through digital video technology, Viola was able to extend and transform images 
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and time beyond cinematic means and “enlarge the now” (p. 610). The experiential and 

perceptual consequences are myriad: an “overabundance of affective information 

normally unavailable to perception” appearing in each “supersaturate[d]” image (Hansen, 

2004, p. 594), in addition to, as noted earlier, movement that is so slow that it is literally 

imperceptible to the viewer.34  

That said, in most video art works, images do move in a perceptible way, and are 

sometimes even legible because of their movement. In terms of pedagogy, though 

pausing or even slowing down moving images can be helpful in some respects—enabling 

the viewer to spend more time scrutinizing a particular image, enabling book and journal 

publishers to attend to and represent otherwise uncapturable moving image work—in 

other respects the very movement of images is what makes the images themselves 

legible. As Shiff (in press) has pointed out, movement (over time) and distance (from the 

area in which video is translated via LED lights) make the images in Jim Campbell’s 

work more “visible” or readable. That is, in Campbell’s work, moving images are easier 

to decipher than still images. Other video artists work between traditional and new media 

and their still and moving forms in different ways—Jeff Scher animates his paintings into 

videos, and William Kentridge does the same with charcoal drawings—which also 

produce different experiences.  

Most pieces I cite above—whether seemingly still or obviously moving, have 

images that change at a consistent rate. In other video art works, the rate of change itself 

changes, challenging bodily and sensory experiences of the work in a different way. The 

                                                
34 Though both of these works were created using film as source material, they are considered to be video 
art works because digital video capture and editing technology made them possible and because they are 
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increasingly slow rate of change of images (alternately video images and blackness) and 

their correspondent sounds and silences in Gary Hill’s Blind Spot (2003) can create a 

condition of suspended suspense. Variable experiences of variable time can occur in 

more popular media, too. Dodds (2002) writes that the “visual and aural deluge” toward 

the end of pop star Robbie Williams’s video for his song Let Me Entertain You (1997) 

“prevents the auditor-spectator from becoming too comfortable or familiar with the 

sensory experience” of the work (p. 233). The relationships between still and moving 

images, and images and sound, and the spectator’s body can seem seductive, disjunctive, 

comforting, or discomforting—even all of those things at once, producing feelings of 

conflict and ambiguity (to recall Duncum’s [2008] concerns) or other experiences. I 

discuss these relationships further in the following sections.  

Sounds, Images, and Spaces: Experiences of Tension, Cohesion, and Immersion 

The bodily, spatial, and general sensory experience of sound is requisitely 

different than that the visual sense can have of images. Bull (2006a) writes that sound 

“shows no respect” for those divisions that the “visually inspired epistemologies” take for 

granted: “the clear distinction between subject and object, inside and the outside, self and 

the world” (p. 112). Sound in general and in art has the potential to be shared by and to 

even connect people in a given physical or social space. It “unites its listeners 

communally within the orbit of its motion even as it dissolves the bounds between the 

senses of its performer” (Austern, 2002, p. 6). For instance, in the installation of OUT OF 

HERE, while a visitor can walk closer to a speaker in one part of the room to hear its 

sounds more loudly, on the whole the work’s sounds permeate and fill the space and thus 

                                                
experienced today, in their installation artwork forms, as videos. 
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can be heard by everyone in the same physical space at the same time. Of its entrance 

into the body, sound has historically been understood to be a more “passive” and 

“democratic” sense than sight in that “the ears are always open,” although newer devices 

like headphones and earphones have shifted this idea by making possible an active and 

privatizing “auditory universe” (Bull, 2006a, p. 112).35 Some works of sound art, like 

Janet Cardiff’s Louisiana Walk (1996), are intended to be heard more intimately, via 

headphones rather than speakers, by an individual as they walk outside. 

Recalling my experience of Wodiczko’s video Veterans’ Flame, not only did my 

interpretation of the piece become different when I put on the headphones to hear the 

sounds that accompanied its visuals, but I also had a personally and socially isolating 

experience of the work—I could not walk too far from the video monitor since I was 

strapped to it by my ears, and could not experience it socially with other visitors. I could 

generalize these examples of my experience to say that the mediating technologies of the 

installation have the potential to affect the sensory and bodily experiences of that 

installation, as well as the social relations one shares with other visitors’ bodies in the 

same space. I would also argue that the primary difference between my experience of 

Veterans’ Flame and OUT OF HERE took place on the level of my aural and bodily 

experience of each. Though I was physically touching the headphones of the former, I felt 

my body more immersed in the sonic space of the latter. My experience of OUT OF 

HERE is consistent with Kahn’s (1999) description of the multi-sensory and bodily 

experiences of sound:  

                                                
35 Ironically, some privatizing mobile devices like the iPod offer their user “unfettered auditory freedom of 
movement from home to street to automobile to office,” thus offering a private experience of public and 
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Sounds can be heard coming from outside and behind the range of peripheral 
vision, and a sound of adequate intensity can be felt on and within the body as a 
whole, thereby dislocating the frontal and conceptual associations of vision with 
an all-around corporeality and spatiality. (p. 27)  
 

Not only can sound not be seen in any traditional way, but it can originate from and exist 

in unseen locations.  

 I have already noted how the sound in OUT OF HERE both differentiates parts of 

and fills the whole space, how I overheard my fellow visitors, how I heard the work’s 

sounds no matter where I looked or whether my eyes were opened, no matter where I was 

on the ICA’s fourth floor. Though I know that the piece’s soundscape was invented, and 

partially synthetic, I felt at moments when immersed in it that the whole situation—which 

I experienced primarily or at least very intensely via its sound—might be real. This 

aspect of my experience particularly interests me since most of the audio “content” of the 

piece was tantamount to a voiceover, not unlike that one might hear in a film, which told 

me something about what I was looking at and experiencing in space that I never could 

have gotten from other existing factors (i.e., images and installation space) alone. 

Of course, we all know that visual images—whether seemingly photographic or 

otherwise—are not entirely veracious; indeed, that they offer only one possible, 

subjective truth, that they are always subjectively produced by someone, and that even in 

their seeming, subjective truth they may in fact be deceptive. Of photographs, Barrett 

(1996) argues that those “made in a straightforward, stylistically realistic manner 

especially need interpretation” (p. 37; my italics). Of television and film, Levin (2006a) 

recalls how Barry Levinson’s film Wag the Dog from 1997 “effectively exposed how the 

                                                
social spaces (Bull, 2006b, p. 157). 
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televisual image itself could be (and often is) ‘constructed’ piece by piece in the age of 

digital post-production effects” (p. 214). Yet the possible speciousness of images or what 

is seen is nothing when compared to a more deep-seated cultural skepticism related to 

sound or what is heard. This is evidenced by the adage, “Believe nothing of what you 

hear and only half of what you see,” which suggests that we should hold even less faith in 

what we hear than in what we see—indeed, that we should hold none! We can detect 

similar caution, related to the potential danger of believing what is heard, at least as early 

as Aristotle’s Poetics—a set of ideas about aesthetics well over 2000 years old. 

Alongside an argument about the efficacy of Homer’s false inferences, Aristotle 

(1996) argues that “the irrational (which is the most important source of astonishment) is 

more feasible in epic [than in tragedy], because one is not looking at the agent” (p. 41; 

my italics). He continues, “The pursuit of Hector [in the Iliad] would seem preposterous 

on stage, with the others standing by and taking no part in the pursuit while Achilles 

shakes his head to restrain them” (p. 41). In today’s world, we may envision this kind of 

spectacle as a ridiculous chase scene, perhaps as seen in a slapstick comedy. Yet in epic, 

which is by definition narrative (p. 39), Aristotle claims that this “preposterous” action 

“escapes notice” (p. 41). As Heath (1996) confirms in the introduction to his translation 

of Poetics, this irrationality is tolerated in epic precisely because “the action is narrated 

but not seen” (p. lvii). It seems that the audience might not tolerate such irrationality if 

they were more aware and critical of false inferences—a device at which Artistotle 

(1996) claims Homer is particularly talented (p. 41)—as these false inferences are 

delivered orally by the epics’ narrators: “Keeping an irrationality out of sight of the 

audience makes it less salient, and so helps keep intact the impression that everything is 
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properly connected” (Heath, 1996, p. lvii; my italics). The central implications of this are 

that, as spectators—at least of fictional works—we often accept the plausibility of 

something related aurally though we might not do so visually, that we are more easily 

deceived by narrative information delivered aurally, and that perhaps we even tend to 

have less aural acuity—to begin with and as a result.  

With both the popular adage I recall and Aristotle’s writings on Homer, the 

construction of (un)reliability in regards to sounds is understood to be verbal in nature—

that is, in the case of the Iliad or Odyssey, the narrator is verbally telling the audience 

about something that is happening. I would argue that such perception of untrustworthy 

speech (and listening) also extends to other, non-verbal sounds presented in situations 

that are not so explicitly fictional as classical dramatic epics. While I might not go so far 

as to suggest that most members of our society trust television more than the radio, I 

imagine that, given a video in which sounds and images imply different truths, one would 

be read as more trustworthy than the other. It is precisely because of tendencies like this 

that it is so important for art educators to attend not only to images but also to sounds and 

to learners’ experiences and interpretations of them. 

Though so many texts in the field of art education do focus on still images, mine 

is not the only study to propose critically addressing moving images in relation to their 

accompanying sounds. As an approach to analyzing music videos, Taylor (2007) suggests 

“listening closely to the music in the music video and analyzing the ways the images 

depict, contradict, and/or extend the lyrics and melody” (p. 234). In his advocacy of 

multimodal inquiry in art education, Duncum (2010) proposes investigating with students 

how the apparent meaning of still (e.g., magazine) or moving (e.g., television) images 



 102 

changes when combined with different words, music, and sounds (p. 10). Truth is not 

always what is at stake. Some mundane form of disjunction between what is seen and 

what is heard probably occurs every day in the lives of our learners: One might be at a 

loud concert, able to see a friend yelling but unable to hear him, and another might watch 

television with the sound off while the radio is on in the background. 

Briefly stepping away from considerations of experience to those of artistic 

creation, I want to emphasize a very important point that both Taylor (2007) and Duncum 

(2010) make: that the images and sounds of a given audiovisual work may or may not 

have an originary or necessary relation to one another on the levels of possible production 

or meaning. For one thing, the sounds may seem to say, express, or imply something 

different than the images; for another thing, the sounds and images may have been 

recorded separately and made to seem as if they had been recorded together. Moreover, 

multiple kinds of sounds from multiple sources might accompany a single set—or 

multiple sets—of images. In Kissing Cousins (2006-2007), Kambui Olujimi pairs 

audiovisual video footage of lightning and its resounding thunder with a “haunting” piano 

composition to “incite some level of emotional response in the viewer” (Oliver, 2007, p. 

52). While either of these elements—the video of a stormy night sky or the piano’s 

disquieting song—would likely produce an “emotional response” even if experienced 

separately, the effects of their conflation multiply their mutually constructed ambiguity 

exponentially. Peggy Ahwesh’s She Puppet (2001) combines original voiceovers (in 

which several female narrators contemplate the nature of contemporary identity and 

existence) with visuals and corresponding sound effects captured from TombRaider video 

games (specifically, of the Lara Croft character traversing mostly-unpeopled digital 
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landscapes wearing Daisy Dukes and with a variety of weapons, represented aurally 

through sounds like stomping, gunshots, and background music). In each of these video 

art works, the recombination of audio components requires the spectator to navigate 

between at least two sets of sounds as well as between the piece’s sounds and images 

overall. 

It is also important to remember that video’s sounds might be entirely synthetic, 

and that those sounds might sound representational or realistic—or not. Synthetic 

sound—or that sound which has not been recorded from phenomena in the real world but 

rather somehow independently produced—has been around for a century or longer, 

depending on how you define the term (see Levin [2006b] for a fuller “archaeology of 

synthetic sound”). In recent years, as Moorefield (2005) points out, the dominant sound 

recording “metaphor has shifted from one of the ‘illusion of reality’ (mimetic space) to 

the ‘reality of illusion’ (a virtual world in which everything is possible)” (p. xiii). A 

major influence in this shift was Brian Eno, the British producer (or composer, or 

musician, or artist) who, beginning in the 1970s, used the recording studio as a “meta-

instrument, a way to shape entire compositions,” as a “score and orchestra rolled into 

one” (p. 54). For Eno, also a video artist in his own right (e.g., his “video paintings,” like 

Thursday Afternoon from 1984), and for countless recordists since, “what is being made 

[in the recording studio] is not a replication or extension of a concert experience,” as was 

the typical objective of the previous paradigm, but rather is “something altogether 

different” (p. 54). Using synthetic sounds and other “virtual phenomena,” Eno takes the 

listener on “imaginative sonic journeys unbounded by physical limits” (p. 54). In part 

thanks to Eno’s broad influence, synthetic soundscapes—which might seem realistic, 
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wholly imaginary, or both—are more commonplace and easily producible in music today 

(e.g., in popular songs and consumer-grade music production computer programs like 

Garage Band) and in video art and films (e.g., in OUT OF HERE and sound effects in 

live-action and animation movies). It is probably no accident that the sounds of violence 

in OUT OF HERE resemble so closely those evident in video games.  

This is all to say that, beyond the healthy skepticism we should already bring to 

anything we hear and its relationship to anything we see, it seems we must be especially 

aware of possible deception in regards to sound—if only because of our checkered 

historical and cultural associations with it—and our subsequent experience of it. Notably, 

although most often both video and film are experienced as audiovisual—and should thus 

be interrogated in terms of their interrelating auditory and visual components—only 

video is inherently an audiovisual medium. That is, while video technology has the 

capacity to simultaneously record both auditory and visual information, film has always 

been and still is a visual medium to which sound has been added. Perhaps in the early 

days of cinema the element of sound in film was more obviously an addition or a choice 

than it is today; yet the presence and distinct features of sound in any artwork, regardless 

of its medium, should be understood to be a choice on the part of someone and should be 

queried as such. While the experience of various media may not differ based on the 

origin of the sound, it is important to know that the origins and ultimate editing of 

auditory and visual information might be divergent.  

On the levels of experience and interpretation, there are additional factors to 

consider. Clearly, if a learner cannot hear or does not understand—perhaps due to 

language barriers or limitations related to vocabulary—the sounds of a work, then their 
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experience of that work will differ from that of those who can. A related issue is that of 

legibility—whether conceived in terms of language, sounds, images, or otherwise—the 

stakes of which Jason Salavon’s time-based work can illustrate well. His installation, The 

25 Top Grossing Films of All Time, 2 x 2 (2001), consists of a digital video projection 

with sound; three audiovisual clips from this are available on his website (Jason Salavon, 

n.d.). The space of the rectangular video projection is subdivided into 100 equally sized 

rectangles, each of a solid color. Each “2 x 2” set of four rectangles (amidst the 100 

rectangles) contains video footage that reflects the results of one of Salavon’s custom 

software processes—in this case, a process that captured and averaged the color in every 

frame of a given “top 25” film, such that 100 rectangles of color are all the spectator can 

see of all 25 films as they play now (Jason Salavon: The Top 25 Grossing Films of All 

Time, 2 x 2, n.d.). (Notably, there does not seem to be any way to know this process 

without seeking background information—not from simply experiencing the piece.) The 

piece’s audio, however, is not subjected to the same treatment as the images. Instead, 

each film’s soundtrack plays with great fidelity to its original audio, and simultaneous 

with the original audio from all films. For instance, in the beginning of the work, the 

theme song from Star Wars—a franchise represented by four films in the top 25 at the 

time Salavon made the work—is audible above the other 21, in part because the song is 

mixed loudly in each Star Wars film to begin with and in part because it is played here 

four-fold.  

One effect of this is that the theme song from Star Wars comes through quite 

clearly, dominating the soundscape—by contrast, the other films’ opening sounds are 

audible as a mass, somewhat cacophonously—and thus determines, to some extent, how 
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we experience the video images and even attempt to guess their content. Also significant 

is the fact that the source material from which the images are derived (popular films) is 

not legible on its own (each film appears only as a “2 x 2” grid of colored rectangles).36 

Of course, there are many ways in which one could discuss this artwork with learners 

(even in terms of abstraction or abstract art), but I want to point one thing out. The fact 

that the sound is what provides hints to the content (or possible content) of the images 

suggests that the visuals here—as bright and colorful as they are—play something of a 

subjugated role. Even if the title (The 25 Top Grossing Films of All Time, 2 x 2) was not 

present to clue spectators in, recognizable soundtracks—not only theme songs but famous 

opening lines—might do much of the same work, assuming one could recognize the 

contextual origins of the sound to begin with. 

Another video installation work by Salavon evidences the opposite effect of 

sounds and images—in that the content of the visual aspect indicates the nature of the 

audio component—producing a different kind of sensory experience. For The Late Night 

Triad (2003), Salavon aligned and averaged 64 nights each of the opening monologues 

from the three major late night talk shows in the United States: Jay Leno, David 

Letterman, and Conan O’Brien (Jason Salavon: The Late Night Triad, n.d.). The same 

averaging process that maintains—that is, keeps visible—the images’ content and 

consistency through their averaging and subsequent layering makes the sound absolutely 

cacophonous in its muddiness—creating an entirely different kind of audiovisual 

                                                
36 This is something that Salavon is conscious of. At a recent presentation of his work, he shared that he 
chose to represent each Star Wars film using a two-by-two grid rather than a four-by-four grid because, 
with the latter, he felt that the images were “too legible” (Salavon, 2010). 
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experience, indeed. One might want to cover one’s ears to block out the sounds, to 

experience the resulting painterly visuals in some aural peace. 

Still other audiovisual relationships can produce a range of other audiovisual 

experiences. For their videos that not only align visuals and music but derive the audio 

from the video’s digital keyframes—creating an “intimate link between video and audio,” 

as in Patterns of Organic Energy from 2004 (Pengilly & Rhoades, 2008)—Sylvia 

Pengilly and Michael Rhoades “coined a new verb, to ‘hiew,’ that is to hear/view, which 

is the best way to experience [their work]” (Society of Electro-Acoustic Music in the 

United States, 2007, p. 15). I do not agree that there is a “best” way to experience their 

work or that of anyone else, but I do agree that their work creates an eerily “intimate” 

experience for me. I feel drawn into it, but I also always feel too close to it. 

All of the non-silent video artworks I have cited thus far in this section feature 

either real-but-mediated or synthetic sounds that were produced by some kind of 

recording (or “capturing,” in the case of Salavon’s work) and reproduction technology. 

Though not the focus of this study, it seems of some value in closing this section to 

acknowledge the existence of non-video artworks that produce sound by other means. For 

instance, in the lobby of the National Vietnam Veterans Art Museum in Chicago is an 

installation comprised of more than 58,000 metal dogtags, which are intended to engage 

the range of visitors’ visual, aural, and bodily senses. The Museum’s website describes 

the experience of Above & Beyond (2001) as follows:  

When visitors first enter the museum, they will hear a sound like wind chimes 
coming from above them and their attention will be drawn upward 24 feet to the 
ceiling of the two-story high atrium. There they will see tens of thousands of 
metal dog tags, spaced evenly one inch apart, suspended from fine lines which 
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will allow them to move like a living thing with the shifts in air currents. (Above 
& Beyond memorial, n.d.) 
 

Outside, less than two miles down the road in Chicago, is Harry Bertoia’s Untitled 

Sounding Sculpture (1975), a public artwork that produces gentle musical tones with 

nature’s participation: “Wind currents cause the [rows of flexible rods of thin copper] to 

vibrate at various frequencies according to their lengths” (The sounding sculpture, 2007). 

Interestingly, the method of production of sound with these works resists acceptance of 

the maxim cited above, “Believe nothing of what you hear and only half of what you 

see.” As noted, this expression privileges the veracity of images and sight over what is 

heard, be it speech or other sounds. The sound heard in these works is somewhat visible 

to the spectator—in part because the installation’s liveness enables the means of 

production of the sounds to be apparent, and in part because the clinking of dog tags 

together is a visual experience (one sees and looks at the dogtags), as well as a sonic (one 

hears and listens to the dogtags clinking) and bodily (one leans back to look up and 

redirect one’s listening) experience. That is, most plainly, aspects of our awareness of the 

production of sound can also affect our experience and interpretation of it. 

In bridging to the next section and considering the haptic and kinesthetic “sense” 

of the body in space, I want to point out something about the relationship between sound 

and architecture to help us think about the body’s experience of sound in the space of the 

installation. First, sound does not have innate qualities, but is rather shaped by the built 

space in which it exists. As Lastra (2000) points out, architecture is acoustic technology, 

and concert halls are “acoustic devices” (p. 177). Each concert hall has its own “aural 

personality” (Blesser & Salter, 2007, p. 119). Second, our sense of hearing “structures 
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and articulates the experience and understanding of space” (Pallasmaa, 2005, p. 49); we 

learn something about a space through the sound of it, or through how it responds to our 

sounds. These multiple sensory experiences are further related and integrated, in that 

“acoustic experiences” of architecture can also “reinforce and enrich visual experiences” 

(Pallasmaa, 2005, p. 48). The variety of experiences made possible by and for the multi-

sensory body is expanded further when that body begins to make choices about being still 

in or moving through space. 

Bodily and Spatial Experience: Still and Mobile Bodies in Video Art Installation 

While “the human sensorium has always been mediated,” the conditions of 

mediation have “greatly intensified” in recent decades—indeed, “our sensorium is more 

mediated today than ever before” (Jones, 2006d, p. 5). Case in point—and relevant 

whether considering OUT OF HERE, Veterans’ Flame, or Wodiczko’s other videos at the 

ICA—is something that Jones (2006d) identifies as an “immersive” relationship or “the 

‘cave’ paradigm: the virtual helmet, the black-box video, the earphone set” (p. 6). 

Implicated in each of these “‘caves’” and others is not only the mediating technology—

the virtual helmet, the black-box video, the earphone set—but more importantly the 

“immersed” human body. 

Merleau-Ponty (2007) posits the body as our primary medium of experience, 

through which we know the world and ourselves. Jones (2006c) confirms that our bodies 

“are themselves mediating apparatuses, without which there can be no knowledge of the 

world” (p. 2). This knowledge can arise from mediations via the sensory experiences I 

discuss in the sections above (e.g., visual, aural) but also from what I have been calling 
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bodily and spatial experience, particularly as those bodily experiences can vary for still 

and mobile learners in the space of the video art installation.37  

As previously noted, to be still or to be moving is not the same thing as to feel 

still or to feel as if one is moving; anyone who has ever been on an airplane might have 

felt still while technically moving through space, and anyone who has ever had a 

migraine might have felt as if they were spinning, through they were not. Often this 

feeling of being still or moving, or being implicated in something by one’s own body, is 

enacted when in the act of experiencing works of art and has something to do with the 

specific kind of work of art which is being experienced. Some still and moving images 

might be dizzying for any spectator. For instance, Sylvia Pengilly and Michael Rhoades’s 

video artwork Anaphasics (2007) depicts an “illusory,” “non-linear multiverse” of 

kaleidoscoping forms—colorful lines and shapes moving clockwise and counter-

clockwise, reaching out from and collapsing into the center of the frame, confusing 

perception of which of each is near or far. These forms, like the waveforms to which the 

title refers, are out of “temporal and spatial alignment” with one another and are intended 

to evoke the feeling of existing in multiple dimensions at once (Pengilly & Rhoades, 

2008). While works that create feelings of disorientation and dizziness through the 

illusion and impression of movement are important to discuss with learners, too, I will 

                                                
37 When I talk about mobility in relation to bodies and the experience of space, I am limiting my 
conversation, sources, and generalizations to that which concerns the movement of the non-vehicular 
human body (excluding wheelchairs from the category of vehicle) in a given space. I will not address the 
extensive resources on mobility in relation to vehicular transportation (e.g., Ascher, 2007), for example, 
though undoubtedly multi-sensory aesthetic experiences can happen in cars (e.g., with the breeze, the radio, 
the panoramic view, the simultaneous sense of stillness and motion). Though I am tempted to consider the 
movements and experiences of specific bodies in specific spaces, perhaps through the use of Laban 
Movement Analysis (e.g., Rainer, 2006), I also feel in writing that such a step would be beyond the scope 
of this project. 
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leave a lengthy conversation of those for another time and limit mine in this section to 

works in which spectators’ movement is more physically—and intentionally—than 

perceptually mobile. 

The spatial aspect of video art in installation, particularly as it relates to acts of 

inquiry and choice-making that must occur on the part of the learner, and their resulting 

experiences, is important to consider. As with three-dimensional works like sculptures, 

there are always questions about what one can or cannot see in any given moment. Put 

simply, one can never see the entirety of a three-dimensional object, or at least cannot see 

it in its every view in one moment. One could argue that the entirety of a mural, fresco, or 

Sol LeWitt wall drawing cannot be seen in one view in one moment, but at least the work 

could exist in the height and width of one’s field of vision if one stood far enough back. 

While a person’s sound or touch could surround an object in a way, one’s vision could 

not. That is, a sculpture has a backside that remains invisible when the front side is 

visible; when the backside is visible, the front side becomes invisible. Similarly, space, in 

terms of one’s field of vision, cannot be present all at once. There is also much to be said 

about illusory space—space that appears other than it “is,” perhaps due to perception 

related to colors, shadows, or mirrors—which I will not get into here.  

We are likely familiar—from the discourse of photography or film, or painting or 

drawing—with the basic idea that we make selections when we make an image of a 

space, that we cannot ever capture all within our frame. It is important to remember that 

we cannot see all space at the same time in live experience either. In considering what 

space can be seen by an individual in a given moment and from a given place, architects 

consider the range of individuals’ possible “isovists.” The concept of an isovist, or 
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viewshed, is helpful for architects as a way of thinking about the visibility (and via 

visibility, mobility and usability) of a spatial environment, in that the isovist provides “a 

description of the space ‘from inside,’ from the point of view of individuals, as they 

perceive it, interact with it, and move through it” (Turner, Doxa, O’Sullivan, & Penn, 

2001, p. 103). This notion can be helpful for us in conceiving of the same range of 

individual learners’ possibility visibilities, mobilities, and usabilities—of their visual, 

bodily, and spatial experiences, and their subsequent interpretations. When there are 

objects in the space of an open room—whether a video installation or a classroom—we 

cannot see their backside nor, in most cases, can we see what is behind them. Of course, 

when we move, we enable or acquire a new isovist. With every movement—and with 

every temporal change in a video work—each learner acquires a new isovist! And, to be 

sure, no learner has the same isovist as other learners in the same moment. I propose 

consideration of isovists less to actually help learners map the spaces of their bodies (as 

Springgay [2008] has done) than to consider the range of possible experiences (visual and 

otherwise) by learners, particularly mobile learners, of video art in installation. 

To briefly review a conversation I broached in Chapter Two, video art in 

installation has often been credited in art critical and philosophical discourse as having 

the potential to de-center “passive” viewing practices largely due to the involvement of 

moving spectators in the work. Since, as spectators move through the installation space, 

their perspectives on and experiences of the work constantly change, the fact of their 

mobility enables them to continually and actively reconsider these experiences—visual, 

aural, bodily, spatial—and to choose new ones. Morse (1990) suggests that it is through 

this kind of “kinesthetic” and ambulatory experience of video art in installation that 
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individuals not only make meaning of and for the work, but also learn about their body 

and its orientation in space (p. 153). The suggestion, which I believe in many cases to be 

true, is that these kinds of movements and decisions on the part of spectators engage their 

agency and subjectivity, such that those individuals become more aware of what they—

using their bodies—can enact. 

I should acknowledge that these ideas—that movement through space on the part 

of the body creates a unique experience or that a condition of augmented subjectivity is 

somehow produced by these movements—are not necessarily correct. For instance, in 

Jim Campbell’s Untitled (for Heisenberg) (1994-1995), although the spectator moves, he 

or she has no choice about what he or she sees; the image content is programmed to be 

dependent on and determined by the viewer’s proximity to the work, such that any viewer 

with the same proximity is shown exactly the same thing. Not dissimilarly, the Nauman 

piece I mentioned in Chapter One, while engaging multi-sensory and bodily experience, 

disallows the individual body from having too many options: as the visitor, you walk 

down the hallway or you do not walk down the hallway, but if you do you will see your 

own back. Here, the nature of the visitor’s participation is “dictated by the artist” and the 

relationship between Nauman and the visitor is “always instructional” (Iles, 2000, p. 

255). This is not to say that a visitor ever does or ever should have full control of what 

they see or what their body does, with this or any other artwork. After all, the artwork and 

its installation construct yet another system of visuality/aurality/multi-sensorality—

created in part by the artist, in part by the context of installation (e.g., museum, particular 

city, video projection or Internet video), in part by the spectator. What I think is 

important to consider is how the lack of affect an individual has with these artworks can 
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make them more aware of their lack of affect elsewhere—that is, with other pieces or 

elsewhere in the world. 

Thinking about bodies in space is perhaps more social as a concern than even 

sound, and definitely moreso than vision. In OUT OF HERE, I had a variety of 

relationships with my fellow visitors, which to some extent affected how I experienced 

the piece. Indeed, the ways in which those around us experience or respond to a work of 

art often influence the way in which we do. Depending on our personalities or tendencies 

as individuals, we may investigate or ignore the artwork that has already drawn a crowd. 

Gunning (2008) notes that he has never watched Guy Ben-Ner’s video Wild Boy (2004) 

without “hearing someone gasp as Ben-Ner’s son’s beautiful black curls are shorn, 

recognizing that they are watching an important moment in the life of a real child” (p. 2). 

Particularly when made evident, others’ interpretations shape, to some extent, our own 

interpretations. In this way, processes of meaning making are both radically subjective 

(defined by the realm of our own subjective experiences) and intersubjective (defined by 

the interaction of others’ subjective experiences to which we find ourselves subject and 

with which we must, as residents of the world, engage). This is particularly the case when 

we encounter artworks with a group of learners—each learner has a multi-sensory 

experience in their body, they are aware of and affect each other’s experiences, the 

educator has an experience, and all exist in a convoluted network that influences not only 

all experiences but also all interpretations. I will turn to issues of intersubjectivity, 

intercorporeality, and inter-embodiment at greater length in Chapter Four. 

Most points I make throughout this section are not exclusive to the experience of 

video art in installation. As noted, there are bodily and spatial dimensions to all types of 
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experiences and in relation to all kinds of works of arts, regardless of the media or the 

senses and bodily processes that they engage. Sometimes physical bodily interactions are 

welcomed. For Saburo Murakami’s Hako, or [Listening] Box, from (1956), which was 

featured in a retrospective of work by the Japanese collective Gutai at the 2009 Venice 

Biennale, visitors were instructed to put their ear close to a hole in the top of a box to 

hear a clock that is purportedly inside—but there is nothing so obvious to hear (Kennedy, 

2009). The visitor just listens, bent over, to the sounds of the box itself. Other times, 

more bodily encounters are imagined. At time of this writing, there is an entire exhibition 

at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum about its space, featuring “proposals” that 

express some hope for other, rather multi-sensory and bodily, usages of that space, 

involving “the desire to climb the building” or considering “the impact of sound on the 

environment” (Contemplating the Void: Interventions in the Guggenheim Museum, n.d.). 

In short, sometimes we are invited to engage—to use, to become more aware of—our 

senses and bodies, and other times we are not; it is important to critically investigate and 

consider both kinds of situations with learners. 

Often I have wondered if most art museums want to make their visitors forget 

rather than engage their own bodies—as if the 70-degree, 50-percent humidity 

environments with their even white light and socially enforced code of silence could exist 

to seek anything else; I have often wondered the same kind of thing about schools. It is 

not that we lose our senses in these spaces—we are able to feel the temperature and see 

and hear what is around us—but the experience is not typically one of bodily 

participation or sensory extremes. At the very least, we usually cannot touch the artworks 

and our sense of touch remains inactive more generally. This is one reason that 
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Grynsztejn (2007) thinks Olafur Eliasson’s work, such as those pieces I described in 

Chapter One, is so significant—that its engagement with the haptic sense, in particular, is 

a critique of the museum institution. However, while Eliasson, with Beauty (1993), may 

actively and intentionally cool our skin with dew, any art environment which is not 

climate-controlled might evoke comparable sensory experiences that contribute to the 

sensory experience of the artwork—for instance, a visitor to the Chinati Foundation on a 

hot summer day or to a sculpture garden on a rainy afternoon, or anyone who finds the 

“climate” of the “controlled” museum, school, or other building too cold to begin with. 

I am not attempting to suggest that museums, schools, communities, or other art 

education environments should install obstacle courses, uneven steps, or cushiony floors 

in pedagogical spaces to draw attention to the physical movement of bodies or create 

extremes of sensory experience, but rather to simply point out that there are a variety of 

ways in which spaces and spatial arrangements can challenge or augment or deny one’s 

awareness of the sensory experience of one’s body, and that this range of sensory 

experience must be addressed by art educators. What is important is not only how we 

make sense of the space around us through our bodies, but also how we understand the 

situation of our body in relation to the space—whether video installation, institutional 

architecture, or the world; whether alone or with others. 

What do theories of bodies in space have to do with pedagogy and the learner? 

Ellsworth (2005) argues for experiential and pedagogical understandings of the body in 

architectural space that extend beyond the use of that space and its purported meanings: 

“Our experiences of a building arise not only out of our cognitive interpretations of the 

building’s allusions to historical or aesthetic meanings but also out of the corporeality of 
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the body’s time/space as it exists in relation to the building” (p. 4). Ellsworth’s interest in 

media, like her interest in architecture, is expressly tied to issues of corporeality in the 

time, space, and context of pedagogy and learning alike. What should be of concern for 

educators is the fact that these corporeal experiences, which “arise out of the assemblage 

of mind/brain/body with the time and space of pedagogy” (p. 4), are vital experiences of 

the constantly emerging and becoming “learning self”—the “’self’” that is constantly “in 

the making,” constantly in the process of learning in the world (p. 2).  

A comprehensive review of spectatorship theory, even just in regards to issues of 

bodies’ (im)mobility and multi-sensory experiences of space, is beyond the reach of this 

section. Thankfully, quite simply and concisely, Friedberg (2006) sums up these concerns 

while highlighting the complexity of possible relations between the 

“spectator/viewer/user” (and I would add “learner”) and space: 

Architecture is experienced in a complex matrix of space. Using, visiting, 
inhabiting a building involves movement in, through, up, down, out. But as film 
spectators, as television viewers, as computer users, we are immobile in front of 
screens full of images and sounds. Facing a screen, the spectator/viewer/user is 
caught in a phenomenological tangle—twin paradoxes—of mobility and 
immobility (the mobility of images; the immobility of the spectator) and of 
materiality and immateriality (the material space of the theater, domicile, or office 
and the immateriality of the cinematic, televisual, or computer image). The screen 
functions as an architectonic element, opening the materiality of built space to 
virtual apertures in an “architecture of spectatorship” (p. 150; Friedberg borrows 
the quoted phrase from the title of a 1999 College Art Association Conference 
panel presentation). 
 

Besides adding “learner” to the conglomerate “spectator/viewer/user,” I would like to add 

“school” and “installation space” or “museum” to “the theater, domicile, or office.” I 

could also substitute “projection” for “screen,” and add a line or two about sound, but my 

real purpose in citing Friedberg to such an extent in closing is to review and re-frame the 
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issues broached in this chapter. Indeed, there are too many kinds of bodily and spatial 

experiences that I had of OUT OF HERE or of any other work discussed to be able to 

explicate them all here. Our learners are having at least as many kinds of experiences 

with artworks and other media, and even in their daily lives likely find themselves caught 

in a range of comparable “phenomenological tangle[s].” Some of these tangles may 

produce more ambiguous sensory experiences than others, encouraging questioning and 

curiosity but also creating disorientation or confusion. Whether learners have sensory 

experiences of wonder, confusion, or something else when encountering works of art—

particularly when in our company—it is our job as art educators to help them interpret 

and make sense of those experiences. 

 In another paper, I might further investigate the relationships between bodies and 

the spaces they occupy and explore; Springgay’s (2008) text has begun this work in an art 

educational context, using forms of theoretical, empirical, and artistic investigation. For 

me in this study, what is important to tease out is not so much the extent to which these 

conversations about bodies—the body in architecture, the participant viewer/visitor in art, 

the “spectator/viewer/user” in cinema, the learner in education—overlap, but rather to 

draw from all of them in order to represent a broad range of possible experiences that 

individual subjectivities might engage in the world. How can these conversations, 

concerns, and threads, as borrowed from various fields, help us as art educators to 

understand or theorize learners and learners’ experiences? How can we enable learners’ 

critical awareness and interpretations of those experiences? Beginning to answer these 

questions is my primary task in Chapter Four. 
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Chapter Four:  Interpreting Art, Interpreting Experience: Theorizing 
Multi-Sensory Learning and Teaching with Video Art in Installation 

I began this thesis by addressing various multi-sensory artworks I encountered 

and experienced in some manner over the course of the last year. When I reflected upon 

how I might approach these artworks with learners, I sought guidance from existing art 

education resources and, for the most part, felt as if I came up short. With the Robert 

Gober piece, it did not matter to me that the contents of the suitcase included a tropical 

array of plastic sea vegetables, but rather that my body, first bending into a vulnerable 

position to look down at something privately while in public, saw a plaster human form 

standing in a bubbling aquarium—neither of which I am accustomed to seeing or hearing 

from above. I did not first experience Monica Bonvicini’s piece as comprised of a mass 

of fluorescent bulbs, but rather experienced blinding and almost debilitating light that 

caused my body to twist away and almost trip on a fragment of the floor, as the tinny 

hum of the bulbs themselves played on. In Olafur Eliasson’s work, the parabolic form of 

the fan’s movement did not engage my senses or inquiry the way its breeze did. I was 

amazed to feel how the minuscule scale of the video screens in Tania Bruguera’s piece 

drew my eyes closer while the overwhelming odor of stale teabags pushed my body 

away—not by the fact that the Cuban-American artist is best known for her political 

performances. Experiencing Bruce Nauman’s hallway set-up piqued my bodily 

awareness of the cameras that surround me in my everyday life far more than it inspired 

historical questions about early conceptual art.  

Collectively, these artworks did not initially inspire me to think about their 

content, form, context, or concept, or their technological apparatus or artistic production. 
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Instead, by engaging my body and senses immediately and multiply, they made me more 

aware of the manner and mere existence of my sensory body’s responses. That is, the 

questions with which I departed these encounters were less about how to interpret the 

artwork by traditional means than how to interpret my experience of the artwork—as a 

way of coming to understand both the artwork and my body, the vehicle of my 

experience. While in Chapter Three I discussed artworks in terms of how individual 

learners’ multi-sensory and bodily experiences of them might factor into their 

interpretations, in this chapter I reflect on how particular processes of interpretation 

might in turn enable learners’ understandings of their sensory bodies. 

I posited earlier that the theory and practice (as documented) of art education have 

predominantly focused on vision and the visual sense, and that this paradigm becomes 

particularly limiting when discussing works of video art in installation. So far, I have 

demonstrated some ways in which multi-sensory, bodily experiences of such works may 

differ from experiences of other, perhaps more visually-based or vision-oriented, 

artworks. In doing these things, I respond to and build upon calls set forth by others in the 

field, such as Bolin and Blandy (2003) and Duncum (2008, 2010). In their advocacy for 

consideration of art and culture that engages with multiple senses, Bolin and Blandy 

(2003) argue that art educators should critically engage with learners’ sensory 

experiences as a way of helping them resist “potential manipulation through [their] other 

sensory modalities” (p. 247). Duncum (2008, 2010) acknowledges that learners’ 

awareness of and critical inquiry into the surrounding world can enable their further 

agency and action, and proposes that art educators should prioritize enabling learners’ 

awareness of how these aesthetically-based experiences persuade. For all three scholars, 
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criticality is key. Similarly, while Freire (1998) values the ingenuity of “pure experience” 

on one level, he sees its transformative potential through learners’ applications of critical 

thinking (p. 37). This criticality is essential for subject formation (p. 33): Without these 

forms of curiosity and stimulating questions and critical reflection (p. 80), there can be no 

education, only domestication (p. 57). Re-considering these perspectives—albeit, here in 

brief—I re-state my own imperative in writing: Art educators should not only share 

multi-sensory artworks with learners, or even simply encourage learners to interpret these 

artworks, but also must help learners interpret their experiences of these artworks, as a 

way of helping them become more aware of their own sensory bodies and also of the 

media that produce the experiences. What is at stake here is the capacity of learners, as 

well as educators, to engage their own individual subjectivities by making meaning—

both making “meaning” of something and making something “meaningful” to them—and 

thus to better know and intervene with the world around them.  

A tremendous number of art educators have written about how to interpret 

artworks with learners. Below, I work from selected texts to help art educators conceive 

of how to help learners interpret their experiences of artworks and why it is important to 

do so. As argued, these experiences are fundamental to making meaning of works of art 

and the world in that they provide learners with sensory information essential to 

understanding their own immediate and dynamic bodily presence, as well as those of 

others. I consider what would need to happen—in some cases, to change—in our 

individual approaches as educators in order to enable, embody, and enact art education 

pedagogies that consider the mediation of experiences and acts of interpretation when 

encountering video art in installation with learners. My narration of my experience of 
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Wodiczko’s OUT OF HERE, my interpretation of my experience of that work, and the 

general concerns about multi-sensory and bodily experiences broached in Chapter Three 

serve here as references or a set of tools in considering what might constitute viable 

approaches to interpretations of experiences of such works.  

In this chapter, I consider my third and final Central Research Question: What 

might be some of the theoretical and practical implications for learning and teaching in 

art education? In attempting to answer this question, I focus on the idea of the learner 

and the learner’s individual, subjective, multi-sensory, and bodily experiences of 

artworks, in order to suggest how encouraging learners to interpret these aspects may 

constitute a more relevant and meaningful approach to art education than interpreting the 

artworks themselves, as art education has typically done in the past. To do so, I consider, 

as a collective case study, select existing perspectives on interpretation and pedagogy and 

their relations to the learner, including those perspectives found in texts by Barrett (1996, 

2003a), Bolin and Blandy (2003), Carroll (2006), Duncum (2008), Freire (1998), 

Gaudelius and Garoian (2007), Grynsztejn (2007), hooks (2010), Merleau-Ponty (2007), 

Richardson (2006), Silverman (1995), Springgay (2008), and others. I pay special 

attention to the ideas of learning from and subject-forming through sensory experience, 

as well as to the kinds of critical roles that educators and groups of learners can—and, I 

argue, should—play even in individual learners’ meaning making processes.  

Though some of these scholars’ ideas are typically associated with particular 

theories of pedagogy (such as critical pedagogy, in the case of Freire), I discuss them 

here in terms of specific concepts and conversations, which I interweave. I attempt to do 

so in a way that not only reiterates the kinds of concerns proffered in previous chapters 
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but that emphasizes the role the sensory body can play in mediation, communication, and 

pedagogy, in addition to interpretation. While I identify and describe approaches to 

interpretation and pedagogy with which the investigation of multi-sensory artworks like 

video art in installation could be compatible, I do not explicitly offer practical 

applications for art educators.  

By discussing theories of interpretation before those of pedagogy, I aim to 

accomplish the following. Most basically, I intend to clarify what I mean by 

“interpretation” in this context, and how, why, and for whom interpreting (or “making 

meaning” of) artworks matters. By using Barrett’s (1996, 2003a) approach to interpreting 

art as an exemplar upon which to build, I hope to legitimate my own approach—to 

interpreting the experience of art—which also considers how individual learners use what 

they “see” (or experience) in the object (or experience) to make meaning of it. Barrett’s 

pedagogical pathway proceeds from activities like reflecting and wondering to critically 

responding through processes of interpretation. Throughout, I elaborate upon this model, 

which does not consider individual, multi-sensory experience to the extent to which I 

believe it is necessary to do so, if we are to meaningfully engage learners in critically 

considering their experiences in the world. 

INTERPRETING ART, INTERPRETING EXPERIENCE; INTERACTING BODIES, 
INTERACTING INTERPRETATIONS 
 

Barrett (2003a) begins the introduction to his book, Interpreting Art: Reflecting, 

Wondering, and Responding, by highlighting the way in which these “-ing” verbs 

interrelate: “Interpretation is articulated response based on wonder and reflection” (p. 

xv). To interpret a work of art is an active process that individuals undergo “to make 
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some sense” of the artwork (p. 35)—more specifically, “to respond in thoughts and 

feelings and actions to what we see and experience, and to make sense of our responses 

by putting them into words” (p. 200; Barrett’s italics). That is, interpretation is often 

verbalized in an attempt to “make sense” of a work of art; as with Freire, curiosity itself 

does not constitute meaning making. For Barrett, interpretation involves an individual 

“actively looking and interpreting,” but also “actively listening to others’ interpretations 

rather than passively receiving such interpretations” (p. xv). Barrett’s goal in writing is 

for readers to “believe that [they] have things of value to say about works of art and about 

others’ responses to those same works of art” (p. xv). Importantly, in Barrett’s paradigm, 

learners respond to the art, but they also respond to each others’ responses to the art. 

 Barrett suggests several reasons why we do and should interpret art. We interpret 

works of art in order to learn more about those artworks, and to gain “knowledge and 

experiences” only available to us through the process of interpreting those works (Barrett, 

2003a, p. xvi). But we also interpret art for other reasons, and with other results. For 

Barrett, acts of interpretation have personal, social, and political importance, as well as 

personal, social, and political stakes. Of the first, interpreting art “with some self-

reflection” can give us “a glimpse into ourselves: what we value, what we prefer, what 

we resist, what we accept,” and through this we can gain “self-knowledge” (p. xvii). 

Those who interpret may be “rewarded” with “intrinsic enjoyment of the pursuit” and 

“gain new insights into the world and their experiences of it” (p. 36). Interpreting art can 

also create social bonds: 

When we choose to interpret out loud to others who want to hear us, we become 
active participants in public life rather than passive observers, moving toward 
community and away from isolation. We share our views and perhaps engage the 
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views of another who has heard ours. When a group of people interprets a work of 
art out loud, for viewers who want to hear, we have opportunities to learn about 
the object being interpreted, but we also have an opportunity to learn about the 
people who are giving their interpretations. We can learn about art, about the 
particular world that the artist shows, and about one another in the community of 
interpreters. (p. xvii)  
 

A key idea of my study, which is supported by the above quotations, is that interpretive 

activities in art do not only teach us about art, but that they can also teach us about 

ourselves and others in our local learning communities, and thus about others in the 

world. In so doing, they can even inspire us to change the way we live now (p. 36).  

As a more global “so what,” Barrett (2003a) evokes the example of how the 

interpretation Mullah Mohammed Omar, supreme leader of the Taliban, proffered of 

particular statues he deemed to be insulting to Islam—an interpretation with which many 

other Muslims did not agree, that was based on his own interpretation of the Qur’an—

resulted in the destruction of those statues (p. xvii). Among these statues was the tallest 

of Buddha in existence, which notably had meaning of a different kind for many other 

people (p. xvii). While we likely know that interpretations of art can be central to 

controversy—whether religious (p. 57), sexual (p. 64), or otherwise—it is also important 

to remember that even our everyday actions—and the lessons we teach explicitly or 

implicitly with them—can have major consequences for learners and the world. 

Keeping such consequences in mind, while interpretations and approaches to 

interpretation should be flexible, as a group of learners we should not accept 

interpretations without some criticality (Barrett, 1996, p. 49). For instance, merely 

accepting or rejecting someone’s interpretation of an artwork as “just their opinion” is to 

risk meaninglessness, constitute “extreme relativism,” or even be “intellectually 
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irresponsible” (p. 49). There are additional reasons to interpret art with others as part of 

an “interpretive community,” rather than alone, such as the fact that individual 

interpreters in the group can and “should build on one another’s thoughts about the work 

in question” (p. 170). Yet just being part of a group is not sufficient: “To be part of a 

group and not to listen to and build on one another’s interpretations, however, defeats the 

advantages of being in a group” (p. 170; my italics). In Barrett’s (1996) conception of an 

“interpretive community” there are many mediators or intermediaries, who can “work 

communally to arrive at a consensus interpretation” or who can “agree to have diverse 

interpretations” (p. 170). That is, in that interpreting art as a group can encourage a 

process of sharing and critically discussing learners’ individual interpretations of 

artworks, it can also have implications for democratic society (p. 49). 

As do I, Barrett (2003a) operates with the premises that “anyone can engage in 

meaningful interpretive thought and in meaningful interpretive talk about works of art” 

(p. 1)—a belief he demonstrates by citing interpretations by both scholars and “everyday 

interpreters” (p. 30)—and that “any work of art or artifact will attract different 

interpretations from different viewers” (p. xviii). He also asserts that “multiple 

interpretations are better for the world than single interpretations” because it is “better for 

the world to hear multiple voices rather than one voice” (p. xviii). (Of course, if no one in 

an “interpretive community” had or was willing to voice a different interpretation than 

anyone else, then there would be only one interpretation—depending on which cause, this 

could imply “consensus” or authoritarianism.) But, in other ways, Barrett and I write with 

very different priorities and purposes. For one, I am not particularly concerned with 

activities of “judgment,” or “appraising how good a work is” (Barrett, 2003a, p. 42). 
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More significantly, I am not interested here in interpreting artwork in a way that does not 

consider learners’ sensory experiences of that artwork to be of the utmost importance.  

Throughout Interpreting Art, Barrett (2003a) undeniably recognizes the value of 

individual perspective. When giving his own interpretations of artworks in the book, 

Barrett notes that he utilizes “I see” instead of “we see” because “we do not all see the 

same things, even when they appear to be obvious. What is obvious to one person might 

be invisible to another” (p. 4). He also recognizes the subjective dimension of 

interpretations, in that they “pertain to individual lives seen through unique personal 

experiences” as lived by the interpreter (p. 34); that said, if it is not clear that these 

interpretations are “directly related” to the artwork, they are “too subjective” (p. 34). 

Though he acknowledges the importance of being open to “new sensory experiences” 

when appreciating art (p. 87), in defining principles of interpretation, Barrett most often 

overlooks such experiences.  

Towards the end of his text, Barrett (2003a) offers readers a formula that can 

serve as “a definition of interpretation” and “a guiding methodology for interpreting 

works of art”: “subject matter + medium + form + context = meaning” (p. 199). The 

interpreter’s sensory body is notably absent from the equation, as are those of other 

individuals in the same interpretive space. While Barrett then notes that “to interpret is to 

respond in thoughts and feelings and actions to what we see and experience” (p. 200; my 

italics), that one might physically “move closer to the work and back from it” (p. 200) or 

“see or hear or otherwise sense” the artwork (p. 201), he does not treat these experiences 

as factoring into interpretations. With his section title, “Good Interpretations Tell More 

About the Artwork than They Tell About the Interpreter” (p. 216), Barrett tells the reader 
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a lot. While I appreciate Barrett’s attempts to distill concepts and guide processes of 

interpretation for readers like me, and clearly find his writings valuable in many other 

respects, an interpretation of an artwork that does not include considerations of each 

individual’s sensory experiences of it as contributing to its meaning—particularly, as 

contributing to its meaning for that individual—seems to me a limiting proposition. I 

would argue this to be true to some degree of any artwork, and especially in the case of 

multi-sensory media like video art in installation. 

The idea that there is a “correct” way of interpreting an artwork has often been 

challenged in the past—including by me in Chapter Three and by Barrett (1996, p. 49; 

2003a, p. 37)—but I want to play further with the idea here, specifically in relation to 

considerations of interpreting multi-sensory and bodily experience. Barrett (1996) writes 

that “to interpret is to account for all the described aspects of [an artwork] and to posit 

meaningful relationships between the aspects” (p. 38). Extending this perspective to 

video art in installation, I suggest that we must account for all the described aspects of the 

sensory experiences of video art in installation and posit meaningful relationships 

between those aspects—including the presence of our own bodies—as part of the 

interpretive process. As noted, the physical position of the individual spectator can 

determine aspects of interpretation of even what we most often consider to be static 

artworks in traditional media like painting. Of Hans Holbein’s The Ambassadors (1533), 

Rose (2007) writes that “the strange oval shape” at the feet of the depicted ambassadors 

“only makes visual sense if the spectator stands to one side of the painting, when it then 

appears as a skull” (p. 129; my italics). The interpretation of this artwork likely differs if 

the interpreting body does not ever look from the position from which the work makes 
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“visual sense,” in that their interpretation is based on fundamentally different content and 

subsequently different experiences of that content. Interpretation can also be influenced 

by causality or temporality, likely differing if one looks first from the view that makes 

“visual sense” and then from the other, or from the other and then from the first. The 

basic knowledge about the nature of seeing that a learner gains from either of these 

bodily experiences—from moving their body from one place to another—has the 

potential both to inform their interpretation of the artwork and to engage their awareness 

of the capacity of their body to see quite differently from different viewpoints. This 

condition is true both of artworks like The Ambassadors that utilize anamorphic effects 

(which seem to solicit this bodily movement) and Eliasson’s Beauty (which is “absolutely 

dependent on and unique to each viewer’s position” [Grynsztejn, 2007, p. 28]),38 and of 

artworks that do not seem to seek spectators’ participation so actively. 

Whether art educators attend to this fact or not, multi-sensory and bodily 

experiences are always part of learners’ encounters with the world. Such experiences also 

always contribute to learners’ encounters with artworks, and as such contribute to their 

subjective interpretations of artworks. Although all artworks are experiential in their way 

and vary depending on spectators’ sensory capacities, physical position, and other factors, 

the media (“what a work is made of, and how it is made”) do “strongly influence how and 

what it means” (Barrett, 2003a, p. xx). Different media can produce different—meaning 

both unique and diverse—experiences and enable learners to learn different things. This 

                                                
38 I duplicate here Grynsztejn’s (2007) quotation about Eliasson’s Beauty (1993) in its entirety, which is 
also included in a footnote in Chapter One: “The work is radically subjective, for it is absolutely dependent 
on and unique to each viewer’s position: certain colors in the rainbow are emphasized, or the arc may 
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is one reason why Bolin and Blandy (2003) argue that, in “promoting the investigation 

and appreciation of the broadest possible range of objects, artifacts, spaces, expressions, 

and experiences,” art educators can “uniquely contribute to [the] preparation of citizens” 

for a “healthy, vital, and sustainable democracy” (p. 246).39  

Barrett (2003a) asks a question of interpretation, “How does the use of the 

medium [of the artwork] affect my reaction to and understanding of what I am looking 

at?” (p. 161; my italics). I would like to adopt this question, perhaps adapting it to “How 

does the medium of the experience [of the artwork] affect my reaction to and 

understanding of what I am experiencing?” As noted, the medium of sensory experience 

(that the artwork makes available to us or that individuals can have based on their sensory 

abilities) also influences how an artwork affects reactions, understandings, and thus 

interpretations of that artwork and what it means to us. In short, the medium affects some 

aspect of the experience and interpretation of the experience of the artwork. In Chapter 

Three I wrote about how my first, “visual” experience of Wodiczko’s Veterans’ Flame 

(2009) differed from my second, “audiovisual” one, and how my interpretation of the 

video changed when I put the headphones on to hear the piece’s sounds—both because I 

heard the sounds and because my body became engaged in a more immersive experience 

of the work. If an art educator were to take a strictly visual approach to interpreting this 

or other audiovisual works—rather than “engaging with all of their attributes,” as 

                                                
disappear altogether, depending on the angle between observer, light source, and raindrop, such that the 
piece cannot be seen identically even by two people standing side by side” (p. 28). 
39 “Appreciation,” in this context, does not refer to passive acceptance of these various forms, but rather to 
consideration of this range of entities from a “critical perspective” (p. 246). While I think “experience,” 
here, is intended to imply the experiences that learners have for themselves, I think the authors would agree 
with my extension of their recommended investigation of a range of “experiences” to include the 
experiences that other learners have and share. 



 131 

recommended by Bolin and Blandy (2003, p. 247)—the result would be ignoring the 

range and depth (and mere fact) of learners’ possible multi-sensory and bodily 

experiences of the work. This kind of disservice would not only make individual learners 

“myopic,” as Bolin and Blandy (2003) suggest (p. 255); it would also mean missing a 

valuable opportunity to help learners interpret, speak about their experiences, and learn 

from each other. 

 How do we learn from the experience of—and subsequent reflection on the 

experience of—our bodies? As noted, learning from experience in the manner I mean is 

learning from the body and the senses. As each individual’s medium of subjective 

experience, the body yields the sensory data for knowing. That is, subjective experience 

is not only a form of knowing, but the primary form of knowing; Merleau-Ponty (2007) 

affirms, “All my knowledge of the world, even my scientific knowledge, is gained from 

my own particular point of view,” from the “basic experience of the world” (p. ix).40 As 

does Merleau-Ponty, Jones (2006d) argues that “embodied experience through the senses 

(and their necessary and unnecessary mediations)” is not only a way of thinking but “how 

we think” (p. 5; my italics). 

Thinking through the senses, in the manner of Merleau-Ponty, could be basically 

described as learning through continuous and immersive sense experience in which 

individual senses are not experienced as separate. “Sense,” in this meaning, also acts as a 

                                                
40 I identify with Springgay (2008) in her departure from Merleau-Ponty’s (2007) thought, especially in 
echoing her position that in his universalizing he does not account for specificity, such as differences 
between genders and sexualities, both natural and socially constructed. Instead, his theories “[erase] the 
particularities of difference lived and encountered with, in, and through different bodies” (Springgay, 2008, 
p. 25). Springgay seeks to amend or alter this situation in her study, positing that “bodied encounters in and 
through touch, produce intercorporeal understandings and in doing so imagine an intimate curriculum 
premised on difference” (p. 25)—difference, here, as opposed to both generality and to consensus. 
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stand-in for what we experience with our bodies that we cannot assign, for instance, to 

one of the five “senses” that we know culturally. Distinguishing “to sense” from “to see” 

and “to hear,” Merleau-Ponty (2007) writes: “to see is to have colours [sic] or lights, to 

hear is to have sounds, to sense (sentir) is to have qualities” (p. 5). “Sense experience,” 

conceived in this way, “always involves a reference to the body” (p. 61). Recognizing 

“sense experience” as a way of knowing opposed to that of vision, we become “free to 

recognize the strange mode of existence enjoyed by the object behind our back” (p. 29). 

The object, that is, is there whether we look at it or not, whether it is empirically “visible” 

or “invisible” (p. 29). In its “near-presence,” the same could be said for “the words I 

know” (p. 209), or for another body—indeed, even without looking at or having seen 

someone standing behind us, often we know they are there. Yet, the body and the world 

are not “objects co-ordinated together by the kind of functional relationships that physics 

establishes” (p. 408), or by something we may know from philosophy as a Cartesian 

sense of space. Rather, the body, as our “means of communication” with the world (p. 

106), “intercommunicate[s]” in a “system of experience” (p. 408) with a world that is 

“the horizon latent in all our experience and itself ever-present and anterior to every 

determining thought” (p. 106). In its relationships with the world, the body is 

“intervolved in a definite environment” (p. 94), in which it cannot be conceived of and 

cannot conceive of itself as a discrete object: “I have the world as an incomplete 

individual, through the agency of my body as the potentiality of this world” (p. 408; 

Merleau-Ponty’s italics). That is, it is through this very subjectiveness, this relational 

incompleteness, that our bodies experience, exist in, learn from, and interpret the world. 
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What does it mean, then, for an experience of an artwork—or the interpretation 

one makes from it—to be subjective? Beyond simply referring to the experience or 

interpretation as formed by an individual subject—in part because a “subject,” much like 

a body and its experiences, a field of vision, or space, is not static (Richardson, 2006)—it 

involves making meaning that is constructed relationally between subjects. This is one 

reason I advocate for encouraging learners to make meaning of their experiences of 

artworks, not simply to make meaning of what lies in what seem to be the boundaries of 

those artworks. Subjective interpretations involve conceiving of “meaning” not as “in” 

the text of a given artwork, video, or space, but “in the relations between texts, bodies 

and the acts of reading, writing, and meaning making” (Springgay, 2008, p. 92).41 

Though Silverman’s (1995) definition of “subjective meaning”—as “that which is 

considered personally significant by an individual, whether or not that meaning is the 

intention of the artist or exhibition designer” (p. 164)—is more expansive than Barrett’s 

in that it could include bodily and sensory experiences in its purview, it does not actively 

draw attention to the relational role of these experiences of artworks that I believe are so 

important for learners to consider. 

Many aspects of my experience of OUT OF HERE could be more productively 

interpreted in terms of the “relations between texts, bodies and the acts of reading, 

writing, and meaning making” that Springgay (2008) broaches (p. 92), but I will highlight 

just one here, with an emphasis on the role of “bodies” (plural) in “reading, writing, and 

meaning making” about the work and my own experience of the work. As I noted in 

                                                
41 Drawing upon Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the rhizome, Springgay (2008) uses a metaphor of 
“entanglement” to describe and “embod[y] a complex web of meaning making that shows the relationality 
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Chapter Three, the presence of others’ bodies in the exhibition space both made me more 

aware of my own body and contributed to my processes of interpretation of the work. Not 

only did other visitors to the installation move in front of and around me, making sounds 

or responding to my sounds, entering or exiting my field of vision—and thus becoming 

both part of my experience of the piece and part of the piece—but the presence of their 

bodies also helped to construct what was for me a more communal bodily experience by 

the “end” of the piece. As I stood shoulder-to-shoulder with other visitors, listening to 

and watching the fading remnants of a violent scene, I felt a sense of solidarity—perhaps 

more related to a bodily need for comfort or refuge than to a shared belief or desire for 

action; I do not know. While I could see in my peripheral vision the individuals standing 

to my left and right, I also knew through my “sense experience” that they were there, 

much how I knew that the others (on the other sides of them) were there. In standing in 

this line, all senses pointed in the same directions, it was as if the distance between our 

individual bodies—while still existent in that none of us were literally “touching”—had 

been bridged. It was only after the piece “ended” and the individual visitors dispersed 

that I became aware that I had been swayed—seemingly by my senses—into this 

communal form, and that my experience of the work—particularly the “end” of the 

work—would have felt completely different if I had been in the installation alone. Thus 

we have the issue of the very presence and influence of others’ bodies when making 

meaning of artworks and understanding ourselves.  

                                                
between bodies, art, and education” (p. 5). 
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Springgay (2008) offers what I find to be the best-articulated rationale for 

considering bodily experience and inter-embodiment in the field of art education. Put 

simply, the theory of inter-embodiment, or intercorporeality,  

poses that the construction of the body and the production of body knowledge is 
not created within a single, autonomous subject (body), but rather that body 
knowledge and bodies are created in the intermingling and encounters between 
bodies. (p. 22)  
 

Given that “knowledge is produced through bodily encounters” that are inter-embodied 

(p. 21)—that is, that we know relationally—Springgay posits the importance of creating a 

“bodied curriculum” (p. 22) that “consider[s] the possibilities of interactions between 

bodies” (p. 24; Springgay’s italics). Further, in order to “establish ways in which we 

might rethink pedagogy,” Springgay argues that “we need to investigate the body’s 

participation in learning and knowing” and that “there needs to be a shift in the ‘what’ 

that creates a pedagogical encounter” (p. 122). For Springgay—and for me—“this means 

recognizing that the practices that constitute pedagogy are ever changing and evolving, 

irregular, peculiar, and unexpected” (p. 122).  

In part this means recognizing and re-considering how we think of our learning 

bodies in space. As does Merleau-Ponty, Springgay rejects the Cartesian idea that space 

is “an empty place marker into which things are placed and encountered” (p. 26), instead 

positing that “spacing exists in the relationships between bodies/things” (p. 29). Space 

does not “imply a measure of distance (i.e., 1 meter or 500 miles)” but instead 

“constitutes the very place where things happen between bodies/things” (p. 29). It is in 

this phenomenally experienced relationality between “bodies/things” that knowledge is 

“created, mediated, and ruptured, presenting itself for future relational events” (p. 31). 
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Relationality, or these “touching encounters” (p. 32), is what “generates the site of 

meaning making and thus, curriculum in action” (p. 33).  

Finally, Springgay advocates for a paradigm of teaching and learning that 

understands meaning making to be a “performative” and “inter-embodied” process (p. 

130). As illustration of how sensory bodies can learn about themselves and others 

through inter-embodiment, Springgay theorizes the “unthought experience” that artist 

Diane Borsato’s work can enable:  

Through the act of touching (both literally and in terms of proximinal 
relationships) the subject is able to make sense of something and simultaneously 
make sense of themselves….in the moment of encounter—touch—self and other 
emerge, not as already pre-determined subjects/objects but as subjects in the 
making. (p. 25; my italics)42  
 

Freire (1998) presents a similar conception of subject-making when considering “our 

being in the world” not as “just ‘being’” but as a “presence” that is “relational to the 

world and to others” (p. 25). This “presence,” in recognizing and reflecting upon “its own 

self” (p. 26), in “recognizing another presence as “not I” (p. 25), and in knowing itself as 

presence, “can intervene, can transform, can speak of what it does” and “can also take 

stock of, compare, evaluate, give value to, decide, break with, and dream” (p. 26). 

Summarizing these ideas, as individuals we know both our body and our “presence” 

through our inter-embodied awareness of our dynamic selves and those of others, as well 

as through what else we “make sense of” in the world. 

                                                
42 As is evident in this quotation, Springgay’s (2008) usage of the word “touch” is two-fold. Elsewhere she 
clarifies, “Touch as a way of knowing can be understood through two modalities. First, touch is the 
physical contact of skin on matter. The second modality is a sense of being in a proximal relation with 
something” (p. 21). This latter usage is similar to what I have been referring to in this thesis as “bodily and 
spatial experience.” 
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It should be clear by this point that I believe in the importance of interpreting art 

and experience as processes of learning about the art and oneself, not to mention about 

others and the broader world. It should also be clear that I believe critical mediation or 

facilitation by art educators should be part of learners’ interpretive processes. Yet others 

concerned with encouraging individuals’ sensory experiences of artworks have 

effectively written the art educator out of the interpretive equation, either by decrying the 

“mediation of concepts” (e.g., Madenfort, 1972, p. 10) or by conceiving of art itself as 

pedagogy (e.g., Gaudelius & Garoian, 2007). In Chapters One and Two I used these 

educators’ writings to support my general argument for considering multi-sensory and 

bodily experiences of artworks to be important. Below I re-visit them more critically to 

make a case for the particular role that I think these sensory experiences—and 

interpretations and mediations of them—should play in art education.  

Madenfort (1972) identifies a problem that, in some ways, is not unlike one I have 

stated: “Educators in general and art educators specifically have given little, if any, 

attention to the significance of apprehending the world in the immediacy of sensuousness 

as an experience in itself or as an experience necessary for the appreciation of art” (p. 

11). In seeking to remedy this, he proffers aesthetic education, the “primary purpose” of 

which is “to allow for the development of the student’s ability to experience the world as 

it is given in all the immediacy of its sensuousness, without the mediation of concepts” 

(p. 10). Also influenced by Merleau-Ponty, Madenfort’s use of “experience” is similar to 

mine, but of his advocacy for experiencing “the world as it is given” as a form of 

education I have at least a few things to say. For one, the world “as it is given” in my 

time and at time of Madenfort’s writing is a world in which most often our experience is 
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mediated already—by technology and the presence of other people, as well as by works 

of art (e.g., recall the numerous sensory experiences that visiting OUT OF HERE 

engaged for me). In short, our world is already mediated by the world. In eschewing the 

“mediation of concepts,” Madenfort writes that concepts “naturally take over when we 

‘reflect’ on our experiences, and tend to block the response to the immediately sensuous” 

(p. 10). No doubt this is true to some extent, but unless we “‘reflect’ on our experiences” 

or otherwise engage with them, we are ignoring how they may be affecting us, not to 

mention how they may be affecting our learners. I suggest that art educators might 

substitute the phrase “assist in the interpretation of” for the negatively inflected “block 

the response to,” but the issue of mediation is still an issue.  

For Madenfort, the role of the aesthetic educator is to “present living 

sensuousness” to the student such that the student is “opened up to aesthetic experience” 

(p. 14), but this must not be done by “mechanical means” or with “linguistic concepts” 

lest this mediation “falsify or, at worst, destroy the experience itself” (p. 14). Besides 

questioning the necessarily destructive nature of mediation, as posited, I question the 

inherent and/or substantive value of immediate sensuous experience for learners, as 

described:  

…the flow of sensuous movements is enhanced by their being combined and 
recombined into new configurations….within the immediacy of sensuous 
movement there is no distinction between space and time….several sensuous 
moments of different sensuous modalities are often given together in a 
simultaneous diversity and fuse into a sensuous whole, one sensuous movement 
becoming the other….[through] our body we give meaning to the world, and the 
world in turn gives meaning to us…. (p. 14)  
 

Sensuous experience sounds somewhat beautiful when described this way, but also very 

confusing and even disorienting. Given this description of manifestations of sensuous 
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experience, for the idea that “the student can learn to freely give himself to the immediacy 

of his own sensuousness in an environment of immediate sensuousness” (p. 14; my 

italics) I have little support, maintaining my position that critically considering one’s 

experience and discussing it with others would proffer greater benefits (educational and 

otherwise) for the otherwise lone learner than “freely giv[ing] himself” to such an 

experience. Madenfort sets as a premise his belief that “it is only as the student responds 

aesthetically to the world that he can learn to respond aesthetically to works of art” (p. 

11). This statement and its inverse resonate with me on some level, but I question still 

whether and how this learning occurs, as part of what larger processes, and to what ends. 

While I acknowledge inherent distances—related to both time and intention—between 

Madenfort’s priorities as an educator and my own, I cannot help but interpret his 

paradigm as ultimately doing the learner a disservice. 

By contrast, Gaudelius and Garoian (2007) write in my own time and with more 

similar priorities and interests, such as criticality (e.g., critical pedagogy, engaging 

learners’ citizenship) and contemporary art. Drawing upon Sontag’s (1983) “admonition 

against interpretation in art, which she claims ‘makes art manageable, conformable’” (p. 

7), Gaudelius and Garoian “extend Sontag’s argument by positioning art as a form of 

critical pedagogy that engages both the artist and the viewer in a process of critical 

citizenship” (pp. 7-8; my italics). While “interpretation” conceived as thing rather than 

process may indeed make art “manageable, conformable” as Gaudelius and Garoian 

claim, others and I have argued that, when conceived as a relational process, 

interpretation can make art meaningful for learners since, through interpretation, they can 

make sense of it for themselves. Before continuing, I should also acknowledge for the 
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record that Gaudelius and Garoian’s interpretation of Sontag’s essay differs from my 

own; I read Sontag’s (1983) primary concern to be how we tend to conceive of 

“interpretation,” or how we tend to reduce the process of interpretation to a “translation” 

of “codes” (p. 97) and “content” (p. 99). 

In support of their conception of “art as a form of critical pedagogy” (p. 8; my 

italics), Gaudelius and Garoian (2007) argue that particular performance artists “represent 

radical forms of democracy and pedagogy” and so “enable viewers’ political and creative 

agency” by disrupting the subject-object separation common to understandings of art 

viewing and education alike (p. 19). One problem I have with the idea of art as pedagogy, 

as presented, is its suggestion that artworks are inherently educative and have inherent 

educational value—that is, that artworks teach and that learners should necessarily learn 

whatever they may teach. My larger issue with this conception is that it excludes from the 

situation of pedagogy not only the educator but also the collaborating learners (and their 

experiences) from whom anyone (especially other learners) could learn so much. In 

considering art as pedagogy, it seems a learner no longer stands to benefit from the 

multiplicity of voices that other educators (e.g., Barrett, 1996, 2003a; Freire, 1998; 

hooks, 2010) celebrate. To experience one’s own isolated experience of an artwork—no 

matter what that artwork teaches—and only one’s own isolated experience is to remain, 

in a way, “myopic.” 

 Although Springgay (2008) does not explicitly critique the position that Gaudelius 

and Garoian (2007) take, her language seems to both echo and refute that in Garoian and 

Gaudelius’s (2008) text that I cite in Chapter Two. Springgay (2008) advises that “one 

must be careful of over romanticizing the power of the in-between,” suggesting that 
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“rather than assuming the in-between as inherently subversive, there is a need to pay 

attention to the different ways in which specific forms of liminality are positioned and to 

the possibility of their different effects” (p. 39). Positing that the idea that “understanding 

the body as unstable, fluid, productive and in-between enables its resistance” is not 

enough, Springgay argues that educators “need to examine the in-between as a space 

where bodied encounters and the relationality between beings produces different 

knowledges and produces knowledge differently” (p. 40). In her call for art educators’ 

examination of the range of possible knowledges that these dynamic inter-embodied 

encounters can produce, Springgay advocates for a kind of interpreting of experience 

related to a principle of difference that I support. 

 Most perspectives on bodily and sensory experience that I have just cited are 

those of scholars in art education—that is, scholars who presumably are concerned first 

and foremost with what art and/or education can do for learners. Before moving forward 

to consider implications and approaches for art educators when interpreting experiences 

with groups of learners, as counterpoint I want to give voice to another kind of scholar: a 

curator and museum director who describes the pedagogical value of experiencing a 

particular artist’s multi-sensory work. Though not directly addressing video art in 

installation, the text and experiences I discuss below raise similar issues about the 

importance of interpreting experience. 

In her catalog essay on Olafur Eliasson, Grynsztejn (2007) argues that, “at its 

core,” the artist’s work  

makes a case for the proactive subject, for the individual’s return to a heightened 
sense of him- or herself in the act of perceiving and acting, and by extension for 
the conscious ownership of all manner of processes of cognition that tend to be 
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standardized, automated, and otherwise impoverished by a mediating world. (p. 
14) 
 

Part of Grynsztejn’s interpretation, though generalized, feels true to my experience of 

most of Eliasson’s work. As I have already noted, I do experience my senses 

“heightened” and do become more aware of myself in the “act of perceiving and acting” 

when in its presence. Yet, I do not believe that the “extension” Grynsztejn proposes is 

necessarily true, at least not with any immediacy. (Indeed, it is not necessarily true for 

me, though, interestingly enough, in both Grynsztejn’s essay and the gallery guide to the 

accompanying exhibition, numerous assumptions about “you”s and “we”s are evident.) 

At times, when experiencing Eliasson’s works, I feel almost violated by their 

modes of address or even lost in that experience often colloquially referred to as “sensory 

overload,” perhaps not dissimilar from that of sensuous immediacy described by 

Madenfort. When I walk into the darkness of Eliasson’s Notion Motion (2005) and step 

on a raised and loosened board and what I think is a wall suddenly changes in my 

presence, in the moment I feel “conscious ownership” over nothing, though I do feel my 

body and senses engaged. It is only when I take time to critically re-consider and interpret 

my sensory experience of the work—to let my eyes adjust to the darkness, to be in the 

space with other people, to experience the work again as with OUT OF HERE—that I 

feel that I have come to understand something about the artwork and myself through my 

experience of it. One thing I understand is that I have not become the “self-choosing, 

world-creating” subject that the artist and author want and name me to be, but rather have 

become aware of the fact that the installation is not “continually responsive” to me as 
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posited (p. 18). I am subject to it—at best commanding it to do what it has commanded 

me to command it to do.43  

 When Grynsztejn uses the word “pedagogical” (p. 21) in conceptualizing how the 

kind of disruption—or “fundamental rift in the [art museum] viewer’s usually smooth 

process of absorption” (p. 14)—that I describe functions in Eliasson’s work, she seems to 

mean by “pedagogy” something close to what Gaudelius and Garoian (2007) mean. That 

is, she suggests that I, as a visitor, will learn something about my subjectness from the 

artwork—seemingly because the artwork will discomfort me by making what feel like 

aggressive demands or by telling my sensory body how to move or react—and that thus 

the artwork is pedagogy because it has a pedagogical (i.e., instructive) effect on me. 

Grynsztejn even refers to Eliasson’s oeuvre as “object lessons in seeing differently” (p. 

15; Grynsztejn’s italics). The curator has high hopes for the extent to which Eliasson’s 

work will make us “viewers” more aware of “our capacity to influence what influences 

us…that even if reality may be in part a given, we can continually negotiate and widen 

the field of possible experience” (p. 15). While I would not be writing this paper if I did 

not believe in the “capacity” of artworks to challenge individuals and even positively 

change their lives, without my own critical reflection on my body’s relationship to Notion 

                                                
43 In writing this, I am reminded of Shiff’s (in press) commentary on machines that are “controllable” by 
(yet apparently “responsive” to) human actions (which can seem deceptively like interactions): “‘The first 
time I walked through an automatic door at the supermarket I thought the door was smart and was 
responding to me. Now I step on the mat to open the door….The second time it’s not a question but a 
command.’ The anecdote is Jim Campbell’s, from a lecture he presented in 1996 on the topic of interactive 
art. He argued that open-ended interactivity only rarely occurs in communications between an active mind 
and a reactive technology. We program our electronic machines to perform in relation to specific cues, 
rendering them more ‘controllable’ than ‘responsive.’ With these devices, we experience moments of fluid, 
even playful exploration, but normally with a purpose in mind” (page unknown). 
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Motion I would probably walk away from it more confused than enlightened, and even 

frightened to visit the museum again. 

To evaluate Grynsztejn’s catalog essay on an artist in terms of what I feel would 

be more responsible art educational practice may seem like an unfair move on my part, 

but I review it both to underline certain potentialities of engaging with multi-sensory 

artworks and the kinds of limitations that the unmediated (by education) experience of an 

“experience” can present. I also offer Grynsztejn’s extended interpretation of Eliasson’s 

work as counterpoint to my own. While Grynsztejn writes from the perspective of a 

curator, with an understandably deep art historical knowledge of Eliasson’s work and its 

conceptual predecessors, she also interprets his work from the perspective of someone 

who has experienced it, too; in her essay, she is making meaning of her own sensory and 

bodily knowledge. My experience and interpretation—and my critical reflections on the 

relationship between her experience and interpretation and my own—should serve here 

as evidence for my larger point: that sharing one’s experiences with those of others as 

part of the interpretive process is a valid and valuable critical approach, particularly when 

it comes to considering differences and re-considering one’s own initial interpretation. I 

regret that Grynsztejn, at least in this moment, cannot respond to my response—a 

reflective process I advocate for further in the next section. 

CRITICAL EXPERIENCING, MEDIATING, LISTENING, THINKING: LEARNER, 
EDUCATOR, GROUP, SOCIETY   
 

What might a shift towards considering learners’ multi-sensory and bodily 

experiences mean for curriculum and pedagogy in art education? To what extent might 

art educators have to adapt to accommodate such a shift? I cannot assume the existing 



 145 

approaches of all current practitioners, but I can, as I do in my review of art education 

literature in Chapter Two, state that the field has not considered issues of multi-sensory 

experience much in the past. To recall a comment I made earlier, a simple way of 

understanding the shift from what I know to exist to what I propose enacting might 

involve considering Candice Breitz’s Mother and Father (both 2005) not as portraits, not 

as depicting people, nor as pieces by an artist who is interested in this or that, but rather 

from the perspective of the experiences of each individual learner, the information they 

collect through their sensory bodies, what their experiences of and relationships with the 

artwork mean for them, and—considering these in relation to other aspects of their inter-

embodied experiences of the world—starting from there. 

 My objective, throughout this chapter, has been to draw attention to learners’ 

multi-sensory, bodily experiences of artworks, and how and why these experiences do 

and should be understood to contribute to learners’ interpretations of those artworks. If I 

propose any primary action in moving forward from theory, it is for art educators to help 

learners to become critically aware of and ultimately interpret these experiences by 

critically mediating them. These processes might be practically based in descriptive 

narrative writing, like the first section of Chapter Three; in the creation of a sound piece, 

using each interpreter’s voice; or in dialogic conversation or group interpretation, as I 

discuss further below. Regardless of their specific means, these processes should all 

involve critically reflecting, wondering, and responding. 

In conceiving of how art educators can help learners interpret their experiences of 

artworks, it may be productive to reiterate that I consider interpretation—like experience, 

like education—to be an active, dynamic, and relational process. I also intentionally use 
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the term “meaning making” as a verb—that is, the active process of making meaning, 

rather than the meaning that is made. When we conceive of each learner as a “learning 

self”—a necessarily process-based learner who makes “the thing we call knowledge” 

through “the thinking-feeling, the embodied sensation of making sense, the lived 

experience” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 1; Ellsworth’s italics)—and then consider each “learning 

self” in relation to other “learning selves”—who are also continually making knowledge 

in the world—I think it becomes easier to reject the idea that interpretation is a noun or 

that it strictly pertains to concerns like “content.” Correspondingly, it becomes more 

difficult to conceive of each learner’s dynamic experiences as not constituting a 

fundamental and defining aspect of their interpretation. 

Just as a learner forms a relationship with an artwork, that learner forms a 

relationship with their bodily and sensory experience of that artwork, as well as with 

other learners in the same space. Ideally, an individual’s experience of an artwork 

maintains the character of its own subjectivity while acknowledging and even engaging 

with the subjective experiences of others. The same could be said of that individual’s 

interpretation, as shared and compared with those of other learners. Barrett (2003a) 

suggests that learners discussing interpretations as part of a group should “listen to 

others’ interpretations and, then, either decide to modify [their] own or continue to hold it 

while being aware that [theirs] is different and of how it differs” (p. 37). Such practice 

can enable self-criticality and self-awareness for individuals, as well as reflection on and 

awareness of the diverse experiences of others. 

To enact learners’ greater awareness of their inter-embodied experiences, it is 

most important for educators to create a kind of “interpretive community”—a group of 
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interpreters facilitated by an educator, in which each member of the community builds 

upon one another’s interpretations (Barrett, 1996, 2003a). Educators’ primary questions, 

it seems, would differ and extend beyond those Barrett recommends. Besides asking 

learners about what they see in the artwork, educators might ask more direct questions 

about how they experience the artwork, encouraging learners to verbally share with the 

group what they sense and what their body becomes aware of, as well as how their 

experiences of being in the space with others shift in relation to changes in factors like 

the movement of bodies, the passing of time in the artwork, and other dynamic and 

situational factors of the experience. Additionally, it is important for the educator to be a 

participant in the interpretive community, which means not only acting as a mediator but 

also experiencing the artwork with (i.e., in the midst of) the group of learners. 

Springgay (2008) describes the feeling of being in the process of researching as 

being “right in the middle of things, in a space marked by mediation and complexity” (p. 

8), as being “constantly in the midst of knowing and not knowing” (p. 41). This 

description resonates with me as a scholar and artist, as well, but more importantly as an 

educator and continual learner. Indeed, the space we occupy as educators in the space of 

an installation—or really any kind of learning environment, particularly those that are 

even momentarily decentralized—is both central and peripheral, known and unknown. 

Though our learners are surrounded by much else—which they may experience on their 

own and from which they may learn—we are also surrounded by them. We already 

mediate the space; we already inadvertently act as mediators. Regardless of learners’ 

levels of comfort with us, often the presence of our presence may be difficult to ignore; 

as hooks (2010) notes, even when operating in partnership with each other, “teachers 
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have more power than students” (p. 114). Many learners behave differently when in an 

educator’s (i.e., an authority’s) company than they do at other times; many are conscious 

of themselves in a different way when they are aware that we are present in what is also 

their space. In considering the broad range of possible educational contexts—public 

schools, private colleges, art museums, afterschool programs, and others—it is notable 

that learners most often learn in the same space as educators and other learners. Even 

learners who are home-schooled by parents or privately tutored do not learn alone. If, as I 

have argued, it is important for educators to act as mediators—as discussants, 

collaborators, or resources to help direct further critical inquiry—it is also important to 

consider the kinds of issues that group-learning situations may bring up. 

 Despite its title, hooks’s (2010) book, Teaching Critical Thinking: Practical 

Wisdom, is less about “teaching” critical thinking than about working as an educator to 

create environments that enable and encourage it.44 Positing “critical thinking” as “an 

interactive process” that “demands participation on the part of teacher and students alike” 

(p. 9), hooks describes how the “shape of knowledge” within the classroom “constantly 

chang[es]” (p. 10) when students are empowered to find their own “unique voice” (p. 21), 

to change perspectives “of their own free will” (p. 27), and to share ideas rather than try 

to win arguments (p. 46). Such collaborations make possible a “more expansive view of 

the world and the culture we live within” (p. 37), not only by inviting individual 

perspectives but also by making evident the fact that “the individual perspective is always 

limited” (p. 50; my italics). No individual perspective is comprehensive or “correct,” and 

                                                
44 By contrast, other education scholars (e.g., Moon, 2008) offer specific practical activities like writing 
exercises for use in teaching learners how to think critically. 
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even when two people write or speak about “common experiences” in similar ways there 

is also always difference (p. 57). Indeed, in her endeavors to teach in ways that humanize 

individuals rather than colonize their minds (pp. 34-35), hooks privileges processes of 

critical thinking in part because they persuade learners to question that which is often 

presented as singularly “correct” thought—specifically, the “corrupt thought” that is 

“disseminated by our [dominator] culture of schooling” and “masqueraded as hard truth” 

(p. 91). It is important for learners to realize that no one—not the teacher, not a textbook 

writer—has the single right answer because something so simplistic and impartial does 

not actually exist. 

To a great extent, hooks’s ideas relate to those of feminist pedagogy as set forth 

by Crabtree, Sapp, and Licona (2009). As the authors point out, feminist pedagogy is 

“more than teaching about women or teaching feminist perspectives,” though it 

acknowledges and critiques the ways “traditional scientific and academic inquiry have 

ignored or negated the lived experiences of women” (p. 4). It is also a “reexamination 

and reimagining of what happens in any classroom, indeed of the relationships between 

teachers, students, education, and society,” which validate “personal, communal, and 

subjective ways of knowing” as well as inquiring (p. 4). Characterized in this way, 

feminist pedagogy creates more “egalitarian and empowering communities of learners,” 

in which individuals and their differences can be respected (p. 5). 

Yet even in educational contexts that are supposedly “non-hierarchical” or simply 

less hierarchical than is traditional, it is notable that the educator still has a role distinct 

from that of the learner, through which the educator brings different tools and 

experiences to the conversation than learners do. Freire (1998) conceives of the educator-
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learner relationship as a kind of partnership, in which the educator helps the learner 

“produce his or her own comprehension of the object in question” (p. 106). Illustrating 

the potentiality of specifically intergenerational learning partnerships, Thomas Y. Levin 

(personal communication, February 19, 2010) reflected upon how teaching new media 

theory as an older person “to” younger people largely equalizes pedagogical power 

relations between educator and learner. As he described to an audience full of artists and 

art educators, while college students bring to his classroom seemingly intuitive 

knowledge about developing media, as a seasoned professor he brings a broad base of 

philosophical perspectives and is able to suggest ways for learners to critically watch or 

otherwise engage with those media. In thinking of the gaps in “literacy” that particularly 

new technologies often present, it occurs to me that, much as art educators may be 

hesitant to engage in conversations with learners about their experiences of video art in 

installation and other “new” art media, learners already accustomed to more traditional 

methods of art education may be, too. Regardless of the contexts in which their previous 

art education has taken place, these learners might react with surprise when asked to 

consider and “make meaning” of their own individual sensory experiences of artworks. 

Especially in these situations, art educators and learners can continually guide each 

others’ processes of discovery, critical thinking, and interpretation.  

Not dissimilarly, “meaning-making,” as a “strategy” of or “approach” to museum 

education (the author does not use the word “pedagogy”), also calls for each visitor’s 

active participation in creating “meaning” from a “process of negotiation” with both 

objects and other people in the museum (Silverman, 1995, p. 161). While “meaning-

making” can be undertaken by an individual, it is most often a collective process, with 
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two or more visitors making different meanings of the same artwork at the same time, 

perhaps in conversation with each other or with a “group leader” like a docent (p. 167). In 

the case of video art in installation, a docent might lead museum visitors into a work and 

ask them to verbally share their experiences as they walk around. The docent—present 

here as a collaborator rather than an authority—might also pose questions for reflection 

or engage in active “negotiation” with the visitors. Though, in Silverman’s words, 

“‘meaning’ is in the eyes, head, and heart of the particular beholder” (p. 161; my italics), 

collaborative forms of interpretation like “meaning-making” in the museum could surely 

engage learners’ multi-sensory and bodily experiences in addition to their visual ones.  

Must the interpretation of video art in installation take place in the museum space 

if that is as the artist or curator intended, or can it happen apart from this? I think that it 

can take place in either form, and indeed should in the latter instance. Morse (1990) 

problematizes the general inaccessibility of video installations—that “‘you had to be 

there…’ to know what an installation is” (p. 166)—but I argue that such propositions 

should not limit art educators’ engagement with the medium or the issues and 

experiences it may raise. Instead, we must interpret each work as given in whatever 

“installation” of it we may be able to construct or provide. By encouraging learners to 

consider and interpret their multi-sensory and bodily experiences of video art as given in 

the context of the art classroom—even as encountered in low-resolution on the reflective 

screen of a computer monitor—we still encourage them to consider and interpret their 

experiences of the medium in the company of other bodies. With our learners, we could 

also imagine aloud how the experience of the Sistine Chapel’s frescoes might differ in 
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person—in scale, in bodily position—when “in installation” in Vatican City, or we can 

discuss the same or different aspects as we encounter them in reproductions. 

Another important issue that must be addressed is how art educators can 

respectfully engage with individuals’ subjective sensory experiences while aiding those 

individuals in the process of interpreting them with a group. Sometimes one learner’s 

sensory experiences—or even their sense of sense—may need to be elicited more actively 

than those of others. In such a case, the educator might ask that individual seemingly 

simple yet highly personal questions. Given that the “use of existential questions, in that 

they are self-reflective, brings any topic back to the learner,” the educator might ask 

something like “What is this to me (or us)?” (Carroll, 2006, p. 24). Additionally, any 

questions that encourage that learner’s initial reflections on their bodily and sensory 

encounters—perhaps pertaining to what they hear, feel, or see—or that ask that learner to 

describe or narrate their physical relationship to an artwork might be appropriate. It 

seems obvious yet important to note that such approaches require educators’ willingness 

to engage very personally with learners, and on multiple sensory levels. 

Though I have taken an oppositional stance on Barrett’s (1996, 2003a) writings in 

other regards, his emphasis on the importance of responding to others’ interpretations of 

artworks—albeit, most often visually-based artworks in his texts—is significant in that it 

shifts the focus of interpretation away from processes based in looking towards those 

based in actively listening, as are those advocated by Freire (1998) and hooks (2010). 

Indeed, each scholar’s reasoning behind the value of listening in today’s world is notably 

similar. As Freire (1998) writes, at the beginning of a section entitled “Knowing How to 

Listen,” in his Pedagogy of Freedom,  



 153 

One of the signs of the times that frightens me is this: the insistence, in the name f 
democracy, freedom, and efficacy, on asphyxiating freedom itself and, by 
extension, creativity and a taste for the adventure of the spirit. The freedom that 
moves us, that makes us take risks, is being subjugated to a process of 
standardization of formulas and models in relation to which we are evaluated. (pp. 
101-102)  
 

I would like to underscore a few of the items in Freire’s quotation—since, indeed, 

Freire’s (and Barrett’s and hooks’s) “times” and their “signs” can be understood as or 

easily extended to include our own today—and in the remainder of this section of his 

text. He implies that having freedom as a stated goal—that is, acting “in the name of” 

freedom—does not necessarily constitute freedom. Through the metaphor of 

asphyxiation, he positions freedom as something that is alive, that needs air to breathe. 

Asphyxiation, as we know, can result in death or periods of dizziness or lack of clarity. 

Yet, freedom should not be smothered by this “bureaucratizing of the mind,” which 

Freire elaborates as “a state of refined estrangement, of the mind’s abdication of its own 

essential self, of a loss of consciousness of the body, of a ‘mass production’ of the 

individual,” of “conformity in the face of situations considered to be irreversible because 

of destiny,” of “things that happen because they had to happen,” of “live history as 

determinism and not as possibility” (p. 102). The bureaucratized mind, it seems, is not 

one that knows or can easily consider multiple interpretations. 

Freire (1998) makes the simple but illuminating distinction between “speaking to” 

and “speaking with,” in which the former both illustrates and replicates the condition and 

practice of top-down authoritarian forms of education, and the latter does the same of 

democratic forms (p. 103), which can be imitated without being actualized (p. 104). 

Perhaps counterintuitively, also essential to democratic forms of education is the element 
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of silence, not the “silenced space” of authoritarian or “bureaucratizing” education, but 

the silence that affords “space while listening to the verbal communication of another 

person” and that allows the educator “to enter into the internal rhythm of the speaker’s 

thought and experience that rhythm as language” (p. 104). This enables “communication” 

rather than “transmission” (p. 104). Indeed, teaching, for Freire, is not about the 

relationship between a subject and an object, but rather between two interdependent 

subjects. Though teachers and students are not the same (pp. 30-31), each requires the 

other, and neither can be “educated to the status of object” (p. 31). Rather, both subjects 

continually form and re-form during the teaching process, and both continually teach and 

learn (p. 31). By speaking aloud, they both become more vulnerable and learn more about 

themselves and each other. Speaking, even more than listening, is an embodied, inter-

embodied, and embodying practice. Although “visually and physically the voice is 

intangible,” it is “eminently related to the body’s sphere of experience and action” 

(Spieler, 2004, p. 65). “When one speaks,” Kahn (1999) writes, “the act of hearing one’s 

own voice is the most widespread private act performed in public and the most common 

public act experienced within the comfortable confines of one’s own body” (p. 7). Yet 

speaking means nothing if there is not also listening. 

In Chapter Three, I wrote about the importance of critically listening to the audio 

elements, not just looking at the visual elements, when experiencing video art in 

installation or other audiovisual media. After all, we live in a world filled with sound-

bytes, which—perhaps immediately questioning their value or validity—we may be most 

accustomed to tuning out. As noted, active listening is also an important practice in 

education—not just learners listening to educators, but educators listening to learners, 
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and learners listening to each other. Indeed, one kind of listening may ultimately make an 

individual better at the other. Additionally, an individual might practice active listening 

on their own—though, in a way, not alone—by paying more aural attention to the 

surrounding world. 

An “exercise of curiosity” that Freire (1998) describes can serve here as a link 

between concepts of listening—openly yet critically—to artworks’ sounds and to other 

people’s voices: 

A sound, for example, may provoke my curiosity. It focuses on the space where I 
think it is happening. I sharpen my ear. I compare it to other sounds that I already 
know. I investigate the space a little closer. I develop several hypotheses about the 
possible origin of the sound. Then, by process of elimination, I arrive at a 
satisfactory explanation. (p. 82)  
 

Yet this “satisfactory explanation” is neither the end of the pursuit nor a fixed 

interpretation; “a further search continues” (p. 82). For Freire, this “openness” of our 

being to the world, this “transitiveness of our consciousness,” is what makes human 

experience possible in the first place, while what is gained in the process of rigorous 

questioning is increased and more exact rigorous questioning in the future (p. 82). It 

serves as part of our continued development as critical individuals. Being reflective on 

our sensory experiences in this way—to listen rather than merely hear—is for the subject 

who is listening to begin to develop a “permanent attitude” of “being open to the world of 

the other, to the gesture of the other, to the differences of the other” (p. 107). 

Some aspects of ideas broached in this chapter recall what Kahn (1999) calls John 

Cage’s “fantasy of a grand silencing of society” (p. 176), or “instances of silencing” that 

“create conditions for asking questions, which in turn lead to large transformations in 
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consciousness” (p. 177).45 Kahn cites as evidence for this fantasy a 1927 speech, “Other 

People Think,” in which Cage argued:  

One of the greatest blessings that the United States could receive in the near 
future would be to have her industries halted, her business discontinued, her 
people speechless, a great pause in her world of affairs created, and finally to have 
everything stopped that runs, until everyone should hear the last wheel go around 
and the last echo fade away….then, in that moment of complete intermission, of 
undisturbed calm, would be the house most conducive to the birth of a Pan-
American Conscience. Then we should be capable of answering the question, 
“What ought we to do?” For we should be hushed and silent, and we should have 
the opportunity to learn that other people think. (Cage, 1970, p. 48; cited in Kahn, 
1999, pp. 176-177) 
 

Whether such acts of silencing and being silent in order to “learn that other people think” 

(my italics) are intended to emphasize the sense of hearing despite or because of the 

noises made by industry, business, and people, in his effort to transform consciousness 

Cage names silence, a condition that can facilitate hearing, as an imperative. Those 

familiar with 4’33” (1952)—which “silenced music to hear the unintended, surrounding 

sounds, the noises, and ultimately the total environment” (Kahn, 1999, p. 183)—may not 

be too surprised at the artist’s suggestion in “Other People Think,” which is at least 

somewhat serious. And, given that our contemporary world is characterized by the same 

forms of noise as Cage’s—and even more (Bull, 2006a, p. 113)—perhaps silencing it as a 

way of engaging the populace in critical reflection seems like a relevant and even 

welcome idea. 

Yet in considering Cage’s fantasy again—that we must silence all in order to 

“learn that others think” or simply to hear—I find the overall metaphor compelling but 

the actual approach to be limiting and misguided. Much as we, as art educators, should 

                                                
45 Notably, Kahn (1999) dedicates nearly 40 pages to this and other ideas Cage had on the topic of silence.  
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not force interpretations on our learners, we should not silence or ignore the 

interpretations that they voice, even if and especially because they already compete for 

attention in a cacophonous world. We should each offer our voice as a voice, not as the 

voice. We should create educational environments in which to listen to, mediate, and 

foster learners’ voices, that will ultimately enable those voices, as they develop and move 

on, to continually and actively share interpretations with others. 

 What, then, is the model by which we can achieve this? Beyond emphasizing the 

importance of considering individual learners’ multi-sensory and bodily experiences and 

of listening to multiple interpretive voices, I do not wish to proffer one specific pedagogy 

or paradigm for art educators. Rather, recognizing the fact that different learners (and 

groups of learners) will have different experiences of art and media, and that 

corresponding sensory experiences and levels of sensory awareness will change over 

time, I prefer in departing this chapter to set out a series of priorities. These priorities—

experience, reflection, interpretation, criticality, listening—should be conceived of as 

involuted processes rather than ordered steps. We can aim to help learners move from 

experience, to interpretation, to reflection; and from experience, to listening, to criticality, 

to experience again. In that such processes, like learners’ sensory bodies, are interrelated 

and inter-embodied, any combination presents a practicable method by which art 

educators can help learners interpret their experiences, and/or move from ingenuous 

curiosity to epistemological curiosity, and/or move from critical thinking about artworks 

to being critically aware of their sensory bodies as they navigate the world. 
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Chapter Five:  Conclusion: Making Sense of It All 

MAKING SENSE OF IT ALL: THESIS REVIEW, REFLECTION, AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

In this concluding chapter, I review how the preceding chapters of this thesis 

made a case for interpreting multi-sensory and bodily experience in art education, 

position my research in a broader academic context, and consider the larger social 

implications of this study. In so doing, I suggest both future extensions of my study and 

possible applications of the more theoretical concerns broached throughout.  

 To introduce the underlying ideas of this paper, in Chapter One I posed questions 

and problems related to how art educators might address multi-sensory artworks—and 

learners’ experiences of them—in art education environments. The primary purpose of 

this chapter was to establish the need for an approach to art education that engages with 

and privileges learners’ individual, multi-sensory, and bodily experiences of such 

artworks and their resulting interpretations. I named works of video art in installation as 

the central case study of this thesis and delineated the forms of qualitative case study that 

each chapter would take. 

In Chapter Two, I focused on issues in the field of art education, asking: In what 

ways might a turn towards the consideration of individual, multi-sensory experience of 

works of art affect or challenge how art educators conceive of and connect with learners? 

In beginning to answer this question, I related recent writings by U.S. American 

advocates of multi-sensory art education to critical approaches from other fields in an 

attempt to circumvent the limitations presented by existing art education literature, which 

has historically overlooked learners’ multi-sensory experiences of artworks in favor of 
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visually-based paradigms of art, learning, teaching, and thought. In closing Chapter Two, 

I argued why and how art educators should critically engage individuals’ multi-sensory 

and bodily experiences of works of video art in installation. 

 My focus in Chapter Three was the artwork and the ways in which experiences of 

video art in installation, specifically, can be multi-sensory and bodily. Here, my inquiry 

was guided by my second Central Research Question: How might we understand and 

negotiate individual, multi-sensory experience as it operates in video art in installation 

and thus in art education about video art in installation? To offer a point of reference for 

subsequent discussion, I narrated and interpreted my own multi-sensory experience of a 

work of video art in installation: Krzysztof Wodiczko’s …OUT OF HERE: The Veterans 

Project (2009). I then situated both visual and non-visual aspects of my experience in 

relation to possible experiences of time, still and changing images, sound, the static or 

mobile body, other bodies, and space. In so doing, I both defined how the experience of 

video art in installation may differ from the experience of primarily visually-based 

artworks and modeled for art educators various sensory levels on which artworks and the 

experience of them can be interpreted.  

In Chapter Four, I considered my third and final Central Research Question: What 

might be some of the theoretical and practical implications for learning and teaching in 

art education? In addressing this question, I focused on the idea of the learner and the 

learner’s individual, subjective, multi-sensory, and bodily experience of artworks, in 

order to suggest how encouraging learners to interpret these aspects of the experience of 

artworks may constitute a more relevant and meaningful approach to art education than 

interpreting the artworks themselves, as art education has typically done in the past. To 
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identify potential resources for educational practice, I considered various existing 

theories of interpretation and pedagogy and described the kinds of roles that educators 

and groups of learners might play in processes of multi-sensory meaning making. 

A literally “embodied” model of this thesis study might be conceptualized as a 

body, in that it has one foot squarely planted in art and the other squarely planted in 

education, with sensory instruments open to the world and limbs reaching outwards to 

bring ideas from numerous sources back to the body for synthesis and analysis. In 

concluding this study, I reach outwards again to connect with art educators and those in 

other fields in hopes to affect future theory and practice—theory and practice that ideally 

consider individual learners’ multi-sensory, bodily experiences to be an important aspect 

of interpretive processes. I also hope to collapse certain existing disciplinary distances in 

order to conjecture how becoming critically aware of diverse experiences and 

interpretations of media can aid individuals in navigating their contemporary worlds and 

even enable a more democratic society. 

 Initially, I thought about embarking on a great many different, but related, thesis 

projects. I considered exploring how and to what extent art museum educators engaged 

with video art in installation, and also thought about undergoing action research related to 

educating about multi-sensory art in classroom settings. I brain-stormed several possible 

research questions, such as “How can art educators use video art as a means of raising 

critical awareness about the experience and politics of media, and thus about art, politics, 

and culture more generally?” and “How can education about video art engage learners in 

critical dialogues about structures of power in our contemporary world?” Yet I ultimately 

recognized that I could not adequately embark upon any such projects without a 
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significant preexisting foundation of critical literature—particularly pertaining to video 

art and to multi-sensory experience—from the field of art education upon which to build. 

To better enable further research in these areas, I chose to help establish such a 

foundation myself, first by identifying resources from other disciplines that I thought 

could appropriately expand art education’s purview, and then by modeling an approach to 

interpreting multi-sensory and bodily experiences of artworks. 

I also chose the topic and research questions that I eventually did because I knew 

they could sustain my interest and inquiry over the course of a year; I am glad to report in 

closing that they did. Yet, the best and worst part of my research investigation has been 

the realization that there are infinitely more perspectives, pedagogies, and ideas to be 

examined than could ever fit in this specific study or in any thesis-length study. Even as I 

finalize the details of this paper, I am constantly discovering new sources that I wish I 

could explore but know I cannot, given the scope of this study and the limited amount of 

time allotted for writing this paper. Still other areas of thought—and possible interest—

remain inaccessible for one reason or another. Though I advocate, throughout this thesis, 

for a requisitely critical approach to engaging with the multi-sensory experience of 

artworks, my inability to read German prevented me from investigating those texts by 

German aesthetic educators concerned with critical consciousness that Kertz-Welzel 

(2005) cites in her study. Perhaps, in the future, a like-minded reader with knowledge of 

the German language will take the opportunity to re-address the issues I raise here in light 

of this or more recent research. 

This case study, as a whole, centered on video art in installation. I suggest, in 

concluding this study and moving forward from it, that there is much to gain from 
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attending to issues of individual, multi-sensory experience—not only in relation to works 

of video art in installation, but also in relation to other works of art and media and, 

indeed, in relation to sensory encounters of any kind taking place in the broader world. 

Below I consider how and why taking such an approach to art education matters in this 

historical moment and place.  

WHAT IS AT STAKE IN CONSIDERING MULTI-SENSORY AND BODILY EXPERIENCE IN 
ART EDUCATION?: POSSIBLE CONTRIBUTIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND 
INTERPRETATIONS 
 

In considering the possible transferability of concepts and approaches I proffer in 

this thesis, I want to emphasize that just as the sensory qualities of Wodiczko’s OUT OF 

HERE are not unique to that work, they are not wholly unique to the medium of video art 

in installation, nor are they necessarily unique to the world of art. Indeed, aspects of the 

theories I draw from, reconfigure, and apply to interpret my experiences of video art in 

installation could be applied to those of other situations and media—for instance, 

cinemas, iPods, virtual tours, live performances, and museum spaces. Of course, there are 

numerous other artworks that may evoke different kinds of sense experience (e.g., smell, 

taste) and their corresponding concerns (e.g., safety, toxicity) than those that I discuss 

here, and those also could stand to be interpreted more critically. For me, the significance 

of a shift in art education towards considering a range of multi-sensory and bodily 

experiences goes far beyond challenging the idea of a “correct” way of experiencing or 

interpreting a work of art to enabling our learners to more critically consider the range of 

multi-sensory and bodily experiences that they and others encounter in the broader world. 

As Bolin and Blandy (2003) note, “our current multimedia world is expanding rapidly 
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towards multi-sensory experience” (p. 247). Encouraging criticality about multi-sensory 

experience matters especially—and increasingly—in our contemporary and future time. 

Importantly, such concerns are not uniquely relevant for art education but also for 

scholarship in other fields. Many scholars have re-turned to the sensory body in recent 

years—to phenomenology, to theories of embodiment, to considerations of the ever-

mediated human sensorium—and the ideas I present in this thesis both respond to and 

contribute to such areas of thought. That said, while such conceptual relationships are 

important to consider—and while our field should engage with contemporary critical 

conversations—it is also crucial to recognize the inherent limitations of any theoretical 

paradigm and what often subsequently become dominant interpretations.  

I am reminded, in writing this, of Shaviro’s (1993) preface to his book, Theory 

Out of Bounds: The Cinematic Body. In reflecting on his own personal, corporeal 

experiences of films as involving a politics and ideological affect distinct from the 

“disembodied realm of ‘representation’ or of ‘discourse’” (p. viii) and on the then-

common, even pervasive, obsession within the academic film studies community with 

psychoanalytic film theory, Shaviro writes,  

Twenty years of obsessive invocations of “lack,” “castration,” and “the phallus” 
have left us with a stultifying orthodoxy that makes any fresh discussion 
impossible. It is time to recognize that not all problems can be resolved by 
repeated references to, and ever-more-subtle close readings of, the same few 
articles by Freud and Lacan. (p. ix)  
 

Shaviro makes this claim less to “promote a new orthodoxy” than to “suggest that there 

are other alternatives” (p. ix)—indeed, some of which may ring truer than existing 

approaches. For instance, the images of Andy Warhol’s six-hour film Sleep (1963) 

“cannot be described in terms of ‘lack,’ precisely because they do not take the place of 
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any prior reality, and thus do not elicit the lost ‘presence’ upon which all notions of lack 

or absence dialectically depend” (pp. 19-20). Instead, Warhol’s images “have always 

already subtracted themselves from the psychoanalytic narrative of traumatic separation, 

disavowal, phobic projection, and compensatory, fetishistic reconstruction” (p. 20). 

Rather than representing the real, Warhol’s films “actually enter into the real” (p. 204; 

Shaviro’s italics).46 Thus, according to Shaviro, Sleep “cannot be theorized adequately” 

by psychoanalysis (p. 20), the dominant mode of interpretation in his own moment of 

writing. 

Notably, there are those who once adopted Shaviro’s methods but who would 

disagree with him today, as his theory “out of bounds” has now been critiqued and has 

gone out of vogue for many. But Shaviro’s opening and overall points are well taken, and 

we can only imagine that he wants us to carefully consider and ultimately reject his work, 

too, as times, works of interest, and the needs of society change. On principle, we should 

always challenge what is accepted in and has even been exhausted by our own field, and 

continually attempt to develop new paradigms of interpretation from theoretical sources 

that may enable greater insights into new artworks and new experiences. 

Keeping that in mind, on the other hand many new media recall aspects of old 

media, and the definition of “new media” is always changing—indeed, no one seems sure 

of exactly what they mean by the term. Chun (2006) summarizes the broader critical 

debate on “new media” with the central questions: “What is/are new media? Is new 

                                                
46 In watching Warhol’s films, Shaviro (1993) argues, “we are made oppressively aware that corporeal 
appearance and behavior in fact precede identity” (p. 231). He continues, “Warhol’s films aren’t only 
about, but they embody, they produce and reproduce, [Warhol’s] emotionless coolness, this strangely 
impersonal fascination [with certain people]….They destroy ‘emotion’ only in order to heighten and 
intensify different forms of experience, new modes of affect and feeling” (p. 236; Shaviro’s italics). 
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media new? What is new about new media?” (p. 2). In that “new” is by nature a relative 

adjective, accurately defining or denoting “new” media seems nearly impossible. What is 

more important to take away from such deliberations is the notion that media are always 

changing and with them those sensory experiences made possible by those media. Kahn 

(1999) illustrates how drastic such changes can be even within a single century:  

Whereas our present media upheaval is driven by the computer, earlier [in the 
20th] century it was driven by audiophonic technologies: radio was new on the 
scene; film and animated cartoons were moving to sound; dramatic improvements 
were occurring in phonography, microphony, and other audiophonic technology; 
and the prospect of television was in the air. (p. 123)  
 

Such changes in media not only transform the way we live our lives but can also 

transform us and how we consequently experience. As Nash and Mackey (2007) note, our 

usages of media (e.g., per our age group) can shape our expectations of media (e.g., in 

relation to its speed) (p. 93), and in so doing condition us. My interest here is not in 

serially talking about “the new thing” simply because it is “the new thing,” nor do I 

believe that technology should be understood as an end in itself or studied in isolation. 

Rather, I argue that encouraging learners to interpret their multi-sensory experiences of 

the various media that exist in our shared time will enable them to continue to do the 

same in the future, with whatever various media may develop in that future time. 

Walker (2004) quips that video is “the oldest of new media.” Indeed, what video 

can be (e.g., now digital) and what we consider as video (e.g., moving images captured 

by something other than a video tape) seem always to be changing, and these changes 

continually create new aesthetic experiences. Spielmann (2008) places an imperative on 

“understanding technology and aesthetics dialogically” since, “as with every technical 

medium, technological development marks the peculiarities in the way video aesthetics 
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develop” (p. 133). She discusses video art at length in support of this argument, 

emphasizing that the scholarly community has not yet adequately addressed the aesthetics 

of these artworks vis-à-vis the technologies that produce them. This position highlights 

the fact that—arguments for transferability momentarily aside—to some extent, works 

produced by different technologies are aesthetically different, create different 

experiences, elicit different questions, and require different approaches to interpretation.  

As I noted in my definition of “video art” in Chapter One, video art can be created 

and displayed using a variety of technologies and procedures; for instance, it can be 

digitized from pre-existing technology (such as film), generated entirely on a computer, 

recorded and edited, and/or captured and projected live. The precise manners of making, 

displaying, or installing video works are—hopefully obviously—not the focus of this 

study nor are individual differences in their formats (e.g., their means of production or 

capacity for high or low resolution). Though such aspects contribute to interpretation in 

one sense, in another they seem increasingly irrelevant. In an essay on artist Guy Ben-

Ner, who shoots videos that reflect silent film influences and aesthetics and then projects 

them in galleries and museums, Gunning (2008) describes how, “in an era in which films 

are most often shown on television monitors”—and surely on computer screens, too—

and in which “films in theaters are sometimes shot on video and usually edited on it (and 

may increasingly be projected in digital versions), the gap between film and video seems 

to be collapsing” (p. 1). As Gunning argues, the very idea that film, video, or other forms 

“must define their essence as media in terms of their technical differences” is dependent 

on a “rather narrow and somewhat outmoded modernism based in a self-reflexive 

materiality” (p. 1)—in other words, on a modernist notion of medium-specificity. 
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Whether one’s perspective on media is grounded in ideas of medium-specificity, of 

“convergence” (the flowing together of multiple media channels towards “multiple ways 

of accessing media content” [Jenkins, 2006, p. 254]), or of something else, the study of 

developing artistic and popular media and how we experience them is of uncontestable 

contemporary and future importance. 

 In recalling my immersive experience of Wodiczko’s work—particularly, the 

moment in which the windows broke above my head and into the space of my suddenly 

vulnerable body—I cannot help but consider here the recent revival and success of 3-D 

technology in films like James Cameron’s Avatar (2009). In January, 2010, Avatar 

became the new top-grossing movie of all time—though too late to make Salavon’s Top 

25 list—with 72 percent of its sales worldwide coming from 3-D screens (Cieply, 2010). 

While IMAX theaters, intended in their visuals, sounds, and spaces to “envelop the 

viewer,” have long offered audiences immersive experiences (Verrier, 2010), Avatar has 

played a significant role in the IMAX Corporation’s resuscitation, pulling it out of the red 

and into the black for the first time in three years (McKinnon, 2010)—an 

accomplishment that may (or may not) foretell good things for those 3-D films currently 

in production that are slated for IMAX release (Verrier, 2010). Of course, Avatar’s reach 

extends far beyond IMAX, playing in various cinemas across the nation and around the 

world, accessible to all through the mere adoption of a chintzy prosthetic: plastic “3-D” 

glasses. Whether the success and spectacle of Avatar will usher in a new age of 3-D 

cinema has yet to be determined—indeed, though the 3-D film processes of the mid-

1950s “seemed ready to transform the entire industry,” they never did (Lastra, 2000, p. 
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220)—but it is undoubtedly true that the cinematic experience today is not what it used to 

be, and that even then it was always changing. 

One current “crisis” in cinema studies and contemporary media theory is indeed 

the so-called “death” of the cinema vis-à-vis digital, multimedia, and transmedia forms. 

Most strident and public has been filmmaker Peter Greenaway’s bald proclamation, 

“Cinema is dead” (Coonan, 2007). More nuanced are Friedberg’s (1999) considerations 

of forms and experiences in her essay “The End of Cinema: Multimedia and 

Technological Change,” notably written over a decade ago. Interestingly, both Giroux 

(2002) and Gunning (2008), although markedly different as scholars in most respects, 

describe the immersive experience of the cinema of their respective boyhoods in nearly 

identical ways, as they do the experience of stumbling-back-into-the-world-from-the-

darkness. It is my supposition that Gunning, though an evidently broad reader, is not 

directly referencing Giroux’s description here, and a notable difference between their 

accounts is that Gunning assumes an eventually critical spectator that Giroux does not. 

Yet the fact that each author individually presents mutually coherent remembrances of 

cinema as it was—apparently typically—experienced years ago gives us insight into 

something else: how the forms and situations in which we encounter media may shape 

shared cultural interpretations in addition to individual experiences. While Bull (2006a) 

writes that “new consumer sound technologies permit us to recreate the cinema in our 

living rooms, using digital wrap-around sound for our television sets” (p. 114), Denby 

(2007) notes how many people today watch movies on iPods instead. Much as works of 

video installation require certain interpretive approaches different from those used for 

paintings, the situations described above produce multi-sensory and bodily experiences 
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that should be considered and interpreted in their own right. Of course, the cinema still 

exists today, but so do Avatar, OUT OF HERE, and the iPod. As dominant and specific 

experiences of media change, outmoded critical methods and assumptions—and curricula 

and pedagogies—must be reexamined and possibly even replaced.  

That said, perhaps the greatest suggestion for future research that I can proffer 

here may sound like a tall order but is certainly an imperative: for art educators to 

critically re-consider developing media and technologies and how they continually re-

shape our lives and those of our learners. While web cameras have been around for years 

and are arguably not always put to the most “educational” uses, increasingly they come 

automatically as part of the personal computer. As such, they are increasingly part of our 

active, lived, communicative, and even creative experiences, not simply our spectatorial 

(and often comparatively “passive”) ones. We must become accustomed to interpreting 

such experiences with learners, whether these experiences take place in physically 

present or technologically mediated worlds. 

Photographers have long attempted to reproduce embodied views of landscapes 

and other environments through 360-degree panoramas. Today, Google Map’s (Google 

Maps, n.d.) Street View feature enables web users to see 360-degree composite, 

photographic representations of various exterior environments throughout the United 

States, but in doing so it takes traditional photographic panoramas several steps further. 

With Street View, a user can select the specific area they wish to explore (either by 

typing an address or by using the mouse to drag and drop the Street View icon, a yellow 

cartoon person), move through that area as if their body were located in the same three-

dimensional space, and even look up to the sky and down to the ground—not quite with 
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180-degrees of vertical sweep, but with about the same range of mobility and vision as if 

a person nodding. Though not captured “live” or at the user’s discretion, these embodied 

views can be navigated by the user in the user’s “real” time. While these “Views” 

currently enable visual, bodily, and kinesthetic experiences of real spaces by virtual 

means, perhaps soon enough these “Views” will offer sample sounds from these spaces, 

too. To the user wearing headphones such an addition might produce particularly 

immersive experiences. 

To broach a second example related to Google, using the newest version of 

Google Earth software (Google Earth, n.d.), Google Earth 5.0, users can “record” their 

own three-dimensional tours—around neighborhoods or geographic regions, or between 

tourist spots related to famous authors or favorite architectural landmarks around the 

globe—share them with friends, or make them available to the broader public for 

download. The tagline of a website called Google Sightseeing, notably not sponsored by 

or affiliated with Google (i.e., Google Inc., or GOOG by NASDAQ ticker symbol), is 

“Why bother seeing the world for real?” (Google Sightseeing, n.d.)—a question I will 

return to in a moment. As if to make a point about the virtual accessibility of the wide 

world to even the most novice web user, Google Sightseeing is powered by the free, user-

friendly, open source, blog-publishing software and content management system 

WordPress (WordPress, n.d.), which is the most popular blog software in use today 

(Wikipedia: WordPress, n.d.).  

It is also increasingly common to find 360-degree views of buildings and other 

spaces online in other, more specific venues and with more targeted objectives. The 

company eCampusTours has made over 1200 virtual tours of college campuses, both 
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grounds and buildings, enabling “360˚ x 360˚” views (i.e., all possible views within a 

given sphere) from static positions (i.e., the user cannot move through a building as a 

Street View user can move through space), so that prospective students can “see what 

college life is really like” (eCampusTours, n.d.). Through their website and/or directly 

from individual college’s websites (e.g., Illinois Institute of Technology: Campus Tour, 

n.d.), students and parents can “visit” college “in person.” Similar “360˚ x 360˚” virtual 

tours of historically significant architecture have been created for educational usage (e.g., 

Virtual Architecture Project, n.d.), and the same kinds of technology and presentation are 

used to allow potential customers to tour model homes (e.g., Real estate virtual tour 

samples, n.d.) and even the insides of cars (e.g., 2010 Rolls-Royce Phantom 360˚ interior 

& exterior views, n.d.). 

Another specific venue, the art museum, has versions of these, too. While many 

museums have offered virtual versions of physically installed exhibitions (e.g., 

Contemplating the Void, n.d), and others have offered online-only exhibitions (e.g., 

Online exhibitions, n.d.), some have offered live footage of parts of exhibitions, as if the 

body of the web user is present in the museum’s space. At the time of writing, Marina 

Abramović is performing a piece called The Artist is Present (also the name of the 

retrospective exhibition, of which it is part) at the Museum of Modern Art, for which she 

is sitting silent and still at a table in the gallery space throughout the run of the exhibition 

(March 14, 2010-May 31, 2010), during regular museum hours (Marina Abramović: The 

Artist is Present, n.d.). Though “present” and performing in New York, she can be joined 

in the gallery space via webcam by anyone, anywhere. While a distant and disembodied 

experience in its way, I found the fact of the event’s liveness to be surprisingly 
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captivating and even moving. One day I watched Abramović towards the end of her 

workday; a museum visitor who elected to sit in the empty chair across from her watched 

her intently while she looked down at the table between them, and in the background 

other visitors sat on the floor and watched or milled about. When the web camera 

suddenly cut out, signaling the end of the museum’s coverage for the day, my body 

jumped. Although my experience of Abramović’s piece was not embodied in the same 

ways that my experience of Street View can be—and vice versa—I am sure it will not be 

long before I-via-avatar can move of my own volition through the “live” and “real” space 

and time of museum exhibitions and performances. 

Somewhat obviously—and perhaps to be argued endlessly with school boards in 

relation to ongoing attempts to cut field trip budgets—this technologically mediated 

experience is not the same as being present in the physical space of the exhibition. Any of 

Abramović’s fellow performers at MoMA might tell you something similar because, by 

performing in such proximity to museum guests, they run the risk of being touched 

inappropriately or even endangered (La Rocco, 2010). Though we can experience work 

in some installation in each circumstance, that experience is radically different when we 

embody the physical space with our own bodies. In both cases, both present and 

technologically mediated versions have seeming advantages, both resemble some aspect 

of our contemporary lives, and both need to be continually interrogated both in theory 

and in our daily educational interactions with learners. Likewise, we must not simply 

marvel in wonder at new aesthetic experiences—regardless of the technology that helped 

produce them or the immersive effect they may have on our senses—but instead work 

with our learners to interpret such experiences critically. 
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Stepping away from issues of experience for a moment, this imperative of 

fostering critical curiosity and individual interpretation is reflected on some level in most 

of the philosophies of education that I discuss in this thesis (e.g., Barrett, 1996, 2003a; 

Freire, 1998; hooks, 2010). It is also present in more popular education discourse (e.g., 

Loewen, 1995). Yet, at the time of this writing, educators, policy-makers, historians, and 

layperson advocates all across the United States are engaged in a scuffle with the Texas 

Board of Education over recently approved proposals for changes to the state’s social 

studies textbooks. In addition to recurring issues like the glaring lack of women and 

people of color represented and the enduring Manifest Destiny justification for 

globalization, there are new, rather disturbing erasures. The proposal that Cesar Chavez, 

“arguably the most important Latino civil rights leader of the 20th century” (Rosario, 

2010a), and other prominent Hispanic leaders be completely removed from Texas’s social 

studies textbooks is more severely revisionist than the forms of historical white-washing 

we may expect from textbooks at this point, but it does not make the fact that 

counterproposals to “include more Latinos and accurately reflect the population [and 

perspectives of residents] of the state” were “roundly rejected” any less appalling 

(Rosario, 2010b). Other approved proposals set out to de-/re-politicize individuals—for 

instance, by deleting all inferences that the ideas of Thomas Jefferson, the architect of the 

Declaration of Independence and a key political philosopher, influenced revolutions in 

countries around the world (Crow, 2010). Importantly, the interpretations agreed upon by 

the Texas Board of Education will be disseminated beyond the boundaries of Texas to 

other states, where their forms of controversially simplistic story-telling will likely 

discourage further questions, connections, and disagreements. 
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More directly pertinent to my study are the arguments this debacle revives about 

the problems of textbook-based education in the first place. Textbooks, whether printed 

or online, are “still the backbone of education” (Shorto, 2010), yet they “exclude 

conflict” (Loewen, 1995, p. 2; on history textbooks), “portray the past as a simple-

minded morality play” (p. 3), “stifle meaning by suppressing causation” (p. 4), and do not 

accomplish the crucial task of helping students “learn how to ask questions about our 

society and its history and how to figure out answers for ourselves” (p. 307). Loewen 

(1995) writes, “History is furious debate informed by evidence and reason. Textbooks 

encourage students to believe that history is facts to be learned” (p. 5). The same could be 

said of textbooks of art history or literature that deliver singular interpretations of the 

very aesthetic forms that are valued by many for their subjective interpretive possibilities. 

My point here is not a new one: that, by simplifying knowledge and feeding it through a 

“banking” form of education, textbooks stifle inquiry; and by stifling inquiry, they 

preclude interpretations; and by precluding interpretations, they contribute to object 

production rather than subject production—all rather than engaging learners’ curiosity 

and criticality. 

Perhaps the latest changes to Texas’s textbooks—and subsequently other states’ 

textbooks—would not be a matter of such deep concern if our national paradigm of 

education involved individuals seeking and exploring primary sources, asking questions, 

and hypothesizing possible interpretations. But instead it involves learners being fed and 

expected to regurgitate those generalized and questionable “truths” set forth by corporate-

authored textbooks—the medium through which those corporate authors have effectively 

and definitively dictated “what is important.” Also central to this conflict—ongoing 
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throughout the history of education in this country—are questions about the purposes of 

education. Why do we educate? What are our objectives in doing so? How might we best 

educate the populace to achieve these goals? Often missing from these exchanges are 

questions about what might be best for the learner. 

Conflict and objections are not necessary evils. Perhaps this is exactly the point. 

Indeed, in working with groups of learners and attempting to engage each individual’s 

subjectivity—here, via interpretation of their multi-sensory and bodily experiences—one 

cannot possibly hope to reach consensus and, it seems, one would not want to do so. It is 

both practically and theoretically undesirable—practically, because it is impossible or 

nearly impossible, and theoretically, because it is precisely this diversity of voices that is 

essential for educators to foster, both for processes of transformation for our learners and 

for the health of our shared democracy. As Mouffe (2000) points out, seeking to create a 

“consensus at the center” has often meant giving up on struggles for equality and even 

democracy (p. 6). “Consensus is indeed necessary,” she writes, “but it must be 

accompanied by dissent” in order for a “real debate” about possibilities to take place (p. 

113). While most would agree to “liberty and equality for all,” there are a great many 

meanings—or interpretations—of the phrase, as well as numerous beliefs about how 

liberty and equality should be enacted (pp. 113-114). If we did not acknowledge multiple 

interpretations—if we all “preempt[ed] conflict” and pledged allegiance to an “authorized 

answer”—then we would call our government and society something else: authoritarian 

(Ellsworth, 2005, p. 94). I synthesize the ideas of many scholars from many disciplines as 

follows: Learners are not vessels to be filled with knowledge any more than spectators 

are passive receivers of aesthetic and ideological information. Learning, like 
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interpretation or emancipation, is a process and not a product, and as our world and 

sensory experiences change we must continually share, critically dialogue about, and 

reinvestigate even our own most closely held ideas and understandings. 

Freire (1998) writes, “It’s precisely because ingenuous curiosity does not 

automatically become critical that one of the essential tasks of progressive educational 

praxis is the promotion of a curiosity that is critical, bold, and adventurous” (p. 38). In 

recognizing the reality of being “conditioned” but not “determined” by “History,” we 

recognize that “the future is problematic” but “not already decided, fatalistically” (p. 26; 

Freire’s italics and capitalization). One could say something similar about sensory 

conditioning—and what it takes to recognize its partitioning, to possibly re-condition or 

re-sensitize one’s senses. For instance, Bull (2006a) claims “the experience of everyday 

life is increasingly mediated by mechanically reproduced sounds” (p. 113). Given this, 

and identifying the need for better understandings of sensory conditioning, he continues, 

“if a culture’s sensory order is central to how it makes itself socially and how its 

inhabitants see themselves individually, then understanding the multiple, contradictory, 

and changing nature of our auditory environment becomes a compelling concern” (p. 

114). I take Bull’s argument a step further in proposing that understanding the multiple, 

contradictory, and changing experiences of our sensory environment should become a 

present and continual imperative. We may be conditioned by our sensory experiences, but 

we are not determined by them, and we must continually work to become critically aware 

of them. 

Contemporary philosopher Jacques Rancière (2006) theorizes the “distribution of 

the sensible” (alternately translated as “the partition of the sensible”) as “the system of 
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self-evident facts of sense perception” that “simultaneously discloses the existence of 

something in common and the delimitations that define the respective parts and positions 

within it,” establishing “at one and the same time something common that is shared and 

exclusive parts” (p. 12). Among other things, the distribution of the sensible implicitly 

“structure[s] the manner in which the arts can be perceived and thought of as forms of art 

and as forms that inscribe a sense of community” (p. 14; Rancière’s italics)—that is, 

what, how, and who and for whom the arts include and exclude, as defined by those 

“modes of being, doing, making, and communicating” that establish “the borders between 

the visible and the invisible, the audible and the inaudible, and the sayable and the 

unsayable” (p. 89). For example, the assertion by “Modernist discourse” that painting had 

discovered and mastered “its own proper [two-dimensional] surface” does not say 

anything factual about “any distinctive feature” of a surface (p. 15). Rather, Rancière 

writes, a “surface” understood as such “is a certain distribution of the sensible” (p. 15). 

Applying Rancière’s conception of the distribution of the sensible to the field of art 

education highlights the importance of considering how our sensory experiences and 

interpretations—and what and how who is allowed and deemed able to sense and 

interpret what—are structured. Without explicit reference to Rancière, Bull (2006c) 

reflects a similar understanding and then calls for further inquiry: “To the mediation of 

knowledge by the senses, then, we must add the mediation of the senses themselves by 

culture and history” (p. 167). Indeed, “from this point of view, ‘looking’ and ‘hearing’ 

are indeed mediated cultural practices, as are notions of what it is to ‘remember’ or to 

‘experience’ anything at all” (Bull, 2006c, p. 167). As art educators, we must not only 

examine that “knowledge” but also technological, discursive, and sensory mediation.  
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Of processes of learning, knowing, and being, Freire (1998) returns to the theme 

of conditioning:  

I like to be human because in my unfinishedness I know that I am conditioned 
[rather than determined]. Yet conscious of such conditioning, I know that I can go 
beyond it, which is the essential difference between conditioned and determined 
existence. (p. 54)  
 

What we may gain as art educators from recognizing all of these forms of conditioning is 

greater awareness of realms of sensory experiences and systems of sensory power, 

broader understandings of the sensory world and our processes of being and learning 

within it, and an increased capacity for curiosity and criticality about what we and our 

learners may encounter. 

CLOSING THOUGHTS: REFLECTING UPON WHAT IS AT STAKE IN LOOKING BEYOND 
THE VISUAL 
 

Art, like mass media, is pedagogical in its way, and both have their own systems 

of sensory power. Importantly, both construct social relations and engage with and shape 

the multiple sensory experiences of their individual spectators. As Jones (2006d) notes, 

this is increasingly—or more obviously—the case in recent years, as the art world 

supports artists’ attempts to problematize its long-standing visual myopia by actively 

eliciting from its “viewers” a range of physical, social, and sensory experiences:  

Visitors to the world’s biennials (and Documentas and Manifestas) are by now 
familiar with this shift from form to experience. Whether slurping water popsicles 
or Indonesian curries, smelling carbonized paper or shuffling through mounds of 
coffee, wearing 3-D goggles or headphones, art “viewers” in the new millennium 
are met with dramatically synaesthetic and kinaesthetic scenarios that produce 
their newness from the ostentatious destruction of a bureaucratic modernist 
regime. By now, form has thoroughly engaged with anti-form, begetting current 
desires for (always mediated) experience. (p. 18)  
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Yet, while it is true that the art industry has its own social, sensory, and structural 

conditions—in which many of the works I have addressed in this thesis are inherently 

implicated—those are not my primary concern in closing. 

 Rather, in writing this thesis, I aim to offer broadly grounded speculations as to 

how our field, our learners, and our society may be affected if art educators do—or do 

not—attend to learners’ multi-sensory and bodily experiences in the context of art 

education. My further intention is to expand our means of understanding not only the 

kinds of artworks and media our learners may encounter, but more importantly what we 

could and should do when they do. What is at stake in how we educate? How can helping 

multiple learners create multiple interpretations—of artworks, sensory experiences, or 

anything else—in the same pedagogical space enable, for example, tolerance for others? 

By challenging existing paradigms of art education as I have throughout this paper, I 

mean to construct arguments rather than establish a new “truth,” invite others’ 

interpretations and counter-interpretations, and thus hope to foster further debate in our 

field about how we might move forward with our learners as time moves forward, and as 

bodily and sensory experiences change.  

In an Art Education article from 1984, Phelan (1984) suggests that “major 

aesthetic forces” like video art require radical changes in art teaching, that postmodern 

times call for postmodern measures (p. 36). More than twenty-five years later, it seems 

that this call has not been wholly met by our field. Yet it is not too late to accomplish 

this. If our modes of art education do not keep up with the changing times and changing 

media and their correspondent changing experiences, what does that mean for future 

generations of learners? As the world changes, art changes, and experiences change—and 
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the world still continues to change. We cannot afford to ignore such changes, and instead 

should take the opportunity to learn from them and from our learners. Even if the 

artworks we share with our learners are not so contemporary as most I cite in this 

thesis—perhaps were even produced a very long time ago—they are nevertheless 

experienced by learners in ways that reflect their individual experiences of the 

contemporary world. Of course, our learners experience things that we do not—educating 

us, in turn—and we must encourage learners to share and interpret their experiences, as 

we also share our experiences and interpretations with them.  

Perhaps the most significant challenge that the idea of interpreting the experience 

of artworks poses for art education has nothing to do with video art in installation itself, 

or with considerations of sensory experience, per se. The most significant challenge may 

have to do with the very fact of change, regardless of the forms that change may take or 

require. That is, while video art in installation and other multi-sensory media may call for 

and enable different approaches to meaning making by learners, art educators must also 

be open to the prospect of changing their perspectives. We can begin this process 

individually by asking ourselves questions about our own practice—for instance, “How 

does my current approach to art education invite learners’ active sensory inquiry and 

reflection?” and “How might I encourage learners to make and share their own 

interpretations of their own sensory experiences?”—and by continually and critically re-

evaluating that practice. Within our individual art education contexts, we must also 

reexamine existing pedagogical frameworks and posit new paradigms that are both 

relevant and potentially transformative for learners in our present and future time. 
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Appendix A: List of Artworks Cited 

This appendix, which lists every artwork cited in text in this paper, is intended both as a 
reference for readers and as a resource for educators who seek a starting point for 
engaging with some of the issues and considerations I broach in this thesis. 
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