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Abstract 

 

Bridging Theatre and Visual Art:  

The Role of an Applied Theatre Practitioner in a Fine Art Museum 

 

 

 

 

Lindsay Michelle Genshaft, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Co-Supervisors:  Kathryn Dawson and Megan Alrutz 

 

This thesis document details the theoretical and practical implications of using 

theatrical techniques and drama-based instruction in the visual art museum setting. 

Presented are four diverse museum theatre programs created and implemented at The 

Blanton Museum of Art at the University of Texas at Austin.  These programs support the 

argument that drama-based instruction and theatrical techniques can help deepen and/or 

complicate the notion of visitor engagement in a visual art museum. The theoretical 

underpinnings of museum theatre are investigated by examining elements of applied 

theatre and museum learning and the progressive education theory which shapes their 

practice. The belief is put forth that creative participation in museum education is 

essential for personal and critical connection with visual art. Theatre is a dynamic and 

powerful tool to support this creative participation. Findings include recommendations 
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for utilizing museum theatre programming implemented by an applied theatre practitioner 

as it promotes the use of critical thinking and problem-solving skills, engages the senses, 

and stimulates meaningful dialogue. 
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Chapter One:  Introduction to the “World” 

Something in the light, something in the sky, in the grass, up behind the 
trees…things I hadn’t looked at till now: Flower on your hat. And your smile. 
And the color of your hair. And the way you catch the light…and the care…and 
the feeling…And the life. 

-Stephen Sondheim, Sunday in the Park with George 

 

I get to go into the back entrance of the Columbus Museum of Art because I’m 

with my mom. She has a special card that she waves at the door near the loading dock. 

We open the door and sign in with Charlie, one of the museum guards. He always greets 

me with a big hello. I give a hello back and look around at the “behind the scenes” view. 

There are empty picture frames hung everywhere all the way up and down the walls of 

this cavernous, cement space. Some frames are ornate and intricate and others are plain. 

On certain hooks there are multiple empty frames -- an empty museum beneath the 

museum. We walk through the room to a door on the other side and go through a maze of 

hallways to the back stairs. Up two flights of stairs, open the door, turn to the right. We 

are directly in front of an exhibition called “Eyespy.” It is colorful and lively with 

tempting activities: a computer that takes pictures of visitors and then turns them into the 

painting styles of Picasso, Seurat and Monet and even a large sandbox encouraging 

visitors to dig and discover archeological treasures.  

But I am drawn to a smaller room directly in front of me towards the back. The 

space has been transformed to replicate the architecture and interior of a Dutch living 

room from the 1600s. There are the distinctly Dutch, large black and white tiles on the 

floor and detailed wood paneling adorning the walls. There are a series of hooks running 

along one of the walls and they are filled with blousy, flowing, enticing Dutch period 
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costumes. I excitedly choose one from a hook. These costumes are efficiently designed to 

be fastened around the neck and flow down. I waste no time getting in and out of 

clothing; I can jump from costume to costume quickly! Cleverly, there is a large mirror 

on the opposite wall of this Dutch space that is actually half mirror and half a painting of 

the inside of a typical Dutch living room. With my costume secured, I turn to the 

mirror/painting and put myself in the scene. I pretend to sit in the chair in the living 

room. I pose by the people in the painting/mirror and make up stories in my head about 

who they are and how we are related. I try on a different costume and become a whole 

new character in the Dutch scene. I have literally jumped into a painting and become a 

part of it.  

This interactive, participatory and creative exhibition was called A Touch of 

Dutch1 and it was conceived and implemented by my mother, Carole Genshaft, former 

Education Director of the Columbus Museum of Art. A Touch of Dutch, part of the larger 

permanent children’s exhibition, “Eyespy,” also conceived by my mother, made fine art 

accessible to me as a child. Art museums can be intimidating and daunting to visitors, 

especially young people. But this type of interactive exhibition made me feel comfortable 

in the vast space with priceless objects and fostered my love of museums. A Touch of 

Dutch also allowed me to tap into my passion for drama and theatre, making this memory 

stick with me vividly to this day. What is a museum memory that stands out significantly 

to you? Close your eyes and let yourself journey back to that memory for a moment… 

IN PURSUIT OF PERSONAL CONNECTION 

Why do we connect with art? – a painting, a sculpture, a play, a piece of music? 

Perhaps it is because it reminds us of something in our lived experience, positive or 

                                                
1 Visit to Touch of Dutch, Columbus Museum of Art, Columbus, OH 
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negative. Perhaps it is in the words or music we hear or the artwork or scene we witness 

that we recall our past or fantasize about our desires for the future. I define personal 

connection with art as the space where we find ourselves emotionally and critically 

engaged during and after experiencing a particular work of art.  

George Geahigan in his article, “The World of the Work” suggests that in the act 

of creating artwork, the artist portrays his or her subject matter by entering the world of 

the piece and creating direct representations and suggested representations.  Based on the 

notion of the importance of aesthetics and representation in artwork as put forth by 

Wolterstorff (1980) and Walton (1990) Geahigan suggests, “A landscape painting, for 

example, might represent a group of trees directly. The leaves of the trees, however, 

might only be suggested in the brushstrokes a painter uses” (13).  It is in interpreting the 

brushstrokes that the viewer must use their imagination. Geahigan emphasizes that:  

Walton carefully distinguishes between imagining ‘from the inside,’ as a 
participant, and imagining as an observer. In the former instance we are ‘caught 
up’ in the world of the work and are led to reflect upon it in terms of our own 
beliefs, feelings, attitudes, and values. In experiencing a work of art in this 
empathetic way, we gain insight into ourselves, others, and the world around us. 
(13) 

I believe imagining “from the inside” lies at the crux of making a personal connection 

with certain works of art. Geahigan emphasizes the use of the five senses as a means of 

connecting to human feelings and emotions. In teaching the concept of the “world of the 

work”, he assigns creative writing essays, asking his students to: 

Imagine taking a five-minute journey beyond the picture plane of your painting. 
Describe what you would see, hear, touch, smell and think as you took this 
imaginary journey. Look for things that are not shown directly but implied. (15) 

I argue that creative writing is not the only way into the “world of the work.” Interactive 

and educational theatrical techniques also provide entry into the art. Based on this 
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premise, this thesis explores the following questions: How can museum visitors 

experience a more meaningful connection with and deeper understanding of a work of 

art? How can drama-based instruction and theatrical techniques help deepen or 

complicate the notion of visitor engagement in a visual art museum? What can an applied 

theatre practitioner do to encourage connection, creativity and learning in museum 

education? Geahigan begins his article with the quote, “Appreciation of representational 

works of art is primarily a matter of participation” (Walton 1990). I agree, but would add 

it is primarily a matter of creative participation and this is epitomized through the field of 

museum theatre.  

This thesis document details my practical exploration in analyzing and 

interpreting visual art using theatrical techniques to encourage engaged participation. In 

chapter one, I discuss how my early experiences in art museums and theatres fostered my 

love of theatre and visual art. I introduce the field of museum theatre through specific 

terms which characterize its practice, present a historical overview of the field, and put 

forth my own definition of museum theatre. Chapter two explores the theoretical 

underpinnings of museum theatre by examining elements of applied theatre and museum 

learning and the progressive education theory which shapes their practice. Chapter three 

discusses my practical thesis work as an applied theatre practitioner at The Blanton 

Museum of Art, facilitating a museum theatre ensemble. Chapter four delves into the 

specific museum theatre projects created during my practical thesis research. In chapter 

five, I argue for museum theatre as an essential component of visual art museum 

programming; I demonstrate how a theatre practioner can play an integral and vital role 

as a museum education staff member. I conclude with specific recommendations for 

creating, implementing, and assessing museum theatre in a visual art museum setting. 
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ENCOUNTERING MUSEUM THEATRE 

I grew up with a museum mom. I always chose theatre as my art form as a child, 

but a genuine love of fine art, i.e., painting, sculpture, crafts and objects seeped into me 

because I was exposed to visual art museums frequently from a young age. I was 

enthralled with the stories of the artists and artwork behind the objects resulting in a 

deeper appreciation of their work. I also can not remember a time when theatre wasn’t in 

my life. Through imagination and acting, I was able to go to a magical place where I 

could be creative, silly and expressive. I consider my early acting and theatre experiences 

to be the beginning of my life in the arts. I received a BFA in Musical Theatre from New 

York University's Tisch School of the Arts and upon graduation, I worked as a musical 

theatre actor for over ten years in New York City, on national tours and in regional 

theatres across the country. I also worked as a teaching artist, playwright, and director in 

Alaska, Ohio, New York, and Texas. 

But throughout that time, I never made a direct connection between visual art and 

theatre. I knew there were hints of an association because as an undergrad at NYU, I 

enrolled in enough art history classes to declare it my minor. I was fascinated by the 

various movements throughout art history and intrigued by the stories and histories of the 

artists and their cultures. There was drama and depth in these accounts, but it still did not 

occur to me to bridge visual art and theatre. 

In 2008, I began graduate school at the University of Texas at Austin and during 

the fall of 2009 I registered for the course, Drama/Theatre Applications in Museum 

Settings. Finally a formal connection was made between theatre and visual art; I could 

delve into an entire class devoted to my two favorite art forms. It was during this course 

that I was asked to co-create a theatre piece to support the Petrobelli Altarpiece exhibition 

at The University of Texas’s Blanton Museum of Art. 
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With a team of my classmates I created an interactive play entitled Arabella and 

the Altarpiece, based on the Petrobelli Altarpiece exhibition on display at The Blanton. 

The main character of the play, Arabella, leads the audience on an adventure into the 

mystery of a painting that has been broken into four pieces and scattered around the 

globe. She then facilitates a discussion of its iconography and the history of its artist, 

Paolo Veronese (1528-1588). Approximately one hundred and seventy-five Girl Scouts, 

aged seven to twelve, experienced the interactive play. Qualitative evaluation revealed 

strong audience engagement, evidenced by participation in the interactive sections of the 

drama and connections those in attendance made between post-performance questions 

and inciting incidents in the play (Arabella and the Altarpiece Observation Evaluation 

2009). I observed that the girls were enthralled with the drama and throughout the 

process I witnessed firsthand how creativity and participation can activate the viewers’ 

reflection on a work of art and engage an audience. 

This Renaissance altarpiece painting, which had the potential to be intimidating 

and irrelevant to seven to twelve year olds, became instead a fixture of fascination and 

awe, and a site of imaginative and creative participation. This first experience with 

museum theatre led me to wonder: How does creative participation affect the level of 

audience engagement with fine art? Our evaluation suggested that many of the Girl 

Scouts experienced personal and critical connections with the Petrobelli Altarpiece 

(Arabella evaluation), and I was eager to further explore the intersections of museum and 

theatre. As one adult museum guest commented, “They [the Girl Scouts] were transfixed, 

you took a Renaissance painting and made it accessible for 8-year-olds” (Arabella and 

the Altarpiece Observation Evaluation 2009). 
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THE PARTICIPATORY AND CREATIVITY MOVEMENT IN MUSEUM EDUCATION 

There is a growing participatory and creativity movement in art education and in 

museum education and many cultural institutions, specifically art museums are jumping 

on board. In today’s 21st century culture, driven by technology and innovation in all 

fields, there is a call for active educational experiences that promote critical thinking 

skills through creative expression, immersion, and engagement. Human beings are 

innately creative and it is a vital part of the art museum’s job to provide an atmosphere 

that connects the public with art in an innovative way. A space that fosters and 

encourages its visitors’ creativity can allow these experiences to live beyond the museum 

walls. 

What exactly is meant by creativity in art and museum education? Professor Julia 

Marshall quotes authors Gray and Malins who:  

find creative exploration to be the primary investigative method in art-based 
inquiry […] In the case of artistic inquiry, learning entails active construction of 
knowledge through hands-on exploration and experimentation, which are 
interwoven with and shaped by creative thinking. (16) 

Art and education professor Kerry Freedman articulates that creativity,  

(1) involves critical reflection, (2) is based on interest, (3) is a learning process, 
(4) is functional, (5) is a social activity, (6) depends on reproduction, and (7) is a 
form of leadership. (10)  

I view creativity in a fine art museum as a carefully prepared recipe that requires 

first and foremost instinctual ideas inspired by the works of art in a collection or 

exhibition. These ideas need to be sifted by high-level thinking and problem-solving and 

allowed to marinate through reflection to produce a new and imaginative concoction.  

Creativity in museum education also needs space for physical movement to occur so 

kinesthetic learning can be triggered. This could be achieved by asking participants to 

physically embody a character or feeling in a work of art. This physical expression can 
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lead to emotional and intellectual discovery resulting in an impactful, personal experience 

with the artwork. Applied theatre practitioner James Thompson refers to this process as 

“marking”: “An experience that develops links between people – above, around and 

through the existing shapes of the participants’ lives […] it can gently or faintly, mark” 

(53). Another key ingredient in my recipe of creative museum education is time. 

Specifically, time to allow for discussion instigated by thoughtful, open-ended questions 

guided by an experienced facilitator. Mixed into this recipe also needs to be the use of 

some or all of the five senses so the participant can experience complete immersion into 

the world of the artwork. Fold all of these ingredients into one another to heat up an 

atmosphere where potentially deep connections can occur. At the heart of this recipe is 

the museum visitor who activates the process of creative participation. Once the visitor is 

physically and mentally present he or she adds unique ideas and observations about an 

exhibition or work of art and makes new connections with the piece(s) based on personal 

experiences and knowledge. These dynamic and energetic sparks are at the center of the 

creative process in participatory museum education. 

CREATIVE PARTICIPATION 

Why is there a need for visitor participation? Exhibit designer, museum 

consultant, and author Nina Simon believes that the creating, sharing, and connecting 

inherent in active participation programs solves the problem of an unsatisfied public. 

Three of the most widespread complaints regarding cultural institutions like museums are 

that they: 

don’t include my view or give me context for understanding what’s presented, are 
not creative places where I can express myself and contribute to history, science 
and art and they are not comfortable social places for me to talk about ideas with 
friends and strangers. (Simon iii-iv) 
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In her book, The Participatory Museum, Simon argues that visitors need to be 

active participants in cultural institutions and she bases this on three theories: 

1. The idea of the audience-centered institution that is as relevant, useful, and 
accessible as a shopping mall or train station.  

2. The idea that visitors construct their own meaning from cultural 
experiences. 

3. The idea that users’ voices can inform and invigorate both project-design 
and public-facing programs. (ii) 

Simon’s definition of a participatory cultural institution includes “…a place where 

visitors can create, share, and connect with each other around content” (ii).  

The importance of creativity in art education is not a new idea. In fact, the March 

2010 Art Education issue on creativity featured an article titled “The Almost Forgotten 

1953 Conference on Creativity” by Jerome Hausman. Almost sixty years ago, there was 

an assembly of art academics, educators, and professionals who gathered with the goal to, 

“…convene an interdisciplinary conference centering on research into creative behavior 

in the arts and its educational significance” (Hausman 6). Much of the discourse of the 

conference faded for decades, but important seeds were planted and are now being 

rediscovered in the art education world. Forward to 1992 when the American Association 

of Museums Task Force on Museum Education called for a complete overhaul of 

thinking regarding education in museums. The task force’s report, Excellence and Equity 

challenged American museums  

to expand their role as educational institutions without boundaries in order to 
reach broad audiences. Supporting and increasing educational opportunities for 
people of every age… (AAM 2) 

Excellence and Equity called for “Dynamic, forceful leadership from individuals, 

institutions and organizations within and outside the museum community…” (AAM 5). 
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The report emphasized the responsibility of museums to serve as venues for public 

service where visitors could “address issues and problems through the rigorous 

application of creative and critical thinking skills” (AAM 11). A main theme that 

emerges from the document is the importance of museums providing exhibitions and 

programming that prove stirring, inspiring, and meaningful to the public. Museum 

educators believe that developing creativity provides essential skills for visitors that will 

encourage them to be innovators and “visionaries who create new perspectives, new 

solutions and even new worlds” (Center for Creativity 1).  

Recently, the editors of the bi-monthly journal, Art Education focused an entire 

issue on creativity in art education. Each of the articles in this issue considered the role of 

stimulating imagination and innovation in art education for both the educators/teachers 

and the museum visitors/participants. The importance of creative participation in museum 

education may have been lost for a time, but it is now a major force in the field.  “The 

creativity phoenix, it appears, has risen from the ashes and portends once again to 

become a vital factor in art education theory and practice” summarized one scholar 

(Zimmerman 5). And further, I contend that museum theatre is an effective programming 

tool for supporting creative participation in visual art museums. 

A BRIEF HISTORY AND DEFINITION OF TERMS OF MUSEUM THEATRE 

Although museum theatre is a relatively new term, aspects of it can be traced back 

throughout museum education history. Museum theatre has many facets and layers and 

for the purposes of this thesis, I offer a definition based on my experience and training in 

applied theatre and museum theatre practices. But first I will share a historical overview 

of the field and some of its key terms.  
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According to the International Museum Theatre Alliance (IMTAL) website, 

museum theatre is, “the use of theatre and theatrical technique to cultivate emotional 

connections, provoke action, and add public value to the museum experience” (imtal.org) 

Museum theatre can be understood as a subset of Applied Theatre (to be discussed further 

in chapter two), which Helen Nicholson defines as “forms of dramatic activity that 

primarily exist outside conventional mainstream theatre institutions and which are 

specifically intended to benefit individuals, communities and societies” (2). Theatre that 

takes place in settings such as schools, businesses, prisons and cultural institutions can 

enliven and enhance learning through the use of drama techniques such as tableaux 

images, role playing, and improvisational games. It could be argued that museum theatre 

is also a form of Theatre-in-Education (TIE) and/or Drama-in-Education (DIE) both of 

which use drama and theatrical techniques as classroom pedagogy “to create an 

experience through which students may come to understand human interactions, 

empathize with other people, and internalize alternative points of view” (Wagner 5). 

Tony Jackson, TIE and museum theatre expert and author of Learning Through Theatre, 

defines TIE as 

a co-ordinated and carefully structured pattern of activities, usually devised and 
researched by the [TIE] company, around a topic of relevance both to the school 
and the children’s own lives, presented in school by the company and involving 
the children directly. (4) 

Although closely situated, applied theatre practitioners make a distinction between DIE 

and TIE. DIE is 

concerned with the exploration of themes and problems through role play and 
improvisation, with emphasis upon developing the child’s imagination, self-
awareness and expressiveness and upon the social skills involved in group work. 
(8) 
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TIE requires following a specific framework and usually involves scripted portions in the 

program, while DIE can be more open-ended depending on where the participating group 

takes it. Museums that engage in museum theatre often employ elements of both TIE and 

DIE, but I believe museum theatre nevertheless remains its own entity within a sub-set of 

applied theatre.  

For the purposes of this thesis, I am exploring the use of museum theatre 

specifically in visual art museums. Museum theatre is more prevalent in cultural 

institutions such as heritage sites, history museums, and science and industry museums 

(Hughes 1998). Perhaps this is due to these types of museums being traditionally more 

story centered than object centered and also being early adapters of including interactive 

elements in design exhibition. But as art museums become more visitor centered and 

community aware, they too are emphasizing stories to go along with objects and 

exhibitions. Therefore, theatre is an appropriate tool to support visual art museum 

programming as much as any other type of museum. In visual art museums, museum 

theatre remains unique because the narrative, characters, and content is based on the 

museum’s particular artwork, objects and exhibitions.  

The content that is typically activated through museum theatre techniques 

includes:  

• Interpretation (information presented to visitor in a variety of forms) 

• Live Interpretation (real-time interaction with visitors) 

• First Person Interpretation (interpreter in role as a character) 

• Third Person Interpretation (interpreter interacting with visitors as self, not 

in character) 

• First/Third Person Interpretation (interpreter stepping in and out of 

character)  
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• Role Play (putting visitors into character with interpreter) 

• Storytelling (oldest form of communication) 

• Creative Drama (interpreter using activities such as improvisation, role 

play, image work, etc.) (IMTAL.org)  

Museum theatre programming often uses one or any combination of the above 

techniques. Again, the language used to articulate museum theatre and its techniques is 

new, but the basis of using theatre in museums for educational, informative, and 

entertainment purposes has its roots in the work of pioneer museum educator, Anna 

Curtis Chandler. 

Through perhaps not the very first, but certainly the most popular, Anna Curtis 

Chandler implemented theatre at New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art (MET) 

between 1910 and 1934. Chandler had a passion for stories and storytelling along with 

deep interests in writing, history, art history, and pedagogy (Solli 72). This combination 

of interests led her to hold story hours for museum member’s children at the Met on 

weekends. From there, the museum director at the time gave Chandler the opportunity to 

expand and hold children’s talks in the museum for the public. Chandler viewed 

museums as a “storehouse of art’s treasures that could be made a place of living joy 

especially for children” (Chandler 1940). Her goal of creating memorable experiences for 

children in the galleries by stimulating and stirring their imagination proved ahead of the 

times. Chandler’s programming used the artworks and objects in the museum to ignite 

excitement for learning about cultures far and near and established her “as the ‘costumed 

storyteller’ that children would flock to the museum to see” (Solli 1). Chandler’s work 

grew out of her view that children possess a special power to understand art and interpret 

it through their prior experiences.  She encouraged her young visitors to interact, tell 

stories, ask questions, and live kinesthetically among the paintings, tapestries, sculptures, 
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etc. In its heyday, Chandler’s story programs reached 70,000 to 90,000 children and 

families a year. With this remarkable success, it could be assumed that Chandler’s work 

would be well documented, studied and built upon, but “her history has not survived as it 

should, given the innovative work she was involved in and the enormous success she 

achieved doing it” (Solli 31). In the early 1900s, Chandler’s expertise was considered 

“amateur,” “women’s work,” and not deemed to be academic, professional or scholarly 

(Solli 31). For whatever reason, Anna Curtis Chandler’s progressive thinking faded from 

the public sphere after her tenure at the Met, but her dynamic ideas have not been lost on 

current museum theatre leaders. 

Dr. Catherine Hughes, actor, director and writer who formerly coordinated the 

Science Theatre Program at the Museum of Science, Boston is a modern pioneer in the 

world of museum theatre; In 1998, she wrote a book on the undertheorized field called 

Museum Theatre: Communicating with Visitors through Drama. Hughes believes 

“[Museums] are theatres, rich with stories of human spirit and activity and the natural 

forces of life. Theatre and museums are storytellers, tapping into elemental human 

consciousness” (10). Her book references many museum programming examples 

including: The Bog Man’s Daughter, a museum theatre piece supporting an exhibition 

based on peat, the ancient type of Irish land and its mysterious natural ability to preserve 

environments to Ada: Bride of Science which brings to life the character of nineteenth 

century mathematician, Ada Byron King, daughter of the famous poet. Hughes has been 

involved in the implementation of all types of museum theatre such as improvisation in 

galleries, storytelling, interpretation, puppetry and scripted plays. The belief that “Drama 

is an essential part of our human heritage” and “Theater is a natural tool for teaching 

others about our world” underlies her work (106). Her ideas and demonstrate similarities 

to those of Chandler’s, even though their work was decades apart. 
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Tessa Bridal, another leader in the field of museum theatre and current Director of 

Interpretation for the Indianapolis Children's Museum is the author of Exploring Museum 

Theatre. This practical examination of the field points out the difficulty in defining 

museum theatre because there are “so many styles of museum theatre, encompassing 

such an array of subjects, that the term itself has come into question” (1). Bridal begins 

her book by asking a range of museum professionals from all types of museums to define 

the term. For one museum director, theater helped expand the visitor’s world to include 

the story that the work of art might hold: 

First, does the piece evoke a different time and place? That is to say, is the 
imagination of the audience engaged to the point that their world expands to 
include the story that is before them? (Bridal 2) 

Bridal believes: 

Theatre fosters an imaginative, creative and culturally diverse understanding of 
the objects we choose to display – and sometimes of those we choose not to 
display. It achieves this by adding the personal – a sense of time, a sense of space, 
and a story. (6) 

Bridal also argues that the definition and value of museum theatre depends upon the 

institution presenting the program. She feels strongly that each museum should determine 

what, where, and for whom museum theater is presented (5). It is evident that because of 

the diversity of the field of museum theatre, it cannot be so easily labeled and neatly 

categorized. Because museum theatre is a growing field, there is much to research, assess 

and discover both practically and theoretically. 

The field of museum theatre has a more established history internationally. British 

TIE applied theatre expert Anthony Jackson spearheaded an expansive study 

investigating the use and impact of performance as a medium of learning and 

interpretation in museums and at historic sites (plh.manchester.ac.uk). In this study, he 



 16 

and his colleagues followed four school groups visiting two museums and scrutinized 

their experience in detail over a three-year period. Jackson’s research finds that: 

the incorporation of performance alongside other more traditional approaches [of 
interpretation], demonstrably improved children’s grasp of the personal stories 
associated with, but not always explicit in, the museum collections and displays, 
and created strong and memorable resonances still evident several months after 
the visit. (2005) 

My definition of museum theatre in a fine art museum is culled from the 

pioneering research and practice of the field leaders, Hughes, Bridal and Jackson, as well 

as my practice, research, and experience in the area. My goal for museum theatre in a fine 

art museum is to create and implement interactive theatrical programming to support 

artworks and exhibitions. I believe this theatrical programming should promote the use of 

critical thinking and problem solving skills, engage the senses, require active physical 

engagement for kinesthetic learning, stimulate meaningful dialogue, and provide an 

atmosphere where potentially deep connections can be made for the museum visitor to 

aid in personal and critical connection. Critical connection is such an important aspect of 

the museum going experience because it “encourages reflection and deliberation about a 

work of art” (Geahigan 14). It goes hand in hand with creative participation in an art 

museum because “Critical response to the projected world in a work of art requires an act 

of imaginative perception” (Geahigan 14). Museum theatre is an ambitious, and 

multifaceted field which supports creative personal and critical connection and reflection. 

DRAMA-BASED INSTRUCTION 

Jackson, Chandler, Hughes and Bridal have all used drama-based instruction in 

their museum theatre work. Drama-based instruction is a tool which supports and 

promotes creative participation in museums and thus, an explanation of the term is 

crucial. Drama-based instruction (DBI) is defined as, 
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an umbrella term for a collection of teaching tools (including interactive games, 
improvisation, and role playing) designed to be used in conjunction with 
classroom curriculum. These techniques easily engage participants and 
immediately help create an environment for focused inquiry and cross-curricular 
learning opportunities. In addition, these techniques support a variety of learning 
styles and will keep students actively involved in the learning process. 
(utexas.edu/cofa/dbi) 

The term DBI, is widely used at The University of Texas and is often used to 

replace an older term, creative drama. Creative drama is, “an improvisation, non-

exhibitional, process-centered form of drama in which participants are guided by a leader 

to imagine, enact, and reflect upon human experiences . . .” (Davis & Evans 262). DBI’s 

focus is on activated learning using drama across the curriculum arguably presents a 

more appropriate and modern title, carrying over to museum education. 

In this chapter I discussed the path that led me to museum theatre and the research 

questions that ground my work and motivate my passion for the field. I also gave an 

overview of terms, approaches, and definitions regarding museum theatre specifically in 

a visual art museum setting. I noted the significance of creative participation when 

encountering artwork and exhibitions, which leads to the question, why are creative and 

participatory interactions with artworks so powerful? Theories that ground activated 

learning moments and creative participation in the museum setting will be explored in 

chapter two. 
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Chapter Two: The Foundation of the “World” 

First of all you need a good foundation, otherwise it’s risky from the start. 

-Stephen Sondheim, Sunday in the Park with George 

 

Every theory and practice needs a solid foundation from which to progress. I 

believe the practice of pursuing a personal connection with art relies on sensory elements 

for its foundation. Why is it that when some or all of our senses are engaged, powerful 

connections and learning experiences can occur? The Marine Protected Area (MPA) 

Education and Outreach Initiative in California defines the relationship between senses 

and emotion in an article called “Tangibles and Intangibles.” In it they explain: 

We connect with the world around us through our five senses.  A “tangible” is 
anything (i.e. objects, places, media) that we can experience directly using our 
senses.  Good interpretation often uses a multi-sensory approach, providing access 
to tangibles and encouraging audiences to explore these through personal 
interaction. (Californiampas.org) 

Once that initial connection to the tangibles is fostered through the senses, we can 

progress towards connecting to the intangibles: 

Intangibles include concepts, constructs, past experiences, theories, cumulative 
knowledge—in short the intangibles are what we may know or feel about the 
resource. Now our human gifts of intellect and emotion can be added to the 
experience.  We can make more rich and complex connections with our world by 
considering the intangible properties. (Californiampas.org) 

Connecting to the intangibles, resulting in dynamic and powerful meaning making, 

cannot occur without first connecting to the tangibles through the senses. The senses 

seem to be entry portals into the self and the more sensory information drawn in, the 

more emotion and meaning can be added to that foundation.  
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In this chapter I examine the theories that underpin the pedagogy and practices of 

museum theatre. Specifically I will focus on the museum learning and applied theatre 

literatures which are based in the progressive model educational practices of John Dewy 

(1916), Jean Piaget (1929), Jerome Bruner (196), and Lev Vygotsky (1978). I will argue 

that theoretical elements in museum learning and applied theatre exist in the foundation 

of museum theatre. To do this I will explore select museum visitor studies and 

demonstrate the importance of structuring, implementing and assessing creative and 

participatory programming in museum education. This exploration first calls for a 

summary of museum education from its beginnings to the current practices. 

MUSEUM EDUCATION: A BRIEF HISTORY  

The history of museum education in America is complex and rooted with its 

awkward beginning in the late nineteenth century,  

From very early on in the history of American art museums there was a linking of 
the usefulness of art to industry with a second, if more subtle, pragmatic 
consideration – the character-improving quality of art and its concomitant, “good 
taste.” (Zeller 18)  

Early museum education served as a seemingly important component of the public 

museum in the United States, but struggled for decades to find its footing. Institution 

directors and curators with little knowledge of educational theory or pedagogy ran 

education programs in museums essentially for “educating and refining the people” 

(Zeller 18). Even though almost all early museum mission statements centered on 

education, there was no sense of organization around education in a visitor centered way. 

The curators assumed that they knew what was best for the public in designing and 

presenting exhibitions which often lacked any reflection of or relevance to museum 

visitors’ lives or their educational needs. Historically, there has been a wall separating 
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museum curators and educators and in many cases, ongoing tension has existed between 

them. Only in the last fifty years has museum education become specialized and 

organized within museum infrastructure (Zeller 1989). More recently, museum education 

has gained stature and impact regarding all aspects of museum exhibitions and programs. 

From the mid-twentieth century to now, museum education has grown 

significantly in importance and necessity. In 1969, the federal government’s Tax Reform 

Act officially designated museums as educational entities (Caston 1989). In 1992, the  

publishing of the report Excellence and Equity called for an entire overhaul of education 

in museums and the role of museum educators. Terry Zeller, a professor and art education 

scholar argues in his article on museum education, that there are three museum education 

philosophies: the educational museum, the aesthetic museum, and the social museum 

(1989). All three were present in US museums from the beginning and each have raised 

or lowered in popularity and importance according to societal trends. The educational 

museum philosophy puts forth that the main purpose of the institution was an instructive 

one to teach the public. The aesthetic museum philosophy hinges on the concept that 

“…it be considered a temple for the contemplation of beauty” (Hein 343). And the social 

museum philosophy suggests that museums have a societal responsibility to encourage 

community welfare and values. Although each of these philosophies highlights different 

aspects of the museum experience, in reality they all reflect educational components 

because a museum, at its very core, is an educational institution. Again, these 

philosophies have existed for over one hundred years, yet early on there was no 

formalized structure of education and educators in museums. 

Today, museum educators make up a major component of museum staff and carry 

out an array of tasks. Positions in the education departments of museums are an integral 

part of the organizations whose work includes: 
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tour programs; informal gallery learning programs; community, adult and family 
programs; classes and other public programs; partnerships with other 
organizations; school programs; and online educational programs. (Hein 344)  

Historically, museum education has shifted from something that was secondary to the art 

that was displayed to being considered central to the mission of most American 

museums. 

MUSEUM LEARNING AND EDUCATIONAL THEORY  

Progressive educational theories have interwoven and guided museum learning 

and theatre education. Constructivist theorists John Dewey, Jerome Burner, Lev 

Vygotsky, and Jean Piaget promoted learning as an active process and laid the 

groundwork for of current museum and theatre education practices. Pedagogically, these 

theorists view the learner and/or audience member as the builder of their own knowledge. 

These concepts have infiltrated museum learning and theatre education and become 

central to it over the last fifty years. 

John Dewey, in the early 1900s introduced his groundbreaking theory of 

progressive education. He promoted societal improvement through learning, suggesting 

that if people desire to improve themselves, their society, and their community, then the 

traditional notion of education does not serve that growth. Dewey countered a long-held 

belief in which most people were considered empty vessels that needed to be filled with 

knowledge from “experts.” This concept does not mesh with the natural human instinct to 

want to progress and improve. Only those that want to remain in the status quo could 

benefit from the idea that knowledge is solely gained from being told why, how and what 

to think. This is not an instinctual quality in human beings. The brain works in such a 

way that it is constantly striving to construct meaning and to make sense of the world. 

The way that each person makes sense of the world is unique and cannot be generalized. 

For true learning to occur, people must take an active part in their collection of 
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knowledge and information (Hein 345). This constructivist model of learning is generally 

embraced by museum educators today. 

Museum learning is also guided by the ideas of Russian educational theorist Lev 

Vygotsky and American psychologist Jerome Bruner. Both Vygotsky’s theory of socio-

constructivism (1978) and Bruner’s theory of enactive representation (1966) suggest that 

people learn through what they actively experience and then construct their own 

understanding of information from that experience in which they are engaged. 

Furthermore, “learning by doing” is most effective when navigated as a group. Museum 

learning has also made use of Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget’s in depth studies on 

developmental learning in children. Piaget’s research puts forth that: 

learning and thinking are contingent upon the participation of the learner. True 
understanding and knowledge must be constructed and reconstructed by the 
learner. Piaget emphasized that for a child to know and construct knowledge of 
the world, the child must act on objects and it is this action which provides 
knowledge of those objects. (Siegel 1977) 

The brain structures meaning and moves forward based on that meaning and thus, the 

learner must be active. 

George Hein, professor and museum education theorist, writes passionately about 

the above educational theories integration into museum education. He has written 

extensively on the subject and is a champion of the concept of the Constructivist Museum 

as an approach in museum education. For Hein, Constructivism is crucial to unlocking 

creativity in regards to self and the arts. It is a critical component of both applied theatre 

and museum learning as well. The idea that everyone brings prior knowledge to an 

experience remains the basis of constructivist theory in museum education.   

In his book, Learning in the Museum, Hein notes three necessary components of 

constructivism:  
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1) that each learner constructs their own knowledge. 

2) that learning must be active and engaging and; 

3) that the experience must be open physically, socially and intellectually to the 

learner/visitor. (156) 

“The Constructivist Museum,” Hein states, “makes a conscience effort to allow visitors to 

make connections between the known and the new” (157). How these connections are 

made is dependent upon the creativity of the individual museum educators and curators in 

disseminating information and stimulating dialogue and engagement through 

programming and workshops. Educator Eileen Hooper-Greenhill discusses important 

conditions for learning that include carefully designed activities that meet the needs and 

interests of visitors and create settings for “active, physical engagement.” She concludes, 

“Immersion in experience is an unconscious and natural way to learn” (Hooper-Greenhill 

170). Theatre and drama in museums is an obvious means of helping visitors to “make 

connections between the known and the new.” Hein describes the use of drama and 

theatre as a  

gripping, powerful media to draw visitors into a scene, make human connections 
to objects apparent to some and allow visitors’ imaginations to expand and 
associate rich meanings with objects displayed. (169)  

The move to make museums visitor-centered as opposed to object centered is the 

shift from what is referred to as the modern museum to the post museum, a term coined 

by Eileen Hooper-Greenhill (22). Aspects of the object centered modern museum were 

very much in play until the mid twentieth century. In the “post museum”, the visitor’s 

experience with the art is central as opposed to simply presenting and displaying the art. 

Visitors to the “post museum” learn by assembling meaning in a constructivist way that 

uniquely makes sense to them. 
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The “post museum” is also grounded in theories such as Hungarian psychology 

professor Mihaly Csíkszentmihályi’s Flow Theory (1988), Dr. John H. Falk’s Free-

choice Learning (2002) and Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences (1983). All of these 

encompass the idea of complete visitor immersion in the museum going experience 

through engaging the senses, encouraging opinions, and offering opportunities to 

problem-solve, generate and expressing critical thought. The Flow Theory or Flow 

Experience is characterized as: 

a state of mind that is spontaneous, almost automatic, like the flow of a current. If 
a museum visit can produce this experience, it is likely that the initial interest will 
grow into a more extensive learning interaction. (Csikszentmihalyi & Hermanson 
34) 

This immersive experience is stimulated intrinsically or when people are, “…freely 

expressing themselves by doing what interests them” (Csikszentmihalyi & Hermanson 

35). The flow experience embraces the concept that the learner is at the ultimate apex of 

learning, so immersed in the situation that there is no awareness of time. Like Flow, free-

choice learning is intrinsically motivated and pairs well with museum learning. It is based 

on the idea that people seek out what they want to learn as opposed to what they have to 

learn. Wanting to learn is the search for experiences that “…are motivated by a desire to 

gain information, enhance understanding, and satisfy one’s curiosity about the world” 

(Falk, Dierking & Adams 324). Flow experience and free-choice learning promote the 

combination of learning by physically doing and mindfully engaging the brain. Infusing 

both of these concepts into museum programming and exhibition display supports active 

participation and creative expression for visitors. 

Like Flow and free-choice learning, the theory of Multiple Intelligences pairs well 

with museum learning. Harvard professor Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences 

theory suggests that: 
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we are all able to know the world through language, logical-mathematical 
analysis, spatial representation, musical thinking, the use of the body to solve 
problems or to make things, an understanding of other individuals, and an 
understanding of ourselves. (1991)  

Gardner’s theory of Multiple Intelligences supports the concept of offering an array of 

entry points into artworks to better serve museum visitors who learn in different ways. 

 In the beginning museum visitors were told what to think “good art” was without 

any encouragement as to their own experiences, tastes, feelings and opinions functioned 

in the museum setting. Over the last fifty years, there has been a powerful move towards 

treating people as active learners, or active visitors, with the idea that self-participation in 

learning is essential to meaning making. Further, the concept of complete immersion into 

the museum going experience versus simply viewing art and objects is key. Art is not just 

something to observe, it is a layered exploration in which the visitor participates. 

APPLIED THEATRE AND EDUCATIONAL THEORY 

The path of education in museums has mirrored that of education in theatre and 

educational theatre; their basic theories have much in common. Applied theatre is a 

practice which takes drama outside of a traditional theatre setting and into various 

community locations, enabling an array of people to interact and share their stories. 

Theatre in such settings and for such intentions can enliven and enhance learning through 

the use of drama techniques such as tableaux images, role playing, and improvisational 

games. NYU Professor and applied theatre practitioner, Philip Taylor asserts that applied 

theatre  

becomes a medium for action, for reflection, but most important for 
transformation – a theatre in which new modes can be encountered and new 
possibilities for humankind can be imagined. (xxx) 

Applied theatre expert James Thompson goes into further detail offering,  
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Applied theatre projects always take place in communities, in institutions or with 
specific groups. They often include the practice of theatre where it is least 
expected; for example, in prisons, refugee camps, forgotten estates, hospitals, 
museums, centres for the disabled, old people’s homes and under-served rural 
villages: sometimes in theatres. It is, at its best, a theatre that translates and adapts 
to the unfamiliar. It is a theatre wedded to vital issues and one that values debate. 
(15) 

Museums are ripe with vital issues and applied theatre is an effective tool to instigate 

dialogue and encourage active participation. 

In addition, Applied Theatre is strongly based in educational theory and 

pedagogy. In Applied Theatre: The Gift of Theatre, author Helen Nicholson points out 

that, 

Drama and pedagogy are both activities, contingent on the cultural contexts in 
which they take place, and the process of bringing them together [in applied 
theatre] has been regarded as a powerful way of encouraging creativity and 
challenging passivity. (38) 

The notion of education and drama as dynamic and participatory processes that engage 

the senses supports the idea that active learning has the potential to deepen understanding 

and critical thought in its participants. This inquiry-based approach is built on the belief 

that knowledge is constructed by the individual and not by museum staff and docents 

“pouring” information and facts into the visitor’s head. Applied drama work pulls from 

participants’ lived experience and unfolds depending on who its various participants are 

and what they bring to any given project or workshop.   

In my opinion, this spontaneity is what makes applied theatre so exciting and rich 

for the potential of meaningful learning in museums. Everyone possesses prior 

knowledge; each individual comes from unique life and relationship experiences. In 

applied theatre work  
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the taking on of dramatic roles, the encounter with new situations and with new 
possibilities of the self, is not something we teach children, but something they 
bring to school for us to help them develop. (qtd. in Wagner 9)  

While this idea is applied to schoolchildren, the concept of bringing prior knowledge and 

ideas can be applied to people of any age and more specifically to museum visitors. 

Humans have the amazing ability of expression and part of a museum’s job is to make the 

space for that expression and allow meaning making to materialize. 

MUSEUM VISITOR’S NEEDS 

Visitors want to see themselves, their communities, relationships and aspects 

relevant to their own lives reflected in art in public museums. Smithsonian museum 

Professional, Stephen E. Weil asserts in Making Museums Matter, 

the objects displayed in the museum do not have any fixed or inherent meaning 
but that ‘meaning-making,’ or the process by which those objects acquire 
meaning for individual members of the public, will in each case involve the 
specific memories, expertise, viewpoint, assumptions, and connections that the 
particular individual brings. (212) 

Museums are public spaces; they have the responsibility of echoing the community in 

which they live. The idea that a public museum exists for the public and raises an 

accountability factor for the museum to serve its community. It is the job of educators to 

provide a space which encourages meaning making in museums. To do this means 

offering different entry points into the art and objects through pedagogical strategy, 

creative programming and exhibition design. Most importantly, listening to the visitor’s 

voice is essential when considering the programs and exhibitions presented. 

Only a very small percentage of museum visitors know exactly what they want 

and how to get the experience desired when they walk into a museum. In her article, 

Studying Visitors, Hooper-Greenhill notes that there is a 
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shift from thinking about visitors as an undifferentiated mass public to beginning 
to accept visitors as active interpreters and performers of meaning making 
practices within complex cultural sites. (362) 

In AAM’s 1992 report, Excellence and Equity, the museums were challenged to move 

from being object centered to visitor centered. Museum visitor research has become a top 

priority in the field,  

Already, a considerable body of research into the experiences of museum visitors 
has emerged, and the evaluation of museum exhibitions and educational provision 
is now recognized as a distinct field of museum practice. (Hooper-Greenhill 362) 

Museum theatre visitor research has also followed this trend. Tony Jackson and 

his team who form The Centre for Applied Theatre Research (CATR) launched a visitor 

study specifically in conjunction with museum theatre. Taking place from 2005 through 

2008, Jackson’s study is arguably the most comprehensive museum theatre research 

study ever undertaken. The core of Jackson’s research centers on the ideas of the 

educational theorists mentioned earlier and the concept of active learning. The 

Performance, Learning and Heritage research project study is “an investigation into the 

uses and impact of performance as a medium of learning in museums and at historic 

sites” (plh.manchester.ac.uk). Four case studies of visitor encounters with theatre and 

drama-based activities, are detailed in the research findings, including work at the 

following institutions: The National Maritime Museum, Llancaiach Fawr Manor, The 

Herbert and Triangle Theatre Company, and The Manchester Museum. The team: 

observed, documented and analysed a variety of performance styles in relation to 
their site-specific contexts; encompassed the experience of, and response to, 
performance, of independent adult visitors, family groups and organised 
educational groups (plh.manchester.ac.uk) 

All of their work was documented in journals, articles and most recently a published 

book called Performing Heritage: research, practice and innovation in museum theatre 

and live interpretation. This museum theatre research project speaks to the growing 
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importance of and excitement for this new field of practice to address museum visitor 

needs. 

With museum visitor research, and consequently museum theatre visitor research, 

established as an important practice, questions continue to arise around what do visitors 

want from their museum going experience. This is a never-ending, evolving research 

topic for which a definitive answer is difficult to uncover and assess. In their book, 

Learning From Museums, authors John H. Falk and Lynn D. Dierking emphasize that 

they believe people want to and do learn from museums, “however, documenting this 

learning has proven challenging” (xiii). The authors explore the idea of what constitutes a 

rich learning environment, writing that, 

Museums emerge as particularly effective learning environments because they 
enable people to explore cultural, aesthetic and scientific issues perceived as 
important within a socially supportive, intellectually comprehensible, and 
contextually appropriate environment. (147) 

Following the trail blazed by museum visitor experts like Falk and Dierking, I offer a list 

of programming strategies, components and methods of delivery that may better serve 

museum visitor needs:  

• Occurrences that allow for discovery, communication, surprise and offer 

multiple means to explore and negotiate what they encounter. 

• Subject matter that is challenging, relatable, meaningful, inquiry-based 

and is well-organized with solid ability to navigate. 

• Programming that prompts participation and fosters creativity and self-

expression. 

• Diversity of cultures and identities in exhibition content. 

• Museum staff that are personable, helpful, relatable and knowledgeable of 

visitor needs and reflective of the community they serve. 
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• Chances to experience meaning making with friends and family and to 

socialize and have fun. 

As an applied theatre practitioner, it is exhilarating when a group of museum visitors get 

to see an exhibition and actively live in the world of the work of art together. So how do 

museum educators and applied theatre practitioners deliver on visitor needs?  

Visitors want to feel a connection to the art and to creatively participate in it. How 

does participation happen? Nina Simon offers four approaches to promote active 

participation in cultural institutions including: contribution, collaboration, co-creation and 

hosted. Contribution may include “comment boards and story-sharing.” In collaboration 

“…visitors are invited to serve as active partners in the creation of institutional 

projects…”. Co-creation is when “…community members work together with 

institutional staff members from the beginning to define the project’s goals and to 

generate the program or exhibition based on community interests…” Hosted is 

characterized as that “…which the institution turns over a portion of its facilities to and/or 

resources to present programs developed and implemented by public groups or casual 

visitors” (187).  

I believe that one aspect of active participation can be accessed through drama-

based activities. This could be engaging dialogue, character and role work, image work 

and creative writing among other methods of participation providing the base from which 

museum visitors draw confidence to express themselves and use their imaginations. 

Oftentimes visitors just need a place from which to start and it is valuable to establish an 

inclusive space and place that has the potential to help visitors explore their creativity and 

support questioning, involvement and expression. Museum theatre has the potential to 

deepen creative participation for visitors so they can construct their own unique 

relationship and understanding of the art and exhibitions encountered.  
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THEORY INTO PRACTICE 

In this chapter I have discussed the theoretical underpinnings of museum theatre 

as put forth by leaders of the field and offered my own ideas based on research of 

education, museum learning and applied theatre.  Chapter three moves theory into 

practice as I describe the specifics of the site of my practical work at The Blanton 

Museum of Art. I also describe the formation of our museum theatre ensemble and the 

experience of creating theatre pieces explicitly for a fine art museum. 



 32 

Chapter Three:  Entering the “World” 

Studying the hat. Entering the world of the hat. Reaching through the world of the 
hat. Starting on a hat…finishing a hat...Look, I made a hat...Where there never 
was a hat. 

   -Stephen Sondheim, Sunday in the Park with George 

 

The Blanton Museum of Art (The Blanton) is the visual art museum at the 

University of Texas at Austin. The Blanton’s main mission is to serve the university 

population of over fifty thousand undergraduates, graduates and faculty at UT. Its 

secondary mission is to serve the greater community of Austin, Texas. Over the past two 

years, The Blanton became a place for me to explore, experiment, fail and succeed with 

my nascent museum theatre programming ideas. I created and implemented a range of 

programs while working with the administration and staff of The Blanton and connecting 

with its collections and special exhibitions.  

At a welcome meeting for my Family and Schools Programming summer 

internship at The Blanton in 2010, museum director Ned Rifkin stated, “Art is not for 

everyone, but art is for anyone.” Rifkin’s words resonated with me; Art may not be the 

thing that is exciting and stimulating to all, but all people should have access to decide 

that for themselves. Since joining The Blanton in 2009, one of Rifkin’s ongoing tasks has 

been to guide a collaborative process of creating a five-year strategic plan for the 

museum. In his forward to this plan, Rifkin argues:  

The job of the art museum is not to ‘teach’ in the traditional classroom sense, but 
to provoke, challenge, question, inspire, and induce the probing, exploring, and 
hopefully, discovery of what a work of art ‘makes visible.’ (Blanton Strategic 
Plan 2010) 
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I share this philosophy of teaching and it reinforced my desire to partner with The 

Blanton for my practical thesis work.  

In forging relationships with the education staff of The Blanton and working very 

closely with Jennifer Garner, the Manager of School and Family Programs, I was 

provided with an invaluable wealth of hands on experience and the opportunity to 

understand the structure and tasks of a museum education department. As Garner 

explains, “The Blanton education department is structured by audience” (Interview 

11/18/2010). The Manger of School and Family programs serves the Kindergarten 

through twelfth grade central Texas student and teacher population, the Manager of 

Docent and University programs works with student and adult volunteers, the 

Coordinator of University Programs serves the university student population and the 

Manager of Public Programs serves the adult population. Garner clarifies that there is 

much crossover among specialty populations and that the managers often collaborate to 

create programs, workshops and events.  
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Figure 1: Blanton Organization Chart 

 

The goals for programs, workshops and events are outlined in the Programs 

section of The Blanton’s strategic plan. Goal one begins with the desire to “Use the 

collection more creatively…” (21). Each goal then addresses the needs of the audiences 

educationally served: 

1. Carefully shape a streamlined series of engaging adult offerings that provides 

opportunities to experience art within a larger cultural context and to interact with 

creative contemporary thinkers from a wide range of fields. 

2. In order to become an intrinsic part of the college experience for students across 

multiple areas of study, the museum will expand University programs to engage 

more students in after-class visits and to introduce more faculty to the teaching 

resources of the museum and its staff. 

3. Offer optimal programs and resources to K-12, including statewide advocacy, 

curricular tools, and increased school visits. 
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4. Promote the museum as a viable and engaging destination for family visits. (21) 

As I became more aware of The Blanton’s needs and familiar with its educational 

structure and strategic plan, I considered how I could assist the museum with my skills as 

a theatre artist in reaching its goals through creative and participatory programming to 

serve many of its goal audiences. I realized one way to fulfill both The Blanton and my 

needs was to establish a Museum Theatre Ensemble. My first museum theatre piece, 

Arabella and the Altarpiece, demonstrated the potential of bringing actor/facilitators and 

museum educators together and I was eager to continue our work. I was excited to form 

an ensemble of actors specifically brought together to devise theatre and use DBI to 

support artwork and exhibitions. I hoped to recruit and cast undergraduate and graduate 

theatre students so I could build this ensemble and reach one of The Blanton’s key 

populations, UT students, enabling the museum’s mission to become an “intrinsic part of 

their college experience.” During my summer internship, I worked closely with Jennifer 

Garner, the Manager of School and Family Programs to outline my thesis project at The 

Blanton, including mapping out the details of establishing a museum theatre ensemble. 

BUILDING THE MUSEUM THEATRE ENSEMBLE 

In fulfilling this part of my practical thesis research I held auditions/interviews for 

undergraduate and graduate actors in the Department of Theatre and Dance. I sought 

students who were not only talented actors, but also skilled teaching artists and 

facilitators to take part in the museum theatre ensemble for the fall of 2010. I decided to 

structure the ensemble as a rehearsal and course where the students could hone their 

acting and teaching skills. I served as the director, but created a rehearsal space where 

together we researched, devised and co-constructed the museum theatre pieces. For every 

performance, we strived to create relatable characters, navigating dramatic situations that 
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appropriately related to the artworks. We mapped out the facilitated portions of the 

performance pieces and decided how to best guide the interactive moments, exploring a 

variety of facilitation approaches discussed below. Ideally, I hoped that these acting and 

teaching discoveries provided the museum theatre ensemble participants with tools for 

future endeavors in theatre and education, specifically in museum settings. It is also my 

belief that this type of work is complementary to the study of acting as it compels 

participants to consider their craft from a variety of viewpoints and is an essential 

component of a well-rounded theatre program.  

In this multi-collaborative effort, I worked to expand my partnership with the 

education department at The Blanton. Together with Garner, we identified the artworks 

and exhibitions that might receive the greatest benefit from activation in museum theatre 

pieces. We also constructed a research plan for documenting the ensemble’s experience 

of creating, implementing, and evaluating this new cross-campus partnership. I had the 

following goals in formulating the rehearsal schedule and syllabus for the museum 

theatre ensemble project: 

1. to build an acting ensemble based on trust, support and dependability; 

2. to work collaboratively and openly in developing the museum theatre pieces; 

3. to build interactive facilitation skills; 

4. to research and recognize the dramatic entry points in the chosen works of art; 

5. to find appropriate places for interaction with the museum audience and to 

seamlessly include analysis and interpretation of artworks in the theatre pieces 

created; 

6. to sharpen listening, seeing, and interpreting skills and connect in an impactful 

way with the museum audience; 
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7. to note the experience of the creation, implementation, and evaluation of the 

ensemble; 

8. to develop and discover ongoing acting and teaching skills useful for future work. 

(Museum Theatre Ensemble Syllabus/Rehearsal Schedule2) 

The casting of the ensemble was a fun and challenging process. I sent out a mass 

audition/interview announcement to the graduate and undergraduate Theatre and Dance 

list serves. I asked those interested in becoming part of the ensemble to provide their 

acting and, if available, teaching resumes and to prepare a short monologue. I met with 

each applicant individually and asked them a series of questions including: Have you had 

any experience with theatre in museums? How do you feel about devising new theatre 

pieces? Would you want course credit for being part of the ensemble? Finally I asked 

them to teach me something. This way I was able to gauge their interest and experience 

and witness their teaching style.  

In the end, I cast a number of actors with whom I had previously worked. I knew 

that time to craft the museum theatre pieces would be short and intense and that having 

established trust and a work ethic prior to this project would be extremely helpful in the 

process. I cast only one female actor with whom I had not worked, but I felt an 

immediate rapport with her from our interview/audition interaction and she brought with 

her the skill of costume design so it was decided that she would also serve in that 

capacity. Additionally, this actor additionally was the only one of the ensemble to receive 

course credit for her work. In all truth, this was disappointing to me. I hoped more of the 

actors would be seeking credit for their participation because this would strengthen their 

interest as stakeholders in the project. However, the type of credit available was not what 

                                                
2 For full course syllabus, see Appendix A 
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they needed to fulfill their degrees at that time. Nevertheless, all students agreed to join 

the ensemble because they were excited for the project and eager for the experience.  

Theatre students are extremely busy people and it was a challenge to set an 

ongoing rehearsal schedule that worked for everyone. I also cast one female graduate 

student, who also served as my co-director, three undergraduate females and three 

undergraduate males. I was relieved after much arranging to find a three-hour block of 

time to research, devise and rehearse with the ensemble once a week. It became quickly 

apparent however that I would only need the male actors for one of the theatre pieces, so 

I decided to set the core ensemble as an all female troupe and call upon the male actors as 

necessary. The entire ensemble was present at the first meeting where they completed a 

written survey. In order to document the journey of the ensemble, it was crucial that I 

chart their knowledge and experience of museum theatre and drama-based instruction 

before, during and after the project. 

ASSESSMENT OF THE MUSEUM THEATRE ENSEMBLE 

From their answers on the initial museum theatre ensemble survey I learned that 

all of the actors had little to no experience applying theatre techniques to a museum 

setting. This was expected; however, they each had knowledge and/or experience in 

devising new theatre pieces and engaging in DBI which proved useful. Their nascent 

definitions of museum theatre were insightful and thoughtful. While some simply stated 

that museum theatre was “…theatre that takes place in a museum,” most connected 

museum theatre to some aspect of visitor engagement:  

[Museum theatre] is the combination of live performance and visual art to engage 
viewers and start a more in-depth thinking process for both performers and 
viewers. (Museum Theatre Ensemble Pre-Survey) 

And another defined museum theatre as:  
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Drama/theatre strategies used in conversation with museum exhibitions to further 
engage museum visitors with the material. May range from a full performance, to 
a story, to creative drama activities. (Museum Theatre Ensemble Pre-Survey) 

These statements represented a nascent understanding and use of museum theatre as a 

tool or “hook” to engage visitors. It was not surprising that the ensemble lacked language 

to connect theatre to art analysis, interpretation and reflection. I was also curious to know 

their opinions regarding the relationship, if any, between visual art and theatre. Their 

responses ran the gamut: 

Yes…although I’m not entirely sure what it is or how to articulate it. 

Yes, theatre can be used to tell a story about visual art, or the other way around – 
visual art can be used to tell a story in theatre. 

Absolutely. Stage pictures can be explored with visual artistry concepts. 

Yes! I think all art can be combined in some way. Visual art tells a story or relies 
on an emotion through a still image; theatre does the same thing through a 
different medium. Both can be equally engaging though I think many people 
don’t see visual art as very engaging; rather many people may think art is “too 
hard” or not enough effort is put into specific art, like abstract art. (Museum 
Theatre Ensemble Pre-Survey) 

I was excited about their instinct to connect artworks and objects to story. It was evident 

that they realized in delving deeper into a work of art, to have an understanding of the 

subject matter and believe there is more happening than meets the eye is at the foundation 

of museum theatre. From the ensemble’s responses, I felt confident that they would 

comprehend the importance of research into the specific artworks and also the time 

periods and cultures in which they were created. 

RESEARCH AND REHEARSAL 

In creating the theatre pieces and workshops, Garner and I decided to focus on the 

two Blanton exhibitions, Turner to Monet and Repartee: 19th-Century Prints and 

Drawings. Turner to Monet consisted of paintings from the collection of nineteenth 
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century American art collector, William T. Walters which was on loan from the 

Baltimore Museum of Art. The exhibition included a variety of nineteenth century 

Impressionism artwork by artists such as Degas, Manet, and Monet. Repartee: 19th-

Century Prints and Drawings from The Blanton Collection was intentionally paired with 

this temporary exhibition as its content was 

conceived as a companion exhibition of over 125 works examining in greater 
detail the artists and ideas introduced in the presentation of paintings in Turner to 
Monet: Masterpieces from The Walters Art Museum. (Blantonmuseum.org)  

I had crafted outlines of each of the theatre pieces to provide a framework for the 

ensemble from which they could add their creativity and details. Because of my 

pedagogical goal of collaborative devising, I wrestled with essentially beginning the 

creation of the museum theatre pieces prior to the start of rehearsals, but in the interest of 

time I decided we needed a launching point from which to develop. I knew I wanted the 

ensemble members to be a part of at least two of the museum theatre pieces. I titled the 

projects 19th Century Tea and Collectors in Role II. The content of these pieces will be 

discussed in chapter four, however it is important to note that 19th Century Tea centered 

around three famous female artists of the time in the male dominated art world and 

Collectors in Role surrounded well-known early American art collectors. 

On the first day of rehearsal with the museum theatre ensemble, I presented 

journals provided by The Blanton to each of the actors and a detailed syllabus/rehearsal 

schedule. I encouraged the students to keep track of their research into the art exhibitions 

and any thoughts and ideas regarding character and narrative development for the drama 

pieces. The rehearsal schedule was presented with a spotlighted topic each week leading 

up to the performances. We covered topics to aid in devising the theatre pieces such as: 
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narrative in artworks, the dual role of the actor and facilitator in museum theatre, and 

integrating art analysis into the theatre pieces.  

In presenting the schedule this way, I attempted to both introduce the field of 

museum theatre and encourage the research, creation, and implementation of the museum 

theatre pieces and workshops. Since the two Blanton exhibitions centered on the 

nineteenth century, it was essential that the ensemble have some understanding of the 

history and culture of that time period in America and Europe to authentically shape the 

people they were portraying and truthfully develop each character’s narrative. I also 

asked that the ensemble read the first three chapters of Catherine Hughes’s book, 

Museum Theatre before our next meeting.  

Grounded in this reading, we discussed the different types of museum theatre and 

its theoretical underpinnings. Together we came up with the following list of types of 

museum theatre which could take place either in the galleries or other spaces in and 

around the museum: 

• Portraying an artist or figure from a work of art 

• Telling a story about the artwork 

• Performing a traditional scripted play 

• Improvisation/interacting with visitors 

• Role playing – putting visitors in role to interact with actors 

• Using drama-based instruction as an interpretive tool with visitors 

We discussed using some or all of these types of museum theatre in our pieces. I 

also asked the ensemble to pull some of their favorite quotes from Catherine Hughes’s 

book and we drew on these to launch us into a conversation regarding the theories and 

philosophies of museum theatre.  



 42 

The entire ensemble was in agreement to Hughes’s belief that museum theatre 

pieces should develop organically. Some Hughes quotes that stood out from their reading 

of her chapters were: 

It is that dual feedback, that continuing dialogue with the visitor that separates this 
from other experiences in the museum. (Hughes 8) 

I never reflected on the meaning of theatre, never questioned its power. (Hughes 
13)  

An object can tell different stories, rather than only one. (Hughes 10) 

We connected when we realized almost all of us referenced one of the same resonating 

quotes: 

I believe museums need theatre in order to be more accessible as social 
institutions, more effective as educational institutions and more honest as cultural 
institutions. (Hughes 11)  

I believe we all noted this significance because we saw the essential need for art 

museums to present a more relevant link to visitors’ lives. Accessibility, effectiveness, 

and honesty are all reasons museum theatre programming has so much potential to be 

valuable in making artwork and exhibitions more significant to the public. 

In addition to familiarizing ourselves with the field of museum theatre, we also 

launched into historical, cultural, and character research to begin devising the theatre 

pieces. I requested that the ensemble do some very basic research on the nineteenth 

century art scene and present a short character biography as we decided on the artists 

each actor would portray. We were also extremely fortunate to get an appointment at The 

Blanton with the supervising curator of Turner to Monet and the curator of Repartee, 

Cheryl Snay. She provided us with an overview of the art history and culture of 

nineteenth century Europe and America. After months of planning and scheduling, the 
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museum theatre ensemble was up and running. One actor described her participation in 

the early rehearsals as: 

So things are finally moving along with the museum theatre piece and with each 
meeting we have I get more excited.  We've discussed so many ideas and concepts 
that we can use for our nineteenth century piece. We actually started out by 
defining what exactly is museum theatre. At its core museum theatre should be an 
experience that helps further and really entrench someone's visit to a museum.  It 
should be created organically, brought to a level that people can connect to.  To 
humanize in a way.  It really gave us a clear goal of what we wanted to do with 
this project. (Museum Theatre Ensemble Journal Entry 2010) 

Partnering with The Blanton gave me the opportunity to create and implement 

museum theatre both with and without the museum theatre ensemble. In crafting theatre 

pieces and applying DBI in the museum setting, it is not always necessary or financially 

and spatially feasible to call upon an ensemble of actors. In chapter four I detail each of 

the museum theatre projects executed at The Blanton discussing the goals, challenges, 

successes and reflections on the pieces. 
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Chapter Four:  Imagining from the Inside of the “World” 

   Anything you do, let it come from you. Then it will be true.  

-Stephen Sondheim, Sunday in the Park With George 

 

A sixth grade social studies teacher peruses a large table overflowing with 

nineteenth century paraphernalia. There are hats, purses, canes, gloves, monocles and 

mustaches. He carefully chooses an appropriate hat and mustache and puts them both on. 

The teacher reviews the notes he’s made as the art auction, set in nineteenth century 

Manhattan, is called to order. He grasps his bidding paddle and takes a seat. The auction 

begins and his is the very first painting up for bidding. It is called The Catskills by Asher 

Brown Durand. He sits at the edge of his seat and eagerly holds up his paddle. The 

auctioneer calls upon him to come forward and present his statement to the house. The 

teacher takes a deep breath and with the aid of his costume pieces and prepared statement 

he becomes a nineteenth century art collector arguing for the painting in the Walters 

collection he desires. He introduces himself as Simon Gimbal, his character name, a 

machine factory owner in upstate New York whose art collection is based on nature: 

This piece to me does a wonderful job of explaining the beauty of nature. The 
focus for a lot of the pieces in my collection is looking for pathways or journeys 
and so I love the way the sun’s perspective takes you through the scene. In the 
forefront we get to see all the great texture and details and I work with my hands, 
so I like to think about how things feel and get to touch them. Stepping into the 
painting you could say, ‘well I’m coming from this far away place where things 
are indistinct into a very distinct place.’ (Collectors in Role I participant) 
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Illustration 1: Collectors in Role I  

 

I observed this teacher merge the drama work of building a character and story with 

thorough art interpretation. Perhaps after participating in this museum theatre workshop, 

this teacher developed a personal relationship with the painting he chose because he 

stepped into the “world of the work.” 

My collaborative partnership with The Blanton Museum of Art produced four 

museum theatre pieces including Collectors in Role I, Collectors in Role II, Visit Two: 

Artist’s Message and 19th Century Tea. Collectors Role I and Artist’s Message were 

executed without the museum theatre ensemble and Collectors in Role II and 19th 

Century Tea were group efforts. Each piece had a separate intention and posed its own set 

of challenges, unforeseen details, moving moments, elements that were effective and 

elements that did not work. Each piece dealt with different museum audiences and raised 

a variety of questions and learning moments for myself, my advisors, the ensemble, The 

Blanton staff and the museum visitors. 
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COLLECTORS IN ROLE I & II 

Collectors in Role I: Art Analysis through Character Creation 

Thirty-nine Austin area Kindergarten through twelfth grade teachers took part in a 

daylong workshop where The Blanton Museum of Art and the Harry Ransom Center, the 

humanities research library and museum at the University of Texas at Austin, partnered 

to present a summer teacher seminar on nineteenth century art, history, and culture. 

Because the teacher workshop was centered on the exhibitions, Turner to Monet and 

Repartee, the Manager of Family and School Programs, Jennifer Garner and I needed to 

present several “breakout” sessions to include emphasis on both exhibitions. I was asked 

to create a session using theatre and drama-based instruction to specifically support 

Turner to Monet. Another breakout session titled, Multiple Interpretations: A Visual 

Analysis Introduction to Prints from Repartee was led by Garner and specifically 

supported the Repartee exhibition. I pondered how I could craft a theatrical session that 

would encourage visual art analysis and engage the senses to result in a meaningful 

connection to the artwork for the participants.  

In outlining the ideas and framework for Collectors in Role I (see Appendix B), I 

created proposal to meet the following goals: 

1. To analyze nineteenth-century art as seen through the exhibition, Turner to Monet 

2. To gauge the impact of analyzing/interpreting visual art using creative drama and 

theatrical techniques 

3. To stimulate dialogue and art analysis regarding chosen works of art from Turner 

to Monet through character or in-role activity 

4. To model this activity to encourage Kindergarten through twelfth grade educators 

to activate art in the classroom and rethink how they and their students engage 

with a museum and its artwork 
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The teacher workshop was set as an afternoon art auction taking place in an upper 

Eastside mansion in New York City, 1904. The situation placed a group of prominent 

New York society members from the early 1900s invited to have the opportunity to bid 

on a very exclusive art collection. In order to submit a bid, they had to present their 

“collector’s vision” to their peers. This statement provided an opportunity to express their 

passion for art collecting, the focus of their art collection, and why the work they “chose” 

to bid on was essential to their collection.  

The teacher participants were asked to go into role as various society members 

invited to the event either in pairs or on their own. They were provided with a list of 

biographies of some of the most well-known American art collectors of the time. They 

had the choice to pick from this list or make up their own characters. A table of 

nineteenth century props and costumes was available to aid in their character creation. By 

providing authentic looking nineteenth century props and costumes, I hoped that the 

participants would experience a heightened awareness that they were actually stepping 

into the shoes of their characters. The dramatic tension of the art auction scenario was 

that the collectors might be in competition with their statements if more than one person 

desired same work of art. I also placed a time limit placed on the collectors to prepare 

statements less than two minutes in length. All of these theatrical devices were put in 

place to gauge the impact of interpreting and analyzing art through drama-based 

instruction and theatrical techniques. In addition, I provided “character worksheets” to 

support the teachers in crafting their characters and becoming experts on their chosen 

paintings. Participants becoming experts through in role work is based on Dorothy 

Heathcoate’s “Mantle of the Expert,” a DBI approach/technique wherein:  

the expert work becomes deep social (and sometimes personal) play because (a) 
students know that they are contracting into fiction, (b) they understand the power 
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they have within that fiction to direct, decide and function, (c) the ‘spectator’ in 
them must be awakened so that they perceive and enjoy the world of action and 
responsibility, even as they function in it, and (d) they grow in expertise through 
the amazing range of conventions that must be harnessed. (Heathcoate18)   

The character worksheet was a “convention” providing prompts to aid the participants to 

step into role and encourage their imagination and expertise. Besides asking their 

character’s basic information such as name, age, hometown, etc, I asked the participants 

to explain what was important to them as art collectors, why their desired work belongs 

in their collection and what heir collection reflects about themselves. 

During the museum theatre workshop, I used another of Heathcoate’s DBI 

approaches called “Teacher in Role” where as facilitator I assumed a character in order 

to: 

Excite interest, control the action, invite involvement, provoke tension, challenge 
superficial thinking, create choices and ambiguity, develop a narrative, and create 
possibilities for the group to interact in role. (Bolton 1992) 

I modeled the character of art collector, Beatrice Bigley for the session participants to 

break the ice and aid in the comfort level of the participants. In being the first to present 

the collector’s vision statement, I demonstrated the possibilities of using imagination for 

character creation and to model the desired balance between art analysis and character 

development. In my crafting of Beatrice, I fleshed out all of the questions posed in the 

character worksheet. I became a gregarious southerner from Texas whose husband, 

Wiley, “dug up all that black gold from the backyard” and told me that I could start 

collecting as much art as I wanted. My character was thrilled because she could begin to 

build her “winter scenes” collection, her passion. She chose to bid on the painting Route 

to Versailles, Louveciennes by Camille Pissarro and analyzed and interpreted the work in 

her collector’s vision statement. 
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By inviting the workshop participants to articulate their desire for the painting of 

their choosing in role, I witnessed them engaging in critical thinking and problem solving 

skills. Jeffery Wilhelm, a professor who specializes in using drama-based instruction in 

education, describes in-role or role play as a strategy that 

Involves entering a role, seeing and responding to situations through that 
perspective, and enlivening the story facts, inferring from them, elaborating on 
them, and reflecting on them that perspective. Role Playing…assists us to take up 
involvement in the complex activity. (61) 

I find role play an extremely effective tool to use in the fine art museum setting and 

particularly for the participants of Collectors in Role I. By stepping into role, the 

participant is able to feel a certain freedom in speaking about and analyzing a complex 

subject through a made up character. In his museum theatre research article, Seeing it for 

Real, Tony Jackson discusses how the participants he observed: 

felt a strong personal connection with the subject matter when they were 
addressed, not as ‘pupils’ in a classroom, but as researchers, investigators, 
‘friends and neighbors’ whose advice is sought. (312)  

The more thought and meaning those participating in Collectors in Role I put into their 

answers to the questions: What is important to you as an art collector? Why does the 

work you selected need to be in your collection? and What does your art collection say 

about you?, the more likely they were to “win” their painting. The competition raised the 

stakes of the dramatic frame, the art auction. Raising the stakes is a common term used in 

theatre to increase dramatic tension and foster character buy-in resulting in a more 

interesting scenario. I observed some participants quite successful at presenting a 

convincing argument to win the artwork for their collection, while for others it was more 

of a challenge.  

I define “success” in this activity as one’s ability to create a realistic and 

personable collector character who thoughtfully analyzes and interprets the artwork. The 
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teachers who attempted to step into this dramatic world and ignite their senses in the 

work to foster a personal connection stood out among the group. In other words, those 

who described what they felt, who they saw, and what they heard were able to display 

their passion for the art and “win” the painting. Others fell into the trap of making their 

top priority the entertainment of their colleagues in role. This is a common challenge in 

role work because it’s easy to get caught up in humor of character creation and 

improvisation. These are times when the facilitator, in role, or not in role can step in and 

remind the participants of the goals of the activity: to balance creativity and confident art 

interpretation and get them back on track.  

Did the teacher workshop participants experience a participatory and creative 

museum visit where potentially deep connections with the art transpired? While this type 

of assessment is difficult to measure, on the first day, twenty of the teachers took part in a 

written post-survey of the workshop, which asked, “After participating in the Collectors 

in Role activity, would you consider using creative drama and theatrical techniques in 

your curriculum? If so, how?” Twelve out of the twenty teachers answered, “Yes, I 

would consider using a drama-based activity like Collectors in Roll” (Nineteenth Century 

Art and Culture Teacher Seminar Survey). Specific answers included: 

Yes, with the women’s studies class in the spring. 

Yes! Community building activities connecting social studies with art. 

Definitely, students learn best by doing and being active. 

Yes, if high school students would be open and willing to allow themselves to 
role play. (Nineteenth Century Art and Culture Teacher Seminar Survey) 

Clearly, many of the teachers responded positively to Collectors in Role I and cited the 

workshop as memorable and adaptable to working with their students. However, one 

participant said “probably not,” two did not answer the question and five claimed they 



 51 

would possibly consider implementing an activity similar to Collectors in Role in their 

curriculum: 

I would need further training in drama techniques. 

Maybe – it is activity. 

Possibly, with some modifications and lots of background info first. 

Possibly, though [my teaching is] already very kinesthetic! (Nineteenth Century 
Art and Culture Teacher Seminar Survey) 

From the responses on the survey and my observations of the workshop, I gained 

valuable information. Not all the participants took part in the art auction/character work 

and I wondered how everyone could be encouraged to join. Perhaps for those teachers it 

was an issue of motivation or fear of “performing” for others. When engaging in role play 

and other drama techniques with his students, Wilhelm offers:  

It is not enough to have interesting material for students…We must create a 
context that will motivate students, help them set purposes and ask relevant 
questions, and encourage them to create and enter into story worlds. (55) 

I wondered what other motivating tools and techniques could be utilized to scaffold 

learning for the participants. How could they find personal meaning and therefore 

motivation in the character and art interpretation work? While the creation of the 

“collector” characters was entertaining and imaginative, I wondered if there enough 

analyzing and interpreting of the art taking place? Luckily, another opportunity arose to 

improve upon and expand Collectors in Role I a few months later. 

Collectors in Role II: Encouraging Deeper Motivation through Increased Modeling 

I was asked by Garner to repurpose Collectors in Role I as part of the Texas Arts 

and Education Association (TAEA) annual conference. The participants in this 

experiential museum conference consisted of adult art teachers and museum professionals 
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and this second iteration of Collectors in Role (see Appendix C) occurred in November of 

2010. It was further developed with a museum theatre ensemble of actor/facilitators. We 

altered this version by adding six additional characters portrayed by the museum theatre 

ensemble and including multiple details described below. My reason for adding 

actor/facilitators was to demonstrate more variety of character and additional examples of 

merging character development and art analysis for the participants. I was interested in 

what would happen when the participants found themselves in the middle of the 

nineteenth century art auction, but this time with more activity and dramatic action. How 

would they feel witnessing the actor/facilitators getting into spats and being competitive 

with one another? How could this lower risk and provide more time to observe others 

speaking out and competing for their desired painting? How could the addition of more 

“collectors” and other dramatic details motivate them to delve deeper into art analysis to 

make their statements stand out? 

The goals of Collectors in Role II were similar to the first workshop, but 

expanded to include: 

1. To inspire participants by modeling in role work with actors 

2. To encourage both deep analysis and interpretation of artworks with an 

experiential activity 

In addition: 

3. To gauge the impact of analyzing/interpreting visual art using creative drama and 

theatrical techniques 

4. To stimulate dialogue and art analysis regarding chosen works of art from Turner 

to Monet through character or in-role activity 

5. To model this activity to encourage K - 12 educators to activate art in classroom 

and rethink how they and their students engage with a museum and its artwork 
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 This time, Collectors in Role II began with all of the participants gathering for a 

visual analysis workshop. In the prior version half participated in Collectors in Role I 

followed by the visual analysis session and half were scheduled to attend something else. 

Garner and I wanted to research what happened when the participants took part in the 

visual analysis workshop before the museum theatre workshop. Were the participants 

able to get more out of interpreting the paintings if they had a solid reference point for 

art analysis? As the conference participants moved into the exhibition Turner to Monet, 

the entire group was given an analysis/interpretive activity. They were then asked to join 

together near a portrait of William T. Walters, owner of the collection.  

Illustration 2: Collectors in Role II 
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We also added a first person interpretation element to the program. As 

participants were asked to gather around a particular portrait, they encountered an actor 

dressed in nineteenth century business attire who looked strangely similar to the painting. 

(see Illustration 2 above) It was William T. Walters and he was very interested in what 

the group was doing. Our hope was that as Walters modeled the excitement about the 

visual art analysis, the participants would pick up on his energy and get excited too. We 

hoped to access Jerome Bruner’s “effective surprise” or the feeling of “the unexpected 

that strikes one with wonder or astonishment” (qtd. in Hughes 50). The actor/facilitator 

playing Walters used the theatre technique of improvisation to interact with the 

participants. The result was mutual curiosity, laughter and enthusiasm, leading Walters to 

make the decision to invite the group to a very special art auction.  

Walters subtly put the participants in role as art collectors with his impromptu 

invitation to the auction. This added detail utilized the DBI technique of role play, 

placing the participants into a scenario where they would journey back to the year 1904. 

As in Collectors in Role I, to secure the desired work of art, the participants had to 

present their “collector’s vision statement” at the auction event. However this time we 

clearly emphasized that the statement they created was their substitute for money to 

attempt to obtain their chosen artwork. The statement was their opportunity to express 

their passion for art collecting, discuss the focus of their art collection, why the work they 

chose to bid on is essential to their collection and what their collection says about them. 

Also, as in Collectors in Role I, the participants had the choice to either pick from a list of 

biographies of some of the most well known American art collectors of the time or make 

up their own character(s). We expanded to a much larger selection of nineteenth century 

props/costumes to aid in character creation. A major added element was that along the 

way, the participants met more actors/facilitators portraying the art collectors Lousine 
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and Henry O. Havemeyer, Isabella Stewart Gardner, some other lively spirits and a very 

grumpy auctioneer.  

In this second iteration of Collectors in Role our goal was to prepare participants 

to be more analytical with the artwork. They were prompted to answer such questions as: 

Consider the artist’s treatment of people in the artwork. And what action(s) were taking 

place in the painting? among other prompts. The character worksheets were printed on 

antique paper and revised to streamline the character/art analysis questions, calling the 

worksheet an “Auction Registration Card.” (see Appendix D) As facilitator of Collectors 

in Role II, I used the museum theatre technique of third person interpretation or playing 

myself within the workshop. In this way, I was able to bridge the reality of the workshop 

and the imaginary world of the nineteenth century auction. I modeled interaction with the 

actor/facilitators, I answered questions and guided moments that the actor/facilitators 

could not and I was able to give permission, in a sense for the participants to join in the 

creative participation.  

The ensemble worked to heighten the authenticity of the auction going experience 

by inviting participants to enter the nineteenth century art world and step into the “world 

of the work” through guided imagery. Guided imagery3 is a DBI tool where the 

participants are asked to close their eyes and: 

actively imagine the situation. The narration is designed to explore an 
environment, to develop empathy for a character’s experience, or to experience a 
moment kinesthetically. (DFS Handbook) 

For this section of Collectors in Role II, the participants were asked to close their eyes 

and engage in a guided visualization: 

                                                
3 Collectors in Role II used an altered version of typical guided imagery. It is not necessary to literally 
transform the environment. This usually happens in the participants’ imagination. For the purposes of the 
workshop, guided imagery was adapted to suit the art auction scenario. 
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Imagine New York City just over one hundred years ago – whatever that means to 
you. Take in the atmosphere, the sounds, the people, the cobbled streets, the 
horses and carriages. Now picture yourself at that time. What are you wearing? 
Long skirts? Petticoats? What do your shoes look and feel like? What accessories 
are you carrying? A purse? A cane? A pipe? What type of hat are you wearing? 
Now imagine yourself entering the very pristine mansion where the auction is 
taking place to which you have been especially invited. What are you feeling as 
you enter this ornate, beautiful place? Are you excited to see the art collection? 
Are you praying your collector’s vision statement will win that very special work 
of art? (Collectors in Role II 2010).  

While the participants were listening to the guided imagery with their eyes closed, 

the room around them was being completely transformed into an art auction taking place 

at an upper Eastside mansion in New York City, 1904. The actors, dressed in full 

nineteenth century apparel entered. Music from the late 1800s softly filled the room, the 

shades were closed, the lights dimmed, lamps and candles lit, drapes hung and the 

“Bidding Lots” were projected as a slideshow. Bidding paddles had been placed under 

the chair of each of the participants and they all had selected their costume/prop pieces 

from the nineteenth century. The actors took their seats with bidding paddles among the 

group and awaited the start of the auction. This was all added and expanded detail for 

Collectors in Role II. The participants were then prompted to open their eyes and take in 

their “time traveling” experience. 

In hopes of triggering kinesthetic learning, the participants were encouraged to 

assume the posture and gestures of their chosen characters and many did. I observed 

some of their collector’s vision statements spark fascinating dialogue regarding the 

artwork and witnessed some participants making meaningful connections between self, 

character and the art. For example, one group member crafted a character named 

Genevive Farrah, heiress to a textile mill. She chose to bid on the painting, The Potato 

Harvest by Ludwig Knaus which depicts peasants laboring outside. Donning a nineteenth 

century hat adorned with flowers, she stated that “figures as subject matter and the use of 
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light” are important to her as a collector. She went on to connect the painting to her life’s 

passion, “I need to have it to remind me of the hard work done by those poor souls out in 

the fields. I like to work for social change” (Collectors in Role II Auction Registration 

Card).  

Collectors in Role I & II were detailed museum theatre programs involving many 

moving parts -- from the devising of the scripts to the work of actor/facilitators to set 

pieces, props and costumes to collaborating with key staff at The Blanton. However, not 

all museum theatre programs have to be so complex. Next I will discuss a gallery lesson 

created for upper elementary students at The Blanton which used a single 

facilitator/gallery teacher. 

TRAINING OTHERS TO USE MUSEUM THEATRE TECHNIQUES: VISIT 2 -  ARTIST’S 
MESSAGE  

Fourth and fifth grade Austin area students have the yearly opportunity to 

participate in a program called Art Central offered by The Blanton Museum of Art. This 

partnership between the Museum and Austin area schools provides the participants with 

access to collections and exhibitions, four free visits to The Blanton each emphasizing a 

distinct theme, lesson plans to use in the classroom before and after each museum visit, 

tours led by Blanton gallery teachers who work with the same students at each visit, and 

free bus transportation. The teachers and students are expected to participate in all lesson 

plans and be present for the four visits throughout the school year. Additionally, there is 

an expectation that all involved with Art Central will demonstrate a positive, open 

attitude, respect the rules of the museum, complete tasks and assignments in the lesson 

plans and actively participate in the museum visits (Art Central Program 2010).  

It was specifically my responsibility to craft a gallery lesson plan for the second 

Art Central visit (see Appendix E) and to train three gallery teachers to implement the 
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plan (see Appendix F for full gallery teacher training plan). The theme of visit two was 

the artist’s message and I was asked to create a drama-based instructional program on 

that theme. The other visits focused on The Artist’s Tools (visit 1), Mastering the 

Museum (visit 3), and The Magic and Mystery of Museums (visit 4.) The goal of the visit 

2, Artist’s Message was to introduce the notion that artists create art to express their ideas 

and views and to communicate a message.  

Through the visual language of art, artists explore, present, and provoke thought 
on political, social, philosophical, and religious issues. During this visit students 
will observe and discuss the different ways works of art communicate artists’ 
beliefs, ideas, and feelings without the directness of the written word…they will 
consider how a work of art can have multiple meanings—those specific to each 
viewer and the personal meaning for the artist. (Art Central Program 2010) 

To create this lesson, I drew on the Feldman method (1970) of inquiry based art 

discussion, Michael Rohd’s (1998) values clarification/discussion starters, and Viola 

Spolin’s groundbreaking methods from her book, Improvisation for the Theatre. The 

lesson began with the gallery teachers explaining that a fun way to get to know a work of 

art is to analyze it and discover the artist’s message by looking at the artwork and talking 

about it together. This discussion was led using Feldman’s strategy of asking the students 

to describe, analyze, interpret and evaluate a work of art chosen by the gallery teachers. 

Voting tools were then distributed to the students, explaining that they would be used to 

discover more about the artwork viewed. This activity was a modified version of “Vote 

With Your Feet” created by applied theatre practitioner Michael Rohd. The goal is: 

to ask everyone to think about the subject matter in the statements, begin to feel 
comfortable sharing their point of view in the group, and learn about other 
people’s points of view. (54) 

For the visit two lesson, the gallery teachers read different possible artist’s messages 

aloud, and invited the students to vote using their tools as to if they agree, disagree, or are 
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somewhere in the middle on whether that statement is a message of the work. For 

example if the statement read was, “The artist is saying something about nature,” the 

students would decide how accurate that idea was to the artwork being viewed and vote 

accordingly. After they voted, the gallery teachers asked supporting questions to 

encourage further analysis and interpretation of the work and called on the students to 

explain why they voted the way they did. At the conclusion of this activity, the gallery 

teachers explained that an artist’s message is discovered in many different ways and next 

they would explore the artist’s message through physical embodiment by playing a game 

called Frozen Pictures.  

Frozen Pictures is a variation of the Spolin’s game “Stage Pictures” where 

participants, “appear in the stage space, posed as in a still picture” (251). The students 

were asked to spend a few minutes looking carefully at a new work of art without talking 

about it to anyone. The gallery teachers next asked for volunteers based on the number of 

figures in the selected work and had the students pose or freeze as the people in the 

artwork. The remaining students observed their classmates’ frozen picture by first 

focusing on each student in their pose individually and then looking at the frozen image 

as a whole. The gallery teachers asked questions including: 

• Describe what you see.  

• How are these people similar to the ones in the artwork? How are they different? 

• How does what you see in their pose give us clues to what this artwork is about?  

To the volunteers in the poses were questions such as: 

• How does it feel to be in the pose you’re in? 

• How different is it to actually be in the pose instead of just looking at the work? 

To create these questions I adapted the D. A. R. approach, Describe, Analyze, Relate 

(DFS Handbook 10). It is a scaffolded approach where first the viewers simply describe 



 60 

what they see without any other commentary. They then move into analyzing what they 

have described. Finally, they are asked to relate what they have just discussed back to 

themselves and their lived experiences. After moving through D.A.R., the students were 

then challenged to create a new pose that reflected what might have happened the 

moment before the scene in the artwork and a third pose that might be the moment after. 

They were then asked to move through all three poses. The gallery teachers inquired if 

moving from pose to pose gave the students any clues as to what was going on in the 

work of art. After each student had the opportunity to pose and/or observe, the gallery 

teachers concluded by having the students reflect on what they learned: 

• If you were looking at a work of art for the first time, what are some things you 

can do to understand it better? 

• What details in the work would you look for to understand the work? 

• How did creating an image of the work with your body and then talking about it 

help you to understand the artwork? 
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Illustration 3: Visit 2 – Artist’s Message 

 

I was able to observe the three gallery teachers implementing Visit Two: Artist’s 

Message at The Blanton with their respective groups of fourth and fifth grade students. I 

saw the students tackle critical thinking and problem solving skills in their decisions to 

agree, disagree or be somewhere in the middle with the voting activity. They were not 

only encouraged to vote, but also challenged to explain their opinion and ideas. Critical 

thinking and problem solving also came into play during the frozen pictures activity. 

Here I observed many of the groups negotiating which character they would be and how 

they would embody the figures. I watched them “imagine from the inside” (Geahigan 

2002) and deepen their understanding of the artworks. 

For example, a group of fourth graders were led to a painting called, The Return 

of the Prodigal Son by Sebastiano Ricci. The gallery teacher engaged the students in a 
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discussion about the painting and then asked for volunteers. She picked four students and 

told them that from viewing the painting and participating in the discussion that just took 

place that they must pick one character from the painting and pose as that character. Two 

of the students put themselves in the position of two men in the painting. One was 

standing over the other one in a threatening way and the other was on the ground 

cowering. The gallery teacher asked that the four characters freeze in the frozen image of 

the painting to let the rest of the students take in the image. She then asked the student in 

the cowering position how she felt, to which she responded, “I felt like I was pushed 

down and it hurts.” The gallery teacher asked the student what she thought her character 

was doing and she answered, “I am pleading for somebody or something. I feel like I 

don’t like them” (referring to the figure who is threatening) (Art Central Observation 

Evaluation 2010). That student was displaying an emotional connection with the painting 

that she discovered through the embodiment of the artwork. If this student had simply 

viewed the painting in a typical museum visit style, would she have experienced that 

same meaningful connection? 

During my observation of the gallery teachers with their students, I witnessed 

examples of lively, thoughtful discussion and activity. Perhaps this was because the 

gallery teachers were able to create an environment where the students were allowed and 

encouraged to make personal and critical connections to the works of art. This was 

evident when I spoke to one of the gallery teachers at a later date post visit two. She 

shared with me that while working with her group on visit three, many of the students 

passed artworks in which they had embodied various characters and commented 

excitedly on how they had played that part during their second visit. 

Working with young people in museums is exciting, unpredictable and 

enlightening. As Anna Curtis Chandler noted, children possess a special power to 
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understand art and interpret it through their prior experiences (Solli 2007). While I 

believe all people possess this power, perhaps children have easier access to it. I have 

witnessed young people have great insight, humor and creativity when interacting with 

visual art. I was privileged to get another opportunity to engage with visitors aged eleven 

to sixteen at The Blanton during our museum theatre piece for the community group, 

Sister-to-Sister. 

19TH CENTURY TEA: MOVING BEYOND FIRST PERSON INTERPRETATION 

Another of The Blanton’s goals in their strategic plan is to develop more 

interaction with community groups. Again, Garner, Manager of School and Family 

Programs, invited me to create and implement a theatrical education program as an 

outreach project for a specific audience. The interactive drama was to be crafted for the 

Sister-To-Sister organization, the female section of Big Brothers/Big Sisters. This 

community was chosen because the ensemble wanted to create a piece focusing on 

female artists of the nineteenth century, of which only three were represented between the 

two exhibitions. The ensemble was intrigued by the stories of these female artist 

pioneers. The goals of the program were to: 

• promote excitement for exploring artistic mystery and uncovering culture and 

meaning through art and artists; 

• encourage museum visitor self-expression and empowerment through creative 

activities; and, 

• stimulate dialogue and art analysis/interpretation regarding chosen works of art 

through interaction with actor/facilitators stepping into role as famous nineteenth 

century characters. 
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First person interpretation, or an actor/facilitator playing the role of a figure in a 

painting or the artist, etc., is a popular museum theatre technique that is often used with 

museum visitors. However using a single strategy can be limiting because there may be 

missed opportunities to allow for the visitors to engage in creative participation. In my 

practical research I wanted to employ different combinations of museum theatre 

techniques to better stimulate a variety of participants and meet the diverse program 

goals. In 19th Century Tea (see Appendix G), our museum theatre ensemble used first 

person interpretation as a base, but recognized that if we also positioned the museum 

visitors in role as problem-solving helpers and employed drama-based instruction 

techniques to stimulate dialogue with the actor/facilitators, the potential for a rich, 

multilayered program could flourish. Dorothy Heathcoate refers to this problem-solving 

concept as “Man in a Mess.”  

The group [of participants] faced a problem, a mystery, a journey, a search or a 
crisis of mankind – a “man in a mess” - or alternatively they took on the 
responsibility of an investigators role in precision. This new genre of theatre that 
brought substance back to the drama lesson, culminating at its best in a moment 
of awe that belongs to all forms of theatre.” (Bresler 53) 

The all female Sister-to-Sister audience seemed very appropriate to be the 

population served and filled a community outreach goal of The Blanton. I had a meeting 

with the two directors of Sister-to-Sister and pitched the idea. 

Three female artists brought to life and attempting to carve out a place for 
themselves in the nineteenth century art world dominated by males. They are 
thrilled to come upon a group of modern young women with whom to share their 
stories, struggles and joys. The artists in turn get a chance to learn about the 
young women’s lives and get a glimpse into their world. This interactive 
theatrical journey takes place in the galleries of The Blanton and concludes with a 
nineteenth century high tea shared by all. 
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The directors of the organization, thrilled with the idea of the younger sisters engaging 

with art, actors and participating in a high tea, eagerly signed on to make it a part of their 

fall programming. 

In shaping 19th Century Tea, we knew that each of the three undergraduate actors 

would step into character as artists Mary Cassatt, Berthe Morisot, and Rosa Bonheur. 

Having outlined the basic content, I asked the ensemble members to each write a 

monologue and/or bit of dialogue to be spoken by their artist characters grounded in the 

research they had gathered. I encouraged them to find the aspects of their artist’s lives 

they found most interesting and let those be their entry points for devising dialogue. The 

actors displayed some trepidation in the anticipation of writing theatrical text. They did 

not consider themselves playwrights, however I told them that they had displayed such 

passion and excitement in their research of the artists’ lives and time period that that 

should give them confidence in being able to make their characters speak. Each actor rose 

to the challenge. The actor playing Mary Cassatt was fascinated by Cassatt’s contentious 

relationship with her father and uncovered the story of her being so angry at her father’s 

lack of support emotionally and financially that she tears up a portrait of him she 

sketched. The actor bringing Berthe Morisot to life uncovered the relationship between 

her artist and the famous Impressionist painter, Eduardo Manet. She devised her dialogue 

as the two artists were preparing for the first Impressionism exhibition ever shown in 

nineteenth century France. And the actor stepping into Rosa Bonheur’s shoes loved the 

fact that her artist refused to wear any attire but trousers. She discovered that Bonheur 

came from a family of artists so she was extremely supported in her pursuits, but was 

taunted for her choice of dress and lifestyle. There was an excited energy as the ensemble 

added more and more layers to the complexity of their characters and began to weave 
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together a dramatic narrative. One actor/facilitator wrote the following account on the 

search for a relevant storyline appropriate for the Sister-to-Sister participants: 

It's a challenge finding something that these women from nineteenth century 
society - two of them rebels and one of them a social darling - have that 10-12 
year old girls can relate to.  By creating a story using these 3 characters, using the 
element of surprise, and really tailoring the show to our audience (10-12 year old 
girls) we came to the conclusion that we can do this.  Some historical liberties will 
have to be used to create interaction and dialogue, but most importantly we want 
to let the audience in. (Museum Theatre Ensemble Journal Entry 2010) 

In the attempt to merge my story outline, the ensemble’s dialogue and other ideas 

generated along the way, we decided to share an online interactive Google document  

between rehearsals. I began the draft and asked that each of the actors contribute their 

dialogue, monologue and/or ideas to the shared document. This proved relatively 

successful as a means of creating a collaboratively devised script. While everyone was 

creating and contributing, I did experience some frustrations with the timing of everyone 

contributing to the document. Since most of the ensemble was not receiving course 

credit, 19th Century Tea was seen as an extra project that wasn’t always at the top of their 

priorities. I felt that because most of the actors were participating in this project 

completely voluntarily, I had to carry most of the workload. However, the project 

continued to move forward as we crafted more and more drafts of the museum theatre 

piece: 

We now have an addition to our cast: the graduate student - who will be playing 
'shadowy figure' and will come to reveal herself as Isabelle Gardner, the avid art 
collector during our artists' times…There are some great activities that are set up 
for the girls, that really create an interactive workshop.  A mystery needs to be 
unlocked and we are their "prizes" in a way.  I really like that the activities will 
get the girls really into this world that we're setting up for them, so that by the 
time we are found and we're 'unfrozen', we won't have to worry about these girls 
not agreeing to suspend their beliefs - it will really get them invested in this 
workshop. (Museum Theatre Ensemble Journal Entry 2010) 
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In our story, the narrative begins with a scavenger hunt style activity as part of the 

inciting action. The visitors are divided into three groups and asked to follow clues 

having to do with one of the three artists: 

 
Your task is to set Mary Cassatt free 
She was famous for painting mother and child  
in the nineteenth century 
Impressionism was Mary’s preferred art style 
So please study the enclosed map file  
Go to where the first mark is begun 
When you arrive answer question number one 
Also there is an object for you to find 
It sits in the doorway – do not open but do not leave behind!  

We decided that each artist would recall her last memory before being frozen in time and 

the participants would have to unlock the mystery as to how the artists got to this state. 

After unfreezing them, each of the artists would reveal that their memories had to do with 

feeling defeated, not accepted in the art world, and frustrated. In these heightened 

emotional states the artists decided to give up on their dreams and their passions because 

it was just too difficult. Led by Isabella Stewart Gardner, the Sister-to-Sister visitors enter 

into a discussion on the themes of staying true to passions, dreams and goals and not 

giving up. To prove to the artists that they are accepted and even celebrated, the big and 

little sisters guide each of the artists to their artworks hanging in the current exhibition. 

The artists are thrilled to see their art and engage in lively conversations about their 

pieces.  

Mary, Berthe and Rosa make the decision to not abandon their passion and 

creativity and to make art again. In the meantime, Isabella disappears, but not before 

leaving a message with one of the little sisters that is actually an invitation and a map to a 

special place nearby. The group follows the map out of the galleries, across the courtyard 
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and up some stairs where there is a white tent set up in the middle of a darkened room 

and the group is led quickly inside. Inside is a nineteenth century artist’s haven. There are 

nineteenth century fabrics and rugs lining the tent. There are lamps and tea lights to serve 

as the lighting. Isabella greets the entire group and bids them to have a seat around the 

table which is overflowing with beautiful china. There are baked goods and tea ready to 

be consumed and the big and little sisters participate in a high tea with Isabella, Mary, 

Berthe and Rosa. Isabella and the artists express their desire to celebrate the group that 

has been brought together. As a community they establish a society for creative women 

with an initiation ceremony. Each group member takes a turn passing a lantern and 

voicing their passions. They then recite a secret society vow altogether before the artists 

leave to get back to their work. The artists say goodbye to their new friends and Isabella 

announces that she has one more surprise for them. As Isabella passes out gifts of small 

boxes of stationary and pencils as takeaways for the participants, she says: 

I am nervous the artists will forget and want to give up again. Please let’s all write 
letters to the artists and share what was important about today - all you 
experienced and felt throughout today. I will make sure the artists receive your 
letters. Perhaps you will hear from your artist friends by post! Well I am off – lots 
to do! Thank you for everything. (19th Century Tea 2010) 

  

The big and little sisters are invited to write their reflection of the day. Isabella collects 

the letters and everyone says their goodbyes and well wishes.  

With our characters, narrative and facilitation mapped out, we were ready to bring 

the layers of our museum theatre piece together. This meant working in costumes and 

with props, timing out the scripted and facilitated portions of the performance, rehearsing 

in the spaces of The Blanton galleries and classroom where the nineteenth century tea 

would take place and designing and building the nineteenth century tea tent. Before our 
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final dress rehearsal, I set up a workshop between the ensemble and the Manager of 

School and Family Programs regarding specific methods to use when discussing artworks 

with visitors. These discussions were a big part of our theatre piece, woven in and out of 

the narrative, and it required that the actors be able to guide an interactive conversation 

upon viewing each of “their” artworks in the exhibitions.  

Garner and I went back and forth on whether the ensemble should use the 

Feldman Method or the Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) method to facilitate 

discussions regarding the artwork. The Feldman Method is a four step series of inquiry 

questions posed to the viewer where they are asked to describe, analyze, interpret and 

evaluate a work of art (1970). VTS “allows students to examine art, to think, to contribute 

observations and ideas, to listen, and to build understandings together” (vtshome.org). In 

using VTS, the facilitator asks the same three questions: What's going on in this picture?, 

What do you see that makes you say that?, What more can you find? As a group we had 

the opportunity to be in the galleries with Jennifer to learn and practice both types of 

methods. The ensemble seemed naturally more drawn to the VTS method, as there were 

only three questions with which to work. They saw the benefits of the Feldman Method, 

but felt they would need more time and practice to be able to implement it by the 

performance. By the end of the session, each of the actors was able to facilitate an art 

conversation using VTS in front of their character’s work of art.  

With all the characters and storyline in place, the actor/facilitators somewhat 

confident in using VTS, the facilitated portions of the piece established, the scavenger 

hunt carefully detailed, the costumes, props and set in place, clearance from museum 

security staff, and approval from the marketing department, we were at last ready to share 

19th Century Tea with an invited audience at our final dress rehearsal. Isabella’s opening 

greeting and discussion with the participants ran smoothly; but, the rhyming scavenger 
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hunt portion failed epically. The visitors found the tasks and clue gathering complicated 

and hard to follow. There was too much to undertake; too many problems to solve; too 

many envelopes and different pieces of paper to track. The awakening of the artists 

worked well in the gallery space and the art discussions were adequate, though the actors 

felt the places they could improve. The tea tent section and its facilitated discussion were 

the most successful part of the rehearsal. I was extremely grateful to the invited audience 

who provided feedback on the piece. We decided to streamline the scavenger hunt and 

provide a final round of notes to the actors to aid in their facilitations and art discussions. 

Ultimately, there were two performances of 19th Century Tea for two different 

age groups of the Sister-To-Sister organization: group one consisted of little sisters 

roughly aged ten to twelve; and, group two aged thirteen to sixteen. The performances 

were a vast improvement over the final dress rehearsal from which we had learned a great 

deal. The actor playing Mary Cassatt shared after the first performance,  

It was fun. Before we worried about our lines but with girls it was easy to adlib; I 
sometimes found it hard to chime in and to know when was it appropriate for me 
to speak. Sometimes it was hard for them to talk about the subject matter, but the 
passing around of the lantern was really effective – when it was their turn to 
speak, each girl said something. (Interview 10/18/10) 

The actor portraying Rosa noted that the big sisters were “trying not to 

overshadow the younger girls. Trying to pull them [little sisters] out is challenging but 

once they warmed up it was easier” (Interview 10/18/10). On their reflections some 

actors struggled with communication and interaction with the second group because they 

were “older and tight-lipped and with teenagers it’s harder to get involved” (Interview 

10/18/10). But another actor believed the “flow was very natural the second time and 

observations went well. There were some great moments and building of relationships” 

(Interview 10/18/10). While the older group was quieter, I observed that the 
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actor/facilitators were more comfortable having done the performance once and appeared 

more confident with their characters and in their interactions with the group. In her 

journal entry, one actor reflected: 

this process differs from other I've participated in at UT...The other projects I've 
participated in, I've never created or helped to create it from the ground up.  I've 
usually been an actor or a director in the other shows I've done.  And with those 
shows we've always worked on a solid structure…There was also never this spirit 
of collaboration.  As an actor you are under the direction of the director and you 
bring what you have to the table, but always under the vision of the director. This 
process has been very collaborative, truly an ensemble.  Lindsay is of course 
leading everything doing the most work, but she really cares about what ideas we 
have and working together to create the script and make it come alive.  She's 
always interested in what we have to say and is constantly asking us for feedback.  
Also, working in a small ensemble has allowed us to really bounce ideas back and 
forth with each other…I like the fact that everyone is excited about it and 
everyone is so ready and willing to work with each other. (Museum Theatre 
Ensemble Journal Entry 2010) 

Illustration 4: 19th Century Tea 
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Overall, I was very happy with the 19th Century Tea museum theatre piece. The 

ensemble absolutely rose to the occasion because of their talent, dedication, research and 

openness to experiencing a new type of theatre. I observed that the two Sister-To-Sister 

groups were for the most part engaged in the drama and artwork. They were quietly and 

intently listening to the actors and though a bit reluctant to participate in the discussions 

at first, they eventually seemed to become more comfortable and offer their observations 

and comments. They appeared excited to be close with and talk to the actors portraying 

the artists. By the time we journeyed to the tea tent, I noticed the girls engaging in lively 

conversation with the actors/artists and lots of smiles when they entered the tent full of 

cookies and teas for them to choose. It was also fascinating to observe that every single 

group member voiced her passion when called upon. And finally, both groups, without 

hesitation received their gift of sets of stationary and pencils and took seriously their 

reflective writing to an artist task. One participant articulated in a message to Mary 

Cassatt:  

Dear Mary, I really liked your art…You should never give up on something that 
you enjoy doing. What I have heard today really helped me because I was at the 
point of giving up on my dreams because people didn’t like to see what I did, but 
now I know that I shouldn’t. (19th Century Tea Letter 2010) 

In addition, the directors of the Sister-To-Sister organization stated, “It was such a special 

event and we are hearing positive feedback from it!” (Email 11/11/10) 

In this chapter I addressed the practical portion of my thesis work. I discussed the 

research, rehearsal and performance experience of the museum theatre ensemble -- our 

challenges, triumphs and discoveries working as actor/facilitators in a visual art museum 

setting. In the final chapter, I present my recommendations for creating and implementing 

museum theatre workshops and performances. I also look ahead to the future of the 

museum theatre field and its place in visual art museums. 
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Chapter Five: The Possibilities of the “World” 

White. A blank page or canvas? ...So many possibilities. 

-Stephen Sondheim, Sunday in the Park with George 

 

When I was twelve I went on vacation with my family to Chicago, IL. One of our 

main stops was the Art Institute of Chicago. It was on that visit that I first stood in front 

of the painting, Sunday on the Island of La Grande Jatte by Georges Seurat. I was 

transfixed -- it wasn’t just the sheer size of the canvas, it was the vivid array of colors and 

the millions of dots as “brushstrokes” and all of the people captured in an afternoon at the 

park. Being passionate about musical theatre from a young age, I knew there had been a 

play written about Seurat’s painting, but I was not very familiar with it. After witnessing 

the work of art live, I began listening to the music from Stephen Sondheim’s musical, 

Sunday in the Park with George. Because I had a reference point from the actual source 

material, the music affected me deeply. The musical is centered on the French artist, 

Georges Seurat and the creation of his masterpiece, Sunday on the Island of La Grande 

Jatte. With Sunday in the Park with George, Sondhiem voyages into Seurat’s painting 

and completely immerses himself in the “world of the work.” He brings the figures in the 

painting to life infusing them with personality and “imagines from the inside,”  

All those people in the painting. You speculate on why none of them are looking 
at each other…Maybe someone was having an affair…or one was related to 
someone else. (Sondheim qtd. by Secrest 327)  

From entering the world of La Grande Jatte, Sondheim used the structure of what Seurat 

painted and accessed his imagination to create a poetic and complex musical. 

Since I had witnessed Sunday on the Island of La Grande Jatte, I found an 

immense appreciation for both the musical and the work of art. I had seen the woman, 

“Dot” in the painting with whom the artist was in love. I knew first hand who the grumpy 
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boatman in the play was; I understood clearly why Sondheim had composed all the music 

that George sang in staccato to demonstrate Seurat’s painting style of Pointillism. I fell in 

love with the merging of visual art and theatre.  

Throughout this document, I reference quotes from Sunday in the Park with 

George as evidence of visual artwork inspiring the medium of theatre. Chapters one 

through four detail my two-year theoretical and practical research into the use of museum 

theatre in a visual art museum. In chapter five, I offer my recommendations for the use of 

museum theatre specifically in the setting of visual art museums. These considerations 

are based on my research of applied theatre practice, museum learning and the work of 

the current leaders of the field: Jackson, Hughes and Bridal, among others. I also ground 

this chapter in my practical museum theatre experience and share some reflective 

thoughts from the museum theatre ensemble.  

These practical museum theatre programs support the argument and my research 

question that drama-based instruction and theatrical techniques can help deepen and/or 

complicate the notion of visitor engagement in a visual art museum. How can museum 

visitors experience a more meaningful connection with and deeper understanding of a 

work of art? I put forth that creative participation in museum education is essential for 

personal and critical connection with visual art. What can an applied theatre practitioner 

do to encourage connection, creativity and learning in museum education? By 

implementing creative participation, which includes the use of critical thinking and 

problem solving skills, engages the senses, and stimulates meaningful dialogue. The 

findings from my research include recommendations for utilizing museum theatre 

programming implemented by an applied theatre practitioner.  
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MUSEUM THEATRE RECOMMENDATIONS IN A VISUAL ART MUSEUM SETTING: 

1. Research and support the museum’s educational goals. This includes learning 

and adapting to the theories and vocabulary of the visual art museum. Museum theatre 

pieces need to be pedagogically responsible and convey what the museum is trying to 

communicate to its visitors. Research of the artwork and exhibitions should be thoughtful 

and substantial to aid in the development of museum theatre programming. This means 

gaining an authentic understanding of the artist, culture and history of the work of art and 

embedding this information in the theatre pieces.  

The role of an applied theatre practitioner is usually that of an outsider who 

possesses the skills and tools as an experienced facilitator to engage participants and 

guide discussions and activities. It is imperative that the practitioner respects the 

community in which they are entering and learn about its mission, goals and history. I 

found myself yearning to understand all I could about art analysis and interpretation and 

the structure and tasks of a museum education staff. I also realized I needed to understand 

more about the history and theories of museum education and consequently made the 

decision to develop a second concentration of study in my graduate school degree 

through the UT Portfolio Program in Museum Studies. Through this program I was able 

to enroll in the courses -- Museum Education: History and Theory and Issues in Museum 

Studies. I was able to learn extensively about the field’s history, theories and issues to the 

point where I no longer felt as much of an outsider entering an organization. It was 

through the portfolio program and my Drama and Theatre for Youth and Communities 

degree emphasis that I was able to bridge my interests of theatre and museum education 

and communicate appropriately with The Blanton staff and the museum theatre ensemble. 

2. Consider and uphold the structure and tasks of the museum education 

department. The applied theatre practitioner can truly serve and support the museum 
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education staff. The four museum theatre programs implemented at The Blanton 

supported the tasks of the museum educator in the following ways: Collectors in Role I 

was a teacher workshop promoting professional development to inform teachers of all 

subjects as to the educational opportunities offered at The Blanton. The teachers were 

able to fulfill their accreditation hours while experiencing an interactive drama-based 

workshop which they could modify to use in their classrooms. The gallery lesson, Visit 2: 

Artist’s Message was part of a multiple-visit school program and partnership between 

The Blanton and Austin area schools where the students visited the museum and 

continued that learning in their classrooms with pre and post visit lesson plans. Visit Two: 

Artist’s Message also encompassed training for gallery teachers to implement this drama-

based instruction lesson. 19th Century Tea fulfilled the community outreach goals by 

partnering with the organization, Big Brothers/Big Sisters. And the workshop, Collectors 

in Role II was an adult program offered as part of the Texas Arts Education Association 

annual conference providing experiential programming inspired by the Turner to Monet 

and Repartee exhibitions. 

3. Create reciprocal and genuine relationships with the museum education staff.  

Content of the pieces should be shared with the education staff as the rehearsal process 

develops. A mutually respectful relationship between the museum educator and the 

applied theatre practitioner is essential. As an example I turn to my relationship and 

partnership with The Blanton’s Manager of School and Family Programs, Jennifer 

Garner. We each brought a specific set of skills to our museum theatre partnership. 

Further, we were enthralled, energized and curious about one another’s specialties and 

were extremely open to learning from each other and sharing ideas. In our work together, 

we spent hours discussing and planning how best to present our programs and workshops 

by encouraging analytical art interpretation and stimulating imagination through theatre. 
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Garner wrote to me in an email, “I don’t think you know just how inspiring our 

conversations are to me” (Email 2/15/11).  

I echoed these sentiments and realized how truly collaborative and productive our 

relationship had grown. As my mentor, Garner opened my eyes to an array of art 

interpretation techniques such as the Feldman Method and Visual Thinking Strategies 

(VTS) and encouraged me to put them into practice when working with museum visitors. 

We also discussed museum learning theory and the history of art education which 

furthered my understanding of approaches and concepts to museum education 

specifically, Constructivism (Hein 1998) and the World of the Work (1999). Over a two 

year period Garner and I collaborated on eight separate programs using theatre in a visual 

art museum setting. We were grounded in our shared belief that museum visitors should 

have a creative and participatory experience where both learning and entertainment could 

occur. 

4. Museum theatre projects should support the artwork and museum visitor needs. 

The applied theatre practitioner should choose material carefully, developing relevant 

narratives and storylines, and never letting the theatricality overshadow the objects. Not 

all objects, paintings, exhibitions, etc. are ideal for museum theatre projects. 

Dramatization should enhance and support the exhibitions and artworks, not overshadow 

or lessen them. It is important to develop a theatrical narrative for museum theatre pieces 

that deepen, explore and respect the objects and artwork.   

5. Establish clear project roles with all collaborators. The museum theatre piece 

will grow and change, but the overarching objectives will most likely remain the same. In 

order to organize all collaborators effectively, at the start of the project make sure 

everyone understands their role within the group. Sharing tasks and assigning duties will 

empower each individual to collaborate effectively and deepen their investment in the 
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piece as true stakeholders. Tasks should be geared towards each member’s strengths with 

the understanding that ideas and opinions will be heard across the board. 

6. Work as an ensemble to value all voices and contributions. Museum theatre is a 

highly collaborative process that can involve theatre directors, museum educators, 

playwrights, actors, curatorial staff, etc. Ideally the theatre practitioner working as a staff 

member in the museum education department will help foster a true team approach 

towards creating and implementing programs. Make sure a work environment and 

rehearsal space is created where everyone feels the freedom to contribute, listen and 

develop.  

7. Be flexible and patient during the development process. Provide ample time for 

imaginative experimentation, but also know when to set the structure of the museum 

theatre piece. Developing museum theatre requires lots of creative energy and focus. 

Give the script/program/workshop room to grow and change; ideas often have to be tried 

multiple times in various ways to reach the project’s artistic and educational goals. 

However, there should be a time limit on this phase so it doesn’t begin to hinder the 

development.   

8. Know the audience as much as possible. Since museums serve the greater 

community, sometimes it is hard to hone in on exactly what type of audience will be 

experiencing the museum theatre piece. It can be helpful to know if the program is meant 

to target young people, adults or teens, etc. With this information, the theatre piece can be 

crafted for a specific audience resulting in a potentially more meaningful and relevant 

museum visitor experience.  

9. Challenge the museum visitors to creatively participate. Visual art museums 

have the potential to be places where deep learning can occur. Encourage visitors to 

critically think about the art or exhibition they are experiencing through interaction with 
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the actor/facilitators and activities presented by the facilitator. This can open up 

intriguing dialogue and stimulate critical thought and imagination. 

10. Create work with passion and personal meaning. Finding the “hook” into the 

painting, object or exhibition being dramatized is a gratifying feeling. When found, have 

fun exploring it and consider many options and directions in which the museum theatre 

piece could go. Demonstrating passion for the work will show through in the final piece, 

motivate the creative team and hopefully energize museum visitors. 

11. Always include assessment and evaluation in the creation and implementation 

of museum theatre programs. Having a grasp on the museum visitor experience is 

extremely helpful in assessing museum theatre programming efficacy. I also recommend 

embedding arts-based assessment and evaluation within the piece when possible. For 

example in 19th Century Tea, we provided the Sister-to-Sister visitors with antique 

stationary sets and pencils that they could keep, and, we also asked that they write letters 

to the artists they met reflecting on their experience or anything else they wished to say. 

The letters were collected and  “delivered” to the artists. This worked as both a creative 

activity and a built in evaluation tool to gain insight to their experience. 

MUSEUM THEATRE ENSEMBLE: REFLECTIONS  

Assessment in museum theatre programming is important and essential in order to 

comprehend from the view of the museum visitor or participant. Since the members of 

the museum theatre ensemble were a key population with which The Blanton wanted to 

connect, I asked the ensemble to complete a pre and post-survey. The pre-survey asked 

questions to evaluate their previous experience with museum theatre, devising new work 

and the interpretation and analysis of visual art. The post-survey had a similar line of 

inquiry. 



 80 

The first question posed on the post-survey was to define museum theatre again. 

In the pre-survey most of the ensemble basically answered that museum theatre was 

theatre taking place in a museum with some sort of visitor engagement aspect and some 

chose not to answer at all (Museum Theatre Ensemble Pre-Survey). On the post-survey, 

one of the ensemble members reflected,  

Museum Theatre - its using theatre as a means of educating and exploring what 
museums have on display?  It is a venue that can be very interactive and opens up 
new avenues for discussion about history, science, people, art, - it can be anything 
really.  I believe that it makes a visit to the museum a personal experience 
(Museum Theatre Ensemble Post-Survey). 

Another member commented on the complexity of defining museum theatre: 

Museum theatre has no one definition; it cannot for it brings artifacts, artworks, 
etc into its original historic context. Museum theatre combines the element of 
history and facts and the stimulation and mystery of theatre…It can be 
educational, empowering, mysterious, it can answer questions or pose questions, 
and it can and should push the viewer or participant to think about the topic 
longer than the one minute it takes to look at a piece of art hanging on a wall. 
Museum theatre makes the two-dimensional, three-dimensional, in a sense. Just as 
is true with museums and theatre, museum theatre can cover any topic without 
boundaries. (Museum Theatre Ensemble Post-Survey) 

The ensemble members’ understanding of museum theatre expanded vastly. From their 

responses I noted their realization that museum theatre can be used for much more than a 

“hook” to gain the attention of visitors. Since participating as ensemble members, they 

now had a context and language connecting museum theatre to deep analysis, meaningful 

interpretation, and personal reflection of works of art. When questioned about the 

ensemble members’ experience in the dual role of actor and facilitator, some had the 

following to say: 

I really enjoyed and appreciated the fact that our ideas and our input into the 
projects was something that helped shape the piece.  I found it hard as an actor to 
portray a character the best way I can while being a facilitator.  I felt that it was 
harder to give a better performance while doing that.  Museum theatre isn’t 
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traditional theatre and the participatory aspect of it is something entirely new that 
I experienced this past semester…people were able to come out of their shells and 
become a part of the piece as well. (Museum Theatre Ensemble Post-Survey) 

I found it really challenging at first because it was unlike any “acting” experience 
I had ever had; just the very nature of involving the audience participation and 
allowing input forces the actor to improve, for which they really need to be 
familiar with the goals of the piece rather than with their own lines only. Yet, I 
definitely came to appreciate this interaction, despite its challenges; as an actor 
you rarely get the opportunity to get feedback AS you’re performing, which was 
really fun and rewarding. (Museum Theatre Ensemble Post-Survey) 

Combining the two roles was at first awkward, since as actors we are taught about 
the “fourth wall” and not interacting with our audience. In the first piece, the 
audience lived in our world (not the nineteenth century world, but the world of 
impressionist artists). In the second piece, they actually were in our world in time, 
so we didn't have to “adapt” to different standards for the audience's sake. I think 
the best way we found to successfully combine the two roles was to rehearse in 
character during rehearsals and understand the basics of facilitating; it came 
together only when we had an audience to interact with us. (Museum Theatre 
Ensemble Post-Survey) 

All of these responses note the tension of serving as both actor and facilitator. At the 

beginning of the process they felt awkward and uncomfortable, but grew confident when 

able to experience the reward of live interaction with the participants.  

I was also curious about the ensemble members’ experience with art analysis and 

interpretation paired with theatre. Their responses varied: 

I thought theatre really helped me to grasp art analysis and interpretation faster, 
more fun, and useful than if I was to experience it in the classroom.  I feel like I 
could look at any art piece and give a confident interpretation and analysis in it.  
It’s something I didn’t expect to get out of museum theatre! (Museum Theatre 
Ensemble Post-Survey) 

(Sorry in advance, I’m not really sure how to answer this question….) I think that 
this worked more successfully in the second (Collector’s) piece rather than the 
first. I’m not sure why this was…..  maybe that VTS method was just too difficult 
for the little girls to use….(Museum Theatre Ensemble Post-Survey) 

The art analysis made me, as my character, feel like I was actually in the world I 
wanted to be in. Hearing other people's thoughts on a piece of art pushes yourself 
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to think about it more; even pieces which you didn't originally like, you may 
begin to after hearing what you may have missed to see. Bringing theatre into the 
analysis made it seem less like an art history lecture and more like an intimate 
space, where the artist was genuinely interested in the audience's opinions, 
thoughts and observations. Theatre allowed me to really learn in depth about a 
few special pieces, and not rush through all of them, learning only about the artist 
or the history. Each brushstroke is just as important as the art movement. 
Combining art analysis with theatre really emphasizes this point. (Museum 
Theatre Ensemble Post-Survey) 

I find it interesting that for some ensemble members, theatre supported their approach to 

art analysis and for others it was a challenging layer which made them nervous. In my 

observation of the ensemble members’ work with art analysis, I saw them able to guide 

an interactive discussion with the groups, knowing when to spend more time on a 

particular point of conversation and when to move to the next question or artwork. Their 

tentiveness and uneasiness with integrating art analysis and interpretation was evident 

during rehearsals, but non-existent during the actual performance/workshops.  

The post-survey next asked if there is a relationship between visual art and theatre 

and if so, what?  

Of course. Does visual art encompass everything under that category?  I’ll answer 
as if it does.  Visual art helps tell the story, inspires stories, dresses the story, it 
provokes thought, etc.  Humans are visual learners too - so it only makes the 
effect of theatre stronger.   And vise versa too - theatre helps make visual art a 
stronger visual impression, it helps to engrave art in peoples’ minds. (Museum 
Theatre Ensemble Post-Survey) 

Well, definitely. They’re both art. I mean, they’re both ways that people express 
themselves and share their ideas with other people. (Museum Theatre Ensemble 
Post-Survey) 

Of course! I have always believed this. Visual art and theatre rise from the same 
impulse, but they are expressed differently. It's natural then that one should arise 
from another or can complement the other. 19th Century Tea brought a new 
context to the visual art that these children may or may not have cared about 
beforehand. They may have glanced over the piece not seeing much, but theatre 
brought it to life. Collectors in Role taught teachers how to bring life to visual art 
by making lectures interactive. (Museum Theatre Ensemble Post-Survey) 



 83 

These responses share some aspect of the different forms of art complimenting one 

another. This may seem an obvious idea, but I believe it is useful to be grounded in the 

belief that art inspires art and how rewarding it can be to experience that cycle of 

inspiration.  

I concluded the survey by inquiring how the ensemble felt about their experience 

with devising new theatre pieces in a museum setting. When posing this question, I did 

not realize I would receive such passionate responses. Collaboration, especially new 

collaboration, can be challenging and requires a growth process. It takes time to get to 

understand and appreciate the worlds from where different collaborators come and 

develop a solid working relationship. Some ensemble members had the following to say 

in regards to devising new theatre pieces in the museum setting: 

It’s been a good experience. The pieces in the museum hand you an idea and you 
can run in almost any direction with it - structure and freedom.  Sometimes it did 
feel like we were floating in a sea of non-theatre people…We didn’t have the 
same support system we would normally have if this were to be in a more 
traditional theatre location.  There was strong support of course, but I felt that a 
lot of logistical mishaps kept throwing us through loops.  In the end, the revised 
pieces worked beautifully. (Museum Theatre Ensemble Post-Survey) 

I thought it was really rewarding, but really challenging in the end…at times I felt 
that the people over at the museum didn’t really fully understand the goals of the 
pieces. To me, this needed to be about using theatre to get people excited so they 
can go off and make the experience their own – learn more, research more, share 
the knowledge with other people. I think, sometimes, the museum staff didn’t 
quite share this goal. They were very caught up in making sure the specifics of the 
information were right (I’m thinking of the time were it was decided that the 
nineteenth century tea girls couldn’t do their drawings in a specific room because 
that room was close to the modern art and our piece was about nineteenth century 
art.) I guess my point is, there’s definitely friction between the theatre people and 
the museum people. I think a large part of making sure that museum theatre is 
successful is full commitment and a letting-go of sorts on the museum side of 
things. (ensemble participant) 



 84 

I loved it. I had never done anything similar in nature and not only do I feel like I 
informed others, but I walked away knowing more about my character, the topic 
of the theatre piece, etc. and that is more than I can say about other pieces I have 
worked on. Collaborating with others to create the pieces also was a great 
experience. Being in a new setting with a different structure let us think 
differently. (Museum Theatre Ensemble Post-Survey) 

There are growing pains with all new collaborations. I realized from the ensemble 

responses that as the link between the museum staff and actor/facilitators, it is my 

responsibility to ensure the lines of communication are kept open. In the chaos and 

exhilaration of creating and performing the museum theatre pieces, it is important to be 

reminded that frustrations can develop on both sides of the collaboration and if open 

discussion is encouraged, the more likely issues can get addressed and solved. In the end, 

from speaking and listening to both the museum educators and ensemble members, 

despite the challenges, there was a unanimous feeling that museum theatre should be 

implemented in a visual art museum. There was an agreement that incorporating museum 

theater in museum education programs was beneficial for all participants and should 

continue to be explored. 

CONCLUSION 

Drama has the power to be an innovative entry point into visual art by engaging 

its audience on an emotional level and generating critical thought. I have come to the 

realization that while it is a delight to witness the musical, Sunday in the Park with 

George, one is just able to do so as an observer. Only the writer, director, design team 

and actors really get to participate in the “world of the work,” not the audience/visitors. It 

is my belief that participatory museum theatre programs activated in a visual art museum 

setting can allow visitors, audiences, the creative and education teams to all creatively 

participate in the artwork and objects.  
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As a child, I imaginatively entered the “world of the work” in the exhibition, A 

Touch of Dutch. I remember believing I had stepped into that painting and I constructed 

an entire scenario based on my experiences both imagined and real. I felt the sun shining 

and a breeze entering through the large open windows, I played with a cat on the black 

and white tiled floor and I held the hand of the figure in the painting imagining he was 

my long lost relative. This is the power of role play and I now have a better 

understanding of what happened in that moment. I had experienced a type of self-

motivated museum theatre that encouraged creative participation resulting in a vivid 

memory and personal relationship with the art exhibition. The big missing element in my 

experience was the guidance of a museum theatre facilitator. I now believe my encounter 

with A Touch of Dutch could have gone even deeper into meaning making had it been 

steeped in DBI and theatrical techniques prompting interaction and discussion with 

others. This is why the skills of an applied theatre practitioner as part of a museum 

education staff are an enormous asset to the education team. Everyone should get the 

opportunity to encounter visual art in a creative and participatory way. Through unique 

programming like museum theatre, anyone who desires it can imagine from the inside 

and enter the world of the work. 
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Illustration 5: Museum Theatre Ensemble 
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Appendix A: Museum Theatre Ensemble Project Overview and 
Rehearsal Schedule 

 
Project Advisor: Katie Dawson 

Project Leader: Lindsay Genshaft 
Project Investigator: Jennifer Garner 
Email: lindsaygenshaft@gmail.com  

Phone: 646-234-1079  
 
Project Overview: 
This project is designed to bridge drama and visual art through the formation of a 
museum theatre acting ensemble. Together we will build a core company of 
actors/facilitators tasked with creating two (possibly three) drama pieces that support and 
activate the exhibitions, Turner to Monet and Repartee as presented by The Blanton 
Museum of Art. This project will be the basis of my MFA thesis. Through my practical 
research, I will seek to create a space where both acting and facilitating skills can be 
honed. I will direct the overall project, but the ensemble will have the freedom to co-
construct and devise the museum theatre pieces together. For every performance, we will 
create relatable characters, navigating situations that appropriately relate to the artworks. 
We will also map out the facilitated portions of the pieces and decide how to best guide 
the interactive moments, exploring a variety of facilitation approaches. 
 
Project Objectives:  

1. To build an acting ensemble based on trust, support and dependability; 
2. to work collaboratively and openly in developing the museum theatre pieces; 
3. to build interactive facilitation skills; 
4. to research and recognize the dramatic entry points in the chosen works of art; 
5. to find appropriate places for interaction with the museum audience and to 

seamlessly include analysis and interpretation of artworks in the theatre pieces 
created; 

6. to sharpen listening, seeing, and interpreting skills and connect in an impactful 
way with the museum audience; 

7. to note the experience of the creation, implementation, and evaluation of the 
ensemble; 

8. to develop and discover ongoing acting and teaching skills useful for future 
work. 

 
Educational Objectives: 

1. To connect the art forms of theatre and visual art; 
2. to understand the chosen artworks being dramatized as expressions of individual 

or broader human values within a historical, cultural or social context; 
3. to develop a personal teaching style supporting constructivist learning; 
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4. to cultivate aesthetic appreciation through the creation of the drama pieces being 
crafted. 

 
Questions we will interrogate include: 

1. How does museum theatre affect the level of audience engagement with fine art?  
2. If museum theatre increases the level of audience engagement with fine art, what 

indicators suggest this?  
a. How does museum theatre encourage visitors to consider new ways of 

viewing and connecting with fine art? 
b. How do the visitors interact with the actor/facilitators of the theatre 

pieces?  
c. If the museum theatre pieces stimulate dialogue, in what ways do the 

visitors carry on those conversations?  
d. How do the visitors make connections between their own experience and 

the works of art?  
3. What, if any, are the long-term effects of participation in a museum theatre event? 
4. What happens when a theatre practitioner partners with the education department 

of a visual art museum? 
5. What is the experience of the museum theatre acting ensemble in the creation, 

implementation, and evaluation of this theatre and visual art partnership? 
 
Suggested Readings (to be handed out) 
 
Hughes, Catherine. Museum Theatre 
Jackson, Tony. “Seeing it for Real” 
 
Character Research/Journals: 
Standard theatrical character research will help develop the people you are portraying and 
feed much of the content of the theatre pieces. I invite you to keep a journal of rehearsal 
exercises, ideas, performances and outside observations for the museum theatre pieces.  
 
Attire:  
Devising theatre is physical work; don’t be hindered by your attire 
   
Participation: 
Please let me know with as much advance notice as you can if you will be late or unable 
to attend a rehearsal.  
 
Evaluation:  
I am very excited and grateful that you will be part of my thesis research. Due to this, 
there will be an initial survey to be completed on the first day of rehearsal. The survey 
will assess any prior knowledge of drama in museum settings and thoughts on filling the 
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roles of both instructors and actors in the project. Additionally, in order to collect data 
throughout the project, there will be the following: 
 

o Focus group sessions 
o Mid point of project evaluation/reflection of work 
o Reflection evaluation post performance/workshops 
o Exit survey 
o Exit Interviews 

  
Project Specifics: 
 
Project I: 19th Century Tea 
 
Actors : Three - These actors will portray female artists represented in the   
  two Blanton exhibitions, Turner to Monet and Repartee:    
  Mary Cassatt, Berthe Marisot, Rosa Bonheur 
 
Goals:    

 To analyze nineteenth-century art as seen through Turner to Monet and Repartee 
 To gauge the impact of analyzing/interpreting visual art using creative drama and 

theatrical techniques 
 To stimulate dialogue regarding chosen works of art through interaction with 

characters  
 Stir the excitement for exploring artistic themes and issues and relating them in a 

meaningful way appropriate to current times 
 
Content: Three 19th century female artists are brought to life. They are used to 
fighting to carve out a place for themselves in the art world dominated by males. The 
artists are thrilled to come upon a group of modern young women visiting the museum 
with whom to share their stories, struggles and joys. The artists in turn get a chance to 
learn about the young women’s lives and get a glimpse into their world. 
 
Scenario: On a visit to the Museum, visitors come upon the female artists 
represented in the two Blanton exhibitions, Turner to Monet and Repartee: Mary Cassatt, 
Berthe Marisot, Rosa Bonheur. The artists take the group under their wing and lead them 
to their artworks in the exhibition. They engage in dialogue about the paintings in the 
galleries and then lead them to a special room where a 19th century tea is set up. Here, 
the artists lead the group in a series of creative drama activities to discuss issues and 
themes they all may have in common e.g., friendship, self-identity, female 
competitiveness, creative expression in a difficult situation/time, facing extreme 
obstacles. The artists and the visitors come to the decision to found a secret female artist 
society and construct the ideas and outline for this special association. 
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Project II: Collectors in Role 
 
Actors:  Two plus - Chosen characters as modeled by facilitators 
         Auctioneer 
 
Goals/Learning Area/ Theme:  

 To analyze nineteenth-century art as seen through Turner to Monet and Repartee 
 To gauge the impact of analyzing/interpreting visual art using creative drama and 

theatrical techniques 
 To stimulate dialogue regarding chosen works of art in Turner to Monet and 

Repartee through character or in-role activity 
 
Setting:  Art auction taking place at upper Eastside mansion in New    
  York City, 1904, afternoon 
 
Situation:  A group of prominent New York society members have been invited to 
bid on a very exclusive art collection. In order to submit a bid, they must present their 
“collector’s vision” to their peers. This statement is their opportunity to express their 
passion for art collecting, the focus of their art collection, and why the work they have 
chosen to bid on is essential to their collection. 
 
Scenario: Either in pairs or on their own, the visitors will go into role as various 
society members invited to the event. A list of biographies will be given detailing some 
of the most well-known American art collectors of the time. The participants may either 
pick from this list or make up their own character(s). A basket of props/costumes is 
available to aid in character creation. The actor/facilitators will first model this for the 
participants. 
  
Optional Project III: Unlocking the Artist’s Message 
 
Actors:  Two plus – Chosen characters from artworks to model for students 
 
Goals: 

 To understand and reflect that artists communicate a range of messages in their 
works 

 Interpret a work of art using interactive discussion techniques based on closely 
observed details 

 Present devised mini theatre pieces showcasing how artists use subject, color, 
lines, shapes, and imagery to suggest meaning 

 
Situation: TBA - This yet to be developed program may include: creative ways to 
get to know a work of art, unlocking an artwork’s mystery and discovering the artist’s 
message. 
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Weekly Rehearsal Schedule (except weeks 1 & 2):  
 
10AM – 12PM: Haydee, Shannon, Leslie 
TBD: Ben, Jon 
 
8/27 - Week 1: 
What is Museum Theatre?    Welcome and overview of project. Fill out initial  
     surveys, discuss project, journaling and participate  
     in focus group, discuss expectations. 
     For next week: basic research on 19th century  
     art, Hughes article 
   
9/3 - Week 2: 
Where to begin   Meet at Blanton @ 9:30AM with curator Cheryl  
     Snay for overview of 19th century art and culture.  
     For next week: start character research 
       
9/10 - Week 3: 
Narrative in artworks  Warm-up, discussion of research so far and ideas  
     for the museum theatre narratives, begin discussing  
     and devising theatre pieces 
 
9/17 - Week 4: 
Dual role of actor and facilitator  Warm-up, discuss goals of being both facilitator and 
     actor, continue shaping theatre pieces 
 
9/24 - Week 5: 
Integrating art  
analysis/interpretation           Warm-up, discuss incorporating art analysis into  
     theatre pieces using the Inquiry Method, continue  
     devising 
                 
   
10/1 - Week 6: 
Putting it together   Warm-up, share with one another Projects I & II so  
     far, continue devising/rehearsing, practice basic  
     Inquiry Method techniques   
              
10/8 - Week 7: 
Problem solving the  
workshops/performances  Warm-up, share all Projects so far, discuss   
     challenges and ways to solve them, continue  
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     tweaking all pieces (possibly rehearse @ the  
     Blanton and add extra rehearsal) 
  
10/15 - Week 8:    Warm-up, final dress for 19th Century Tea   
     performance/workshop @ The Blanton 
 
10/17 –     2 performances: 1:30PM – 3:15PM 
Sister-to-Sister Performance        3:30PM – 4:45PM  
 
 
10/22 - Week 9:    Warm-up, dress rehearsal for Collectors in Role and 
     Unlocking the  Artist’s Message 
     performance/workshop 
 
10/29 - Week 10:    Warm-up, final dress for Collectors in Role   
     performance/workshop @ The Blanton 
 
10/27 – 10/30: Museum   Performance/showtimes TBA 
Conference – Collectors in Role  
 
11/5 - Week 11:    Warm-up, concentrate on Unlocking the Artist’s  
     Message performance/workshop  
 
11/12 - Week 12:    Warm-up, concentrate on Unlocking the Artist’s  
     Message performance/workshop 
 
11/19 - Week 13:    TBA 
 
11/26 - Thanksgiving:   No Rehearsal  
 
12/3 - Week 15:    Wrap-up  
 
 
We reserve the right to modify this schedule as needed, thank you for your 
flexibility.  
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Appendix B: Collectors in Role I 

AUDIENCE: Art Teachers, Additional Museum Professionals 
 
LENGTH: 45 minutes 
 
PLACE PERFORMED: Capital Room on second floor of Smith Building 
 
GOALS/Learning Area/ Theme:  

 To analyze nineteenth-century art as seen through the exhibit, Turner to Monet. 
 To gauge the impact of analyzing/interpreting visual art using creative drama and 

theatrical techniques. 
 To stimulate dialogue and art analysis regarding chosen works of art from Turner 

to Monet through character or in-role activity. 
 To model this activity to encourage K - 12 educators to activate art in classroom 

and rethink how they and their students engage with a museum and its artwork. 
  
MATERIALS:  

 Twelve printed out, mounted images chosen from the Walters Collection 
 Bidding paddles for participants 
 PowerPoint of twelve images chosen  
 Various 19th century prop/costume pieces for use by the participants (i.e. hats, 

gloves, spectacles, pipes, canes, shawls, etc.) 
 Character worksheets and collectors packets for use by the participants 
 Chairs set up in an auction style formation 

 
NUMBER OF FACILITATORS/ROLES:  

 TWO:  Beatrice Bigley  
  Auctioneer 
 
SETTING: Art auction taking place at upper Eastside mansion in New York City, 1904 
 

FACILITATOR 
 
Hello. My name is Lindsay and I have been working as a Museum Theatre specialist for 
about the past year here at The Blanton. What is museum theatre? In a nutshell it is the 
use of creative drama and theatre techniques used to support the interpretation and 
analyzing of artworks and or exhibitions. It offers an alternative into visual art that has 
the potential to deepen and add meaning to experiencing a work of art.  
 
With that being said, today I am very excited to ask all of you to jump in with me and 
journey back to the year 1904. You are going to be a group of prominent New York 
society members from the early 1900s who have been invited to have the opportunity to 
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bid on a very exclusive art collection. This is a bit of an unusual auction in that you to 
submit your bid, you must also present your “collector’s vision” to your peers. This 
statement is your opportunity to express your passion for art collecting, tell about the 
focus of your art collection, and why the work you have chosen to bid on is essential to 
your collection. 
 
Either in pairs or on your own, you will go into role as various society members invited 
to this auction event. Attached in your packets is a list of biographies of some of the most 
well known American art collectors of the time. You may either pick from this list or 
make up your own character(s). I will first be modeling a character I have created for the 
activity. A basket of props/costumes is available to aid in your character creation. While 
this drama activity is meant to demonstrate an alternative way to interpret and analyze 
art, it is also something that can be done with students in art classes to get them thinking 
about art history, artists, art critique and much more. If you are interested, I have many 
ideas for different versions of this activity to use with your students. 
 
One last thing, you as collectors may have to compete through your collector’s statement 
if more than one person or people the desire same work of art. Also, your collector’s 
statement may be no more than ninety seconds in length. 
 
If everyone could please close your eyes for a few moments. I would like for you to 
imagine New York City just over one hundred years ago – whatever that means to you. 
Take in the atmosphere, the cobbled streets, the horse and carriages. Now picture yourself 
at that time. What are you wearing? Long skirts? Petticoats? What accessories are you 
carrying? A purse? A cane? A pipe? What type of hat are you wearing? Now imagine 
yourself entering the very pristine mansion where the auction is taking place that you 
have been specially invited to. What are you feeling as you enter this beautiful place? Are 
you excited to see the art collection? Are you praying your bid will win that very special 
work of art? 
 
(During this time, the facilitator and Auctioneer have put on one or two costume pieces to 
suggest the late 19th century/early 20th to transform into role.) 
 
Now, open your eyes. 

 

AUCTIONEER 

Welcome everyone to today’s very exclusive invitation only auction. I’m sure you are all 
honored to be here. As you know, in order to bid on a work of art you must first present 
your collector’s vision. Upon approval of that, you will be given the opportunity to bid on 
the artwork of your choice. The current owner of this splendid collection wishes to 
remain anonymous, but do not doubt that that person will hear all that occurs today. Now, 
let’s begin. Please raise your paddle if you wish to bid on Lot 1, Route to Versailles, 
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Louveciennes by Camille Pissarro. (Beatrice raises her paddle.) Please stand and present 
your collector’s vision. 

BEATRICE 
Good afternoon! My name is Beatrice Bigley, but you all can call me Bea. I am from 
Houston, TX and I recently moved to New York City with my husband, Wiley. He was 
supposed to be here right now, but I don’t know where he’s gotten off to. Unlike me, art 
isn’t really his thing, but I have been chomping at the bit to bid in an auction. So dream 
fulfilled for me today! Who cares where Wiley is! 
 
As I said, I’m from Houston and as soon as Wiley dug up all that black gold from our 
backyard, he told me, “Bea, you go right ahead and start building your art collection that 
I know you’ve been wanting to do for as long as I’ve known you!” Well, I said 
hallelujah! You see, I have been a passionate art lover ever since I was yay high. That is 
when I realized, I could just look at a painting and journey to a whole other world! So 
when Wiley gave me the go ahead, collect I did! 
 
First and foremost, genre is what defines my collection. I am a slave to winter scenes. I 
grew up in Texas and never got to experience a true winter. Therefore, I’ve dreamed of 
snow and ice skating and sledding and sought out anything that had anything to do with 
winter. Now that Wiley and I live where there’s a winter, I am just pleased as punch! 
So, the painting I have chosen to bid on is Lot one, Route to Versailles, Louveciennes by 
Camille Pissarro, 1869. 
 
Obviously this work has my name all over it. It will be the perfect addition to my winter 
scene art collection. Oh, just admire Pissarro’s use of light and shadow. I can just picture 
myself in this painting so vividly! I could look at it for hours. Now, I’m sure no one else 
will want to bid on my piece, so no need for me to go on and on about the pleasant mood 
he has captured and the lovely people going down the snow covered, cozy street on their 
way wherever you can imagine! Or the lovely tree-lined curved avenue and the texture of 
the snow and sky. I can feel the invigorating chill just looking at it. Oh, I must have it! 
My goodness, I have gotten a bit carried away. I apologize. It’s just this speaks volumes 
about my collection which is a very personal expression of me. My collection says I do 
not have to be defined completely by where I come from. I can dream about faraway 
places and experience them through art. I can journey anywhere I want to through art, all 
in the beauty of my own collection. 
 

FACILITATOR 
Time out. So this is basically a way to do what I am asking you to do. I hope you will be 
willing to jump in and maybe even be little silly and have fun. In summary: 
 

1. Decide if you would like to participate solo or in pairs and choose or create the 
19th century art collector you wish to portray 
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2. Choose a work of art on which to bid and put together a ninety second or less 
“collectors vision” with the aid of the character worksheet provided 

 
3. Choose one costume or prop piece to support your character (additional items 

may be used if extras are available.) 
 

4. Present your “collectors vision.” 
 
(The participants work for about 15 to 20 minutes preparing. The facilitator offers any 
help to the group answers questions. When the participants appear ready, the Auctioneer 
calls everyone to attention and begins with LOT 1.) 
 

AUCTIONEER 
Attention, we will now continue the collector’s vision statements. Lot 1 has already has 
an interested bidder. Does anyone else wish to bid on Lot 1? 
 
 (The Auctioneer goes through each artwork up for auction and asks the participants to 
raise their paddles if interested in the painting. He calls on them to approach the front 
and give their statement. If multiple people choose the same piece, he decides who goes 
first. This continues until all of the artworks have been up for bid.) 
 

AUCTIONEER 
Thank you for your presentations. I will now go confer with the owner of the collection 
and the bidding will begin shortly. 
 

FACILITATOR 
Time out. Thank you so much for jumping in! I hope you were able to consider some of 
the artwork of Turner to Monet and have some fun. I have other ideas for different 
versions of this program for students if anyone wishes to discuss further.  
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CHARACTER WORKSHEET 
 
Character Name(s):_____________________________________________ 
 
Gender: 
 
Hometown: 
 
Age: 
 
 
Other identity details: 
 
 
 
 
 
Occupation/Hobbies or Causes/role details: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Central information to be conveyed:  

 What is important to you as an art collector? Style? Genre? Artists? Subject 
matter? Theme? Color? Light?  

(Here it may be helpful to describe the painting. What is the first thing that 
catches your eye? What is going on in the artwork? What do you notice about the 
subject matter?) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 What is the work of art you have selected for bidding? 
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 Why does the work you selected need to be in your collection?  

(Here it may be helpful to do some analyzing and interpreting of the painting. 
How do the objects or people relate to one another? In what ways does the artist 
draw you into the work? What might be the story going on in the painting? What 
might be the artist’s message in the work? If there are people in the painting, what 
might be their conversation?) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 What does your art collection say about you? 

(Here is might be helpful to do some evaluation with the painting. What is your 
favorite thing about the work? How does the painting make you feel? Why is this 
particular work helpful in expressing you as an art collector?) 
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ART COLLECTORS’ BIOS 
 
JOHN PIERPONT MORGAN 
“…{H}e meant to gather for America an undreamed-of collection of art so great and so 
complete, a trip to Europe would be superfluous.” – Aileen B Saarinen, The Proud 
Possessors 
 
J.P. Morgan was an American financier, banker and art collector who lived from 1837 to 
1913.  Responsible for the creation the US Steel Corporation, the first ever billion-dollar 
corporation.  
 
For nearly 23 years Morgan bought almost every kind of art, except modern and 
American.  
 
Morgan believed his purpose was to share the splendor of European and ancient cultures 
with his native land. 
 
His taste was hard to pinpoint because he had a habit of buying whole collections, often 
to obtain only a single, desired object.  
 
In 1904, he became president of the Metropolitan Museum in New York City and ran it 
much like he would have run one of his businesses.   
 
In less than two decades, Morgan amassed an art collection worth an estimated 
$60,000,000. 
 
When he died in 1913, he left the collection in the hands of his son, J.P. Morgan Jr.  who 
was tasked with finding a home for the collection where it would be “permanently 
available for the instruction and pleasure of the American people.”  
 
ISABELLA STEWART GARDNER 
Her art advisor once wrote to her, “Please be reasonable. You cannot possess all the great 
paintings that come on to the market.” – Aileen B Saarinen, The Proud Possessors 
 
Isabella Stewart Gardner was an American art collector and patron that lived from 1840 
to 1924.  
 
Most of her life, Gardner acted with a sense of drama and had a knack for attracting the 
limelight.  
 
By 1886 she had been introduced to James Abbott McNeil Whislter and had her portrait 
painted by John Singer Sargent.  
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In 1891, her father died leaving her with a $2,750,000 inheritance.  Soon after, she 
embarked on a career of serious collecting.  She immediately bought four Renoir 
paintings and a Vermeer.  She also began buying Old Master’s paintings.  
 
In 1900, she began building her home, and eventual museum, in Fenway Court.  She was 
on the job each day that it was being built, often bringing her lunch like the workmen.  
She had designed the whole thing in her head and knew exactly where each piece would 
go.  
 
Fenway Court was completed in 1903 and opened its doors to the public, allowing only 
200 visitors per day for one month per year.  In her will she directed that nothing be 
changed so that her house would remain forever in tact.  And so it is today, and it’s called 
The Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum. 
 
HENRY O. and LOUISINE HAVEMEYER 
“Accustomed to volume, he liked buying by the carload.  Entranced by associations and 
adventures, she enjoyed tracking down the single object.” – Aileen B Saarinen, The 
Proud Possessors 
 
Henry Osbourne Havemeyer was an American entrepreneur and art collector who lived 
from 1847 to 1907.  
 
By the time he married Louisine Waldren Elder, in 1883, he had already begun to collect 
French landscape paintings and Oriental decorative arts.   
 
He usually didn’t shop just to shop, but when buying art, Mr. Havemeyer often acted in 
accordance with the philosophy of “if one is good, a dozen is better.”  
 
Mrs. Havemeyer, on the other hand, enjoying hunting down that single rare object.  
 
He had a discriminating eye when it came to three-dimensional works, but Louisine 
encouraged and developed his enjoyment of avant-garde painting.  
 
Neither of the Havemeyers bought without the other’s approval; however, they both 
relied on the expertise and advice of American artist and art advisor, Mary Cassatt.  
Cassatt encouraged Louisine to purchase many Impressionist works, including those by 
Pissarro, Courbet, Degas, and Monet.  
 
Additionally, the Havemeyers are credited with opening the US art market for paintings 
by El Greco and Francisco Goya. 
 
Louisine was a strong supporter of the women’s suffrage movement and in 1912 loaned 
many works to an exhibition in New York City that would benefit the cause.   
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Mr. Havemeyer died in 1907, but it wasn’t until her death in 1929 that talks began about 
donating their vast collection to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City.  
The Havemeyer children ended up selecting 1,972 objects for donation. 
 
HENRY CLAY FRICK 
“I do not wish to purchase anything unless it ranks with the Rembrandts I have and the 
Velasquez.” – Henry Clay Frick, via Cynthia Saltzman, Old World, New Masters 
 
Henry Clay Frick was an American coal and steel Industrialist and art collector who lived 
from 1849 to 1919.  
 
While on his honeymoon with his new wife Adelaide in 1881, Frick met Andrew 
Carnegie and started another business partnership.  This one would eventually lead to the 
formation of United States Steel.  
 
Frick started acquiring works of art in 1870, but it wasn’t until after 1905 that the heyday 
of his collecting began.  
 
Many collectors of his wealth sought advice from associates and dealers, but Frick liked 
making his own decisions.  
 
He was also continually improving his collection by disposing of or exchanging 
purchases that he had made earlier or that were thought to be of lesser quality. 
 
In 1910, Frick purchased property at Fifth Avenue and 70th Street for the purpose of 
building a house and gallery.  
 
Before Frick died in 1919, he made it known that he wanted the collection to serve as his 
monument.  
 
His wishes were that the collection be shown in his residential setting and that it be 
known as The Frick Collection, and it still is today. 
 
ARABELLA HUNTINGTON 
“…but should you buy the above three Duveen will reserve you the last named picture. 
answer me immediately. Hotel Bristol. – A.D. Huntington” – a cable from Arabella in 
Paris to Henry in Los Angeles, July 1911 
 
Arabella Huntington was an American art collector who lived from 1850 to 1924.  
Huntington was married first to railroad magnate and industrialist, Collis P. Huntington 
who was interested in collecting mostly late-nineteenth century academic paintings.  
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Upon his death in 1900, it became apparent that Arabella’s interest in collecting was both 
more extravagant and more varied.  
 
In 1913, Arabella married Henry Huntington.  
 
Henry and Arabella shared an interest in art collecting, but Henry’s interest was 
magnified by Arabella’s drive and enthusiasm to obtain significant works.   
 
She often wrote to him from New York and abroad urging him to purchase specific 
works of art.  
 
With plans to build an estate in San Marino, CA, Arabella started collecting specifically 
for the home she was designing.  
 
In 1919, Henry and Arabella transferred their San Marino property and collections to a 
nonprofit educational trust.   
 
When Arabella died in 1924, Henry took over the task of completing their art collection, 
a vision that the two of them had shared.  
 
Her son Archer, who married an artist, went on to eventually donate 4000 acres of land to 
the University of Texas “for the support of an art museum.”  The income from his 
generous donation started the Archer M. Huntington Gallery, which is now known as The 
Blanton Museum of Art. 
 
WILLIAM CORCORAN 
Corcoran wanted his collection to be used “for the purpose of encouraging American 
Genius.” 
 
William Wilson Corcoran was an American financier and an art collector and patron who 
lived from 1798 to 1888.  
 
Corcoran was one of the few collectors who supported and collected works from 
contemporary American artists, many of whom were his friends.  
 
Corcoran was a discerning collector who bought works only after an artist had a well-
established reputation.  
 
In 1859, he began his plan to build a gallery in Washington D.C.  When the Civil War 
broke out, Corcoran sympathized with the Confederate side and thought it best escape to 
Europe until the end of the war. When the war ended, Corcoran returned to Washington 
and the gallery was eventually completed.   
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By 1890 the collection had outgrown the gallery space. By 1897 the collection had grown 
to over 700 works, and the original gallery building that the collection had outgrown was 
sold to the US government.   
 
CHARLES LANG FREER 
“I need all the training and coaching I can get.” he wrote home once, “I don’t want to buy 
promiscuously until I know.”  Charles Lang Freer via  Aileen B Saarinen, The Proud 
Possessors 
 
Charles Lang Freer was an American railroad car manufacturer and art collector who 
lived from 1854 to 1919.  
Even from the beginnings of his financial prosperity, Freer sought out the accouterments 
of the cultivated life.  In part, this pursuit took shape in the connoisseurship of etchings.   
 
He frequently traveled to New York, and began purchasing Whistler’s prints, and 
ultimately amassed the largest collection of Whistler etchings and lithographs anywhere 
in the world.   
 
On a trip to Paris, Freer decided to drop by and introduce himself to Whistler. They 
became fast and devoted friends.  It was Whistler’s appreciation and love for the Orient 
that led Freer to begin his scholarship and collecting of Oriental treasures. 
 
In 1904, Freer formally approached the Smithsonian about a possible bequest of his 
extensive collections.  He was the first to offer a significant gift of art to the US 
government.  
 
Under the auspices of the Smithsonian, Freer traveled to Syria, Turkey, Greece, Japan, 
Egypt and the interior of China.   
 
Freer died in 1919 before he could see his gallery completed in 1923.  When it opened, 
the Freer Collection was valued at $7,000,000 and the building was valued at $1,000,000.  
It was the first Smithsonian museum for fine arts. 
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Appendix C: Collectors in Role II 

AUDIENCE: Art Teachers, Additional Museum Professionals, Conference Participants 
 
LENGTH: TBD 
 
PLACE PERFORMED: Blanton Galleries, Capital Room on second floor of Smith 
Building 
 
GOALS/Learning Area/ Theme:  

 To inspire participants by modeling in role work with actors. 
 To encourage both deep analysis and interpretation of artworks with an 

experiential activity. 
 To gauge the impact of analyzing/interpreting visual art using creative drama and 

theatrical techniques. 
 To stimulate dialogue and art analysis regarding chosen works of art from Turner 

to Monet through character or in-role activity. 
 To model this activity to encourage K - 12 educators to activate art in classroom 

and rethink how they and their students engage with a museum and its artwork. 
  
MATERIALS:  

 Twelve printed out, mounted images chosen from the Walters Collection 
 Bidding paddles for participants 
 PowerPoint of twelve images chosen  
 Various 19th century prop/costume pieces for use by the participants (i.e. hats, 

gloves, spectacles, pipes, canes, shawls, etc.) 
 Character worksheets and collectors packets for use by the participants 
 Chairs set up in an auction style formation 
 Gavel for Auction 
 Small antique table 
 Lamps, drapes, tea lights, rug 

 
NUMBER OF FACILITATORS/ROLES: SIX 

 William T. Walters 
 Isabella Stewart Gardner 
 Auctioneer 
 Henry O. Havemeyer  
 Louisine Havemeyer 
 Beatrice Bigley  

 
(In the atrium of The Blanton Museum of Art, the conference participants gather for a 

visual analysis workshop led by Jennifer Garner. They begin in the exhibition, Repartee. 
They then move down to continue with the exhibition “Turner to Monet”. The group is 
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given an analysis/interpretive activity and then come together near the portrait of 
William T. Walters. Some may notice s a man dressed in 19th century business attire near 

the portrait of William T. Walters who looks strangely similar to the painting and 
Jennifer finds Walters a distraction. At some point she asks if she can help him and they 
have a funny exchange regarding the portrait. She soon realizes who he is. Walters is 

interested in what she is talking about with the group and decides to stay as the workshop 
is continued. Walters gets more and more excited about the visual analysis the 

participants are doing with his artwork. He decides to invite the group to a very special 
art auction. Jennifer invites the participants to take one last look at the artwork they have 

been analyzing and will now get to bid on! During this time Walters mysteriously 
disappears. Jennifer is perplexed, but decides to lead the group to the Capital Room of 

the Smith Building, where the art auction will take place. The group is taken to the 
Capital room which on sight looks like a typical classroom. The window shades are up; 

the lights are on and bright. There is nothing special about this room except there are 12 
“Lots” up for bidding lined up against one wall and in the corner there is a large table 

covered with 19th century costume pieces and props.)  
 

FACILITATOR 
 
Hello. My name is Lindsay and I have been working as a Museum Theatre specialist for 
the past year here at The Blanton. What is museum theatre? In a nutshell it is using drama 
and theatre techniques to support the interpretation and analyzing of works of art. 
Museum theatre offers a way to activate learning using multiple senses that has the 
potential to deepen and add meaning to experiencing a work of art.  
 
Today we will journey back to the year 1904. Imagine that you are going to be a group of 
prominent New York society members from the early 1900s who have been invited to bid 
on a very exclusive art collection. This is a bit of an unusual auction - to submit your bid, 
you must present your “collector’s vision” to your peers. This statement is your 
opportunity to express your passion for art collecting, tell about the focus of your art 
collection, and why the work you have chosen to bid on is essential to your collection. 
 
Either in pairs or on your own, you will go into role as various society members invited 
to this auction event. Attached in your packets is a list of biographies of some of the most 
well known American art collectors of the time. You may either pick from this list or 
make up your own character(s). A large selection of props/costumes is available to aid in 
your character creation.  
 
One last thing, you as the collectors you create may have to compete through your 
statements if more than one person desires the same work of art. Also, your collector’s 
statement may be no more than two minutes in length. We invite you to jump in and have 
fun. In summary: 
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• Decide if you would like to present your statement alone or with a partner and 
choose or create the nineteenth century art collector you wish to portray. 

 
• Prepare a two-minute “collector’s vision” on the artwork which you are bidding 

with the aid of this sheet. 
 

• Choose an accessory or prop to support your character. Additional items may be 
used if extras are available. 

 
• Be ready to present your “collector’s vision” in order to win your chosen painting. 

 
(The Auction Registration/Character Worksheets are distributed. The participants work 

for about 15 minutes preparing. The FACILITATOR, Jennifer Garner and Katie Dawson 
offer any help to the group and answers questions. When the participants appear ready, 

the FACILITATOR calls everyone to attention to move to the next portion of the 
workshop.) 

 
FACILITATOR 

 
If everyone could please close your eyes for a few moments. I would like for you to 
imagine New York City just over one hundred years ago – whatever that means to you. 
Take in the atmosphere, the sounds, the people, the cobbled streets, the horses and 
carriages. Now picture yourself at that time. What are you wearing? Long skirts? 
Petticoats? What do your shoes look and feel like? What accessories are you carrying? A 
purse? A cane? A pipe? What type of hat are you wearing? Now imagine yourself 
entering the very pristine mansion where the auction is taking place to which you have 
been especially invited. What are you feeling as you enter this ornate, beautiful place? 
Are you excited to see the art collection? Are you praying your Collector’s Vision 
Statement will win that very special work of art? 
 

(As the FACILITATOR leads this guided imagery, the Capital room is being completely 
transformed into an art auction taking place at an upper Eastside mansion in New York 

City, 1904. An AUCTIONEER, BEATRICE BIGLEY, HENRY O. and LOUISINE 
HAVEMEYER dressed in full 19th century apparel enter. They help transform the room: 
19th century music begins playing softly, the shades are closed, the lights dimmed, lamps 
and candles lit, drapes hung and projections of the “Lots” begin playing as a slideshow. 
Bidding paddles have been placed under the chair of each of the participants, who had 
picked their costume/prop pieces and now have some 19th century detail on them. The 

actors take their seats with bidding paddles among the participants and await the start of 
the auction.) 
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FACILITATOR 

Now, open your eyes. 

AUCTIONEER 

(Hammering his gavel to gain everyone’s attention.) 

Welcome everyone to today’s very exclusive invitation only auction. I’m sure you are all 
honored to be here. Please retrieve your bidding paddles beneath your chairs. As you 
know, in order to bid on a work of art you must present your collector’s vision based on 
the artwork of your choice. Do not doubt that esteemed owner of the collection will hear 
all that occurs today. Now, let’s begin. Please raise your paddle if you wish to bid on Lot 
1, Route to Versailles, Louveciennes by Camille Pissarro.  
 
(BEATRICE BIGLEY raises her paddle. LOUISINE HAVEMEYER also raises hers, but 
HENRY O. swats it down. Hushed bickering ensues and the AUCTIONEER does not like 

this.) 
 

Ahemmm. Are we quite finished? (to BEATRICE) Please stand and present your 

collector’s vision. 

BEATRICE 

Good afternoon! My name is Beatrice Bigley, but you all can call me Bea. I am from 
Houston, TX and I recently moved to New York City with my husband, Wiley. He was 
supposed to be here right now, but I don’t know where he’s gotten off to. Unlike me, art 
isn’t really his thing, but I have been chomping at the bit to bid in an auction. So dream 
fulfilled for me today! Who gives a toot where Wiley is! 
 
As I said, I’m from Houston and as soon as Wiley dug up all that black gold from our 
backyard, he told me, “Bea, you go right ahead and start building your art collection that 
I know you’ve been wanting to do for as long as I’ve known you!” Well, I said 
hallelujah! You see, I have been a passionate art lover ever since I was yay high. That is 
when I realized, I could just look at a painting and journey to a whole other world! So 
when Wiley gave me the go ahead, collect I did! 
 
First and foremost, genre is what defines my collection. I am a slave to winter scenes. I 
grew up in Texas and never got to experience a true winter. Therefore, I’ve dreamed of 
snow and ice skating and sledding and sought out anything that had anything to do with 
winter. Now that Wiley and I live where there’s a winter, I am just pleased as punch! 
So, the painting I have chosen to bid on is Lot one, Route to Versailles, Louveciennes by 
Camille Pissarro, 1869. 
 
Obviously this work has my name all over it. It will be the perfect addition to my winter 
scene art collection. Oh, just admire Pissarro’s use of light and shadow. I can just picture 
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myself in this painting so vividly! I could look at it for hours. Now, I’m sure no one else 
will want to bid on my piece, so no need for me to go on and on about the pleasant mood 
he has captured and the lovely people going down the snow covered, cozy street on their 
way wherever you can imagine! Or the lovely tree-lined curved avenue and the texture of 
the snow and sky. I can feel the invigorating chill just looking at it. Oh, I must have it! 
My goodness, I have gotten a bit carried away. I apologize. It’s just this speaks volumes 
about my collection which is a very personal expression of me. My collection says I do 
not have to be defined completely by where I come from. I can dream about faraway 
places and experience them through art. I can journey anywhere I want to through art, all 
in the beauty of my own collection. 
 

AUCTIONEER 

Thank you, Ms. Bigley. 

(AUCTIONEER collects BEATRICE’s registration sheet) 

BEATRICE 

Please, call me Bea. 

AUCTIONEER 

That is highly inappropriate, Ms. Bigley. Does anyone else wish to bid on Lot 1? 

BEATRICE 

Oh, I am sure it is not even necessary to ask. Clearly- 

(LOUISINE interrupts and raises her paddle. HENRY O. tries to stop her) 

LOUISINE 

Actually, I am interested in this painting. 

BEATICE & HENRY O. 

No, you are not/Why on earth would you be interested in my winter scene? 

LOUISINE 

Now darling, I never complain when you bid on artwork after artwork. You know I live 
for the thrill of the chase for that rare object. This is speaking to me and besides, Mary 
Cassatt would be appalled if we did not put in a bid. You heard her speaking of this new 
wave that is sweeping the art world. I really must be part of it.  
 

HENRY O. 

Fine, my dear. Good luck duking it out with Mrs. Black Gold here. 
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AUCTIONEER 

Are we quite finished with this atrocious display of domestic squabbling? I will remind 
the Havemeyers that this is an esteemed art auction, not a circus! 
 

LOUISINE 

My apologies, sir. I am now ready to present my collector’s statement. 

BEATRICE 

Well, I must say- 

AUCTIONEER 

Thank you, Ms. Bigley. You time for speaking is long over. Mrs. Havemeyer, please. 

LOUISINE 

Thank you. Nana, our nanny at the time I was growing up always wore a bright red scarf 
over her head during the winter.  I would never fail to ask her every year why she still 
wore that tattered old scarf.  I even told her that I’d buy her a new one with my allowance 
money for Christmas.  She would not hear any of it of course.  She’d tell me that the red 
scarf was the one thing that stayed constant in her life.  I never had constancy in my life.  
The best example of inconstancy being that my husband was married to my aunt at one 
point.  Not to mention that with this purchase I hope to fall into the good graces of 
society.  We are not robber barons as the tabloids have accused us of being.  We are like 
any other American family, a family with moral values and high standards.  We place the 
importance of art in society above money and superficial materials.   But this painting 
symbolizes the much needed constancy in my life.  I won’t give it up! 
 

(Throughout this BEATRICE has to hold her tongue as she feels entitlement over the 
painting.) 

 
Darling, you can find a lovely winter scene down the street at your corner antique store.  
I’m sure they’d complement the ones you already have in your lovely home. 
 

AUCTIONEER 
(collecting LOUISINE’s registration) 

 
Attention, please! We will now continue the collector’s vision statements. Any other 
interest in Lot 1? 
 

(If there are participants who want to bid on Lot 1, they present their statements and 
hand their registrations to the AUCTIONEER. When all the statements have been 
presented, the AUCTIONEER confers with “someone” behind a screen. He then 

announces the winning statement.)  
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Congratulations ___________________. You have presented the winning statement. We 
invite you to collect your image. We will now move on to Lot 2. 
 
(Some commotion as ISABELLA STEWART GARDNER makes a grand belated entrance.) 
 

ISABELLA 
Oh my! You have already begun. My deepest of apologies. I knew I was taking a 
dreadful risk by attending the Christie’s art auction downtown. I even ordered a 
handsome to wait for me for the entirety of the auction and still I am a tad late. I am 
afraid to ask; what goodies have I missed? 
 

AUCTIONEER 
(beating his gavel) 

 
I will remind Ms. Stewart Gardner that just because she is a prominent collector, she 
cannot drop in as she pleases. Please take a seat and refrain from any further 
interruptions! 

ISABELLA 
Well, I see you are in rare form this lovely day. It really is a delight the way you are 
always so chipper, sir. I will remind you that it is my bidding that helps run these 
auctions which employ you and- 
 

AUCTIONEER 
Haha! This is a very special auction, Madame. One where your money has no place. 
 

ISABELLA 
Really? How intriguing.  
 

LOUISINE 
My dear, Isabella. Hello. Yes, the owner of these pieces is either mad or a genius. We 
must all compete by presenting in less than two minutes, our Collector’s Vision 
Statement. We must choose an artwork, how it fits into our collection, what our 
collection says about us and why we absolutely must have it. 
 

ISABELLA 
How amusing! I want in! 
 

AUCTIONEER 
Why thank you, Ms. Stewart Gardner for honoring us with your presence. Now will you 
PLEASE allow me to proceed! 
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ISABELLA 
(Smiling, taking a seat and looking around, spots a dear friend (one of the participants) 

and they decide to bid as partners on Lot 2.) 
 
Hello! My goodness, I did not see you there. Well we must join forces. What do you say? 

 
(An actor partnered with a participant will hopefully open the doors for other 

participants to present their statements.) 
 

AUCTIONEER 
(Clearing his throat, at the end of his rope) 

For the last time. 
 

ISABELLA 
Now don’t get yourself all in a tizzy. I am thrilled to see______________. I will now sit 
down and behave. 
 

AUCTIONEER 
Thank you ever so much. 
 
 (The AUCTIONEER announces each artwork up for auction and asks the participants to 

raise their paddles if interested in the painting. He calls on them to approach the front 
and give their statement. If the participants are hesitant, the AUCTIONEER and the other 

collectors encourage them to bid and present their statements in character. As more 
statements are presented, HENRY O. HAVEMEYER (as he was known for buying lots of 

everything) raises his paddle to compete with the participants and give them some 
friendly competition. His catch phrase instead of following the rules and actually 

presenting a collector’s vision is to say, “If you can have one, why not have a dozen?”) 
 

IMPROVISED MOMENT: 
 

• When the AUCTIONEER gets to Ploughing Fields by Rosa Bonheur, ISABELLA 
and HENRY O. both raise their paddles. This is the only piece in the collection 
that HENRY O. actually wants and can analyze quite meaningfully.  

 
• ISABELLA bulldozes HENRY O. and goes to the front to present her statement. 

HENRY O. sits for as long as he can and them rushes to the front to compete with 
his statement. 

 
• LOUISINE follows him to stop the embarrassment and BEATRICE gets up for no 

reason at all except to be in the middle of things. 
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• The AUCTIONEER hammers his gavel in an attempt to settle the chaos. He 
finally calms everyone down and gets them to sit.  

 
• The AUCTIONEER continues with the Bohheur painting. 

 
(The auction continues until all of the artworks have been up for bid. If a “Lot” has 

multiple bids, the AUCTIONEER goes to confer with a mystery person behind a curtain 
and them announces the winning bidder based on their Collector’s Vision statement. The 

winner is then awarded the image on foam board.) 
 

AUCTIONEER 
 

Thank you for your presentations. This has been unusually, shall we say, enlightening. 
Congratulations to all of the winners. 

FACILITATOR 
Time out. This marks the end of our drama. Please feel free to take off your costume/prop 
items and de-role! I would like to introduce the actors.  
 
(Let actors introduce themselves and then have them collect the costume/prop items from 

the participants.) 
 

Thank you all for participating in today’s workshop. I would just like to process and 
reflect what we did today for a few minutes.  

• What stands out to you from today’s experience? 
• How was this experience? 
• What did you notice about yourself and or the other participants in this 

experience? 
• Did anything surprise you about today’s experience? 
• How did it feel to be at the auction? 
• What was it like to create a character and present your analysis? 
• Where in your own teaching could you use elements of this workshop? 

 
Thank you all for your comments and discussion. I would like to ask you to do one final 
thing. I am going to pass out notecards. I would like to invite you to share your thoughts 
on today’s experience with our friend William T. Walters. Please write to him about your 
journey today through his collection and anything else you feel you want to say. I will 
make sure he receives your letters 
 

(The FACILITATOR lets them write and collects the letters. End.) 
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ART COLLECTORS’ BIOS 
 
JOHN PIERPONT MORGAN 
“…{H}e meant to gather for America an undreamed-of collection of art so great and so 
complete, a trip to Europe would be superfluous.” – Aileen B Saarinen, The Proud 
Possessors 
 
J.P. Morgan was an American financier, banker and art collector who lived from 1837 to 
1913.  Responsible for the creation the US Steel Corporation, the first ever billion-dollar 
corporation.  
 
For nearly 23 years Morgan bought almost every kind of art, except modern and 
American.  
 
Morgan believed his purpose was to share the splendor of European and ancient cultures 
with his native land. 
 
His taste was hard to pinpoint because he had a habit of buying whole collections, often 
to obtain only a single, desired object.  
 
In 1904, he became president of the Metropolitan Museum in New York City and ran it 
much like he would have run one of his businesses.   
 
In less than two decades, Morgan amassed an art collection worth an estimated 
$60,000,000. 
 
When he died in 1913, he left the collection in the hands of his son, J.P. Morgan Jr.  who 
was tasked with finding a home for the collection where it would be “permanently 
available for the instruction and pleasure of the American people.”  
 
HENRY CLAY AND ADELAIDE FRICK 
“I do not wish to purchase anything unless it ranks with the Rembrandts I have and the 
Velasquez.” – Henry Clay Frick, via Cynthia Saltzman, Old World, New Masters 
 
Henry Clay Frick was an American coal and steel Industrialist and art collector who lived 
from 1849 to 1919.  
 
Adelaide Howard Childs was born in Pittsburgh on December 16, 1859, the sixth child of 
Asa P. and Martha Childs. The Childs family was well established in Pittsburgh as 
manufacturers and importers of boots and shoes. Adelaide Childs met Henry Clay Frick 
sometime in the spring of 1881, and they were married December 15 of that year. 
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While on his honeymoon with his new wife Adelaide in 1881, Frick met Andrew 
Carnegie and started another business partnership.  This one would eventually lead to the 
formation of United States Steel.  
 
Frick started acquiring works of art in 1870, but it wasn’t until after 1905 that the heyday 
of his collecting began.  
 
Many collectors of his wealth sought advice from associates and dealers, but Frick liked 
making his own decisions.  
 
He was also continually improving his collection by disposing of or exchanging 
purchases that he had made earlier or that were thought to be of lesser quality. 
 
In 1910, Frick purchased property at Fifth Avenue and 70th Street for the purpose of 
building a house and gallery.  
 
Before Frick died in 1919, he made it known that he wanted the collection to serve as his 
monument.  
 
His wishes were that the collection be shown in his residential setting and that it be 
known as The Frick Collection, and it still is today. 
 
ARABELLA HUNTINGTON 
“…but should you buy the above three Duveen will reserve you the last named picture. 
answer me immediately. Hotel Bristol. – A.D. Huntington” – a cable from Arabella in 
Paris to Henry in Los Angeles, July 1911 
 
Arabella Huntington was an American art collector who lived from 1850 to 1924.  
Huntington was married first to railroad magnate and industrialist, Collis P. Huntington 
who was interested in collecting mostly late-nineteenth century academic paintings.  
 
Upon his death in 1900, it became apparent that Arabella’s interest in collecting was both 
more extravagant and more varied.  
 
In 1913, Arabella married Henry Huntington.  
 
Henry and Arabella shared an interest in art collecting, but Henry’s interest was 
magnified by Arabella’s drive and enthusiasm to obtain significant works.   
 
She often wrote to him from New York and abroad urging him to purchase specific 
works of art.  
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With plans to build an estate in San Marino, CA, Arabella started collecting specifically 
for the home she was designing.  
 
In 1919, Henry and Arabella transferred their San Marino property and collections to a 
nonprofit educational trust.   
 
When Arabella died in 1924, Henry took over the task of completing their art collection, 
a vision that the two of them had shared.  
Her son Archer, who married an artist, went on to eventually donate 4000 acres of land to 
the University of Texas “for the support of an art museum.”  The income from his  
 
generous donation started the Archer M. Huntington Gallery, which is now known as The 
Blanton Museum of Art. 
 
WILLIAM CORCORAN 
Corcoran wanted his collection to be used “for the purpose of encouraging American 
Genius.” 
 
William Wilson Corcoran was an American financier and an art collector and patron who 
lived from 1798 to 1888.  
 
Corcoran was one of the few collectors who supported and collected works from 
contemporary American artists, many of whom were his friends.  
 
Corcoran was a discerning collector who bought works only after an artist had a well-
established reputation.  
 
In 1859, he began his plan to build a gallery in Washington D.C.  When the Civil War 
broke out, Corcoran sympathized with the Confederate side and thought it best escape to 
Europe until the end of the war. When the war ended, Corcoran returned to Washington 
and the gallery was eventually completed.   
 
By 1890 the collection had outgrown the gallery space. By 1897 the collection had grown 
to over 700 works, and the original gallery building that the collection had outgrown was 
sold to the US government.   
 
CHARLES LANG FREER 
“I need all the training and coaching I can get.” he wrote home once, “I don’t want to buy 
promiscuously until I know.”  Charles Lang Freer via  Aileen B Saarinen, The Proud 
Possessors 
 
Charles Lang Freer was an American railroad car manufacturer and art collector who 
lived from 1854 to 1919.  
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Even from the beginnings of his financial prosperity, Freer sought out the accouterments 
of the cultivated life.  In part, this pursuit took shape in the connoisseurship of etchings.   
 
He frequently traveled to New York, and began purchasing Whistler’s prints, and 
ultimately amassed the largest collection of Whistler etchings and lithographs anywhere 
in the world.   
 
On a trip to Paris, Freer decided to drop by and introduce himself to Whistler. They 
became fast and devoted friends.  It was Whistler’s appreciation and love for the Orient 
that led Freer to begin his scholarship and collecting of Oriental treasures. 
 
In 1904, Freer formally approached the Smithsonian about a possible bequest of his 
extensive collections.  He was the first to offer a significant gift of art to the US 
government.  
 
Under the auspices of the Smithsonian, Freer traveled to Syria, Turkey, Greece, Japan, 
Egypt and the interior of China.   
 
Freer died in 1919 before he could see his gallery completed in 1923.  When it opened, 
the Freer Collection was valued at $7,000,000 and the building was valued at $1,000,000.  
It was the first Smithsonian museum for fine arts. 
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Appendix D: Auction Registration Card 

Auction Registration 
 
Quick Reference for Bidders: 
 

• Decide if you would like to present your statement alone or with a partner and choose or create the 
nineteenth century art collector you wish to portray. 

 
• Prepare a two-minute “collector’s vision” on the artwork which you are bidding with the aid of this 

sheet. 
 

• Choose an accessory or prop to support your character. Additional items may be used if extras are 
available. 

 
• Be ready to present your “collector’s vision” in order to win your chosen painting. 

 
 
Bidder(s ) :  
 
Age:  
 
Hometown: 
 
About me:  
 
 
 
Which lot  have you selected for  bidding? 

1. What is  important to you as  an art  col lector? Style? Genre? Artists? Subject 
matter? Theme? Color? Light?  

 

2 .  What is  your favorite  thing about the work?  
 

3 .  How does the painting make you feel? 
 
4. Why does  the work you selected need  to  be  in your col lect ion? Be as 

specific as possible 

5.  What does  your art  col lect ion say about you?  
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Appendix E: Art Central Visit Two: Artist’s Message 

Objectives: To know that artists communicate a range of messages in their works 
 To interpret a work of art based on closely observed details 
 To discuss how artists use color, lines, shapes, and imagery to suggest 

meaning 
 To learn that works of art have a social and historical context 
 
Materials: Ring of laminated Artist’s Message cards  

Voting tools  
   

Procedure:  
1. Using artworks in Turner to Monet and Repartee, take the students to an artwork of 
your choosing and explain that a fun way to get to know a work of art is to analyze it and 
discover the artist’s message. Before discussing the work, remind students that in the 
previous visit they carefully observed several works of art and talked about the materials 
and processes artists can use and that in addition to experimenting with media, artists 
communicate ideas and messages through their art. 
Tell them that a good way to begin to unlock the artist’s message is to look at and to talk 
about it together. Ask them: 
 
• What is going on in this picture?  
• What colors (or lines, shapes, textures) does the artist use most?  
• What do the types of colors (or lines, shapes, textures) you described suggest?  
• Does this artwork remind you of anything you have seen before?  
• What do you think is the subject of this work?  
• What visual clues in the work make you say that? (8 minutes) 
 
2. Hand out the voting tools to the students, explaining that they will use these to discover 
more about this artwork. Explain that you will read different possible artist’s messages 
aloud, and they should vote using their tools as to if they agree, disagree, or are 
somewhere in the middle on whether that statement is a message of the work. After they 
vote, take notice of their answers and ask supporting questions to encourage further 
analysis and interpretation of the work. You may also call on the students to explain why 
they voted the way they did. (10 minutes) 
 
For example, if the students are observing Springtime by Claude Monet, you may choose 
to read and to show the statement from your ring of laminated cards, “The artist is saying 
something about nature.” The students then vote and explain why they voted the way 
they did, and you ask them follow up questions to get them to support their opinions with 
content in the work such as: 
 
• What do you see that tells you this artwork is about nature?  
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 Depending on the length and intensity of the discussion, you may read one or two other 
statements and have the group discuss the work further. Tell them that these statements 
are types of messages that an artist may be communicating through his/her art though 
these are just a few of the messages art can express. Below are message statements with 
sample questions though depending on the work you select, you may need to craft your 
own: 
 
The artist is telling a story. 

o What actions do you see that help tell the story? 
o What details tell you that there is a story being told? 
o In one sentence, describe the story you think the artist is telling. 

 
The artist is showing us something from history or mythology. 

o Do you recognize any people or places from history? 
o What clues let you know this is something from the past (or from a 

mythological story?) 
o Are there any objects or details in this work we associate with certain people 

(or certain mythological characters?) 
 
The artist is saying something about nature. 

o What do you see that tells you this artwork is about nature? 
o Does this painting remind you of anything you have seen before? 
o What colors (or shapes, textures) does the artist use most?  
o What do these colors (or shapes, textures) suggest that is related to nature? 

 
The artist is saying something about a specific person. 

o What is that person doing? 
o What clothing is this person wearing that gives us clues as to who he/she is? 
o What might they be thinking or feeling? 

 
The artist is expressing an emotion. 

o Is the emotion expressed through gestures? Relationships to other people or 
things in the painting? Facial expression? 

o What feeling do you think the artist expressing?  
o What visual clues tell you that? 
o Have you ever experienced this feeling? What was it like? 

 
The artist is showing an event from everyday life. 

o What do you see in the artwork that might be an everyday activity? 
o Is this activity something you have done or similar to something you know?  
o What might the artist be trying to say by showing this scene from everyday 

life? 
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The artist is teaching a lesson. 

o What is happening in this scene? 
o What details make you think the artist is teaching or showing us something? 
o What do you think the lesson is? 

 
The artist is saying something about religious beliefs. 

o What are the people in the work doing? 
o Does this painting remind you of anything you have seen before? 
o What details do you see make this work seem to be about religious belief? 

 
The artist is using humor to make a point. 

o Are there any people or details that make this seem funny? Why or why 
not? 

o Do you find the artist’s humor funny? Why or why not? 
o What do you think the artist is trying to say? 

 
3. Collect the voting tools and lead the students to a different artwork in Turner to Monet 
or Repartee. Explain that an artist’s message can be discovered in many different ways. 
Tell them that they just experienced the artist’s message through voting and discussion, 
and now they will discover a work of art’s message through the body by playing a game 
called Frozen Pictures. When selecting artworks for this activity, choose ones that depict 
many characters the students can portray. (3 minutes) 
 
4. Take the group to a work to play Frozen Pictures. Ideally, each student should get a 
chance to participate in and to make observations about a work used for Frozen Pictures. 
Tell the students to spend a few minutes looking carefully at the work of art without 
talking about it to anyone. Ask for volunteers based on the number of figures in the work 
you chose and have them pose or freeze as the people in the artwork, making sure not to 
block the artwork or get too close to any others. (10 minutes) 
 
Have the rest of the students observe their classmates’ frozen picture by first focusing on 
each student in their pose individually (letting the others rest if needed) and then looking 
at the frozen image as a whole. Ask questions like: 
 
• Describe what you see.  
• How are these people similar to the ones in the artwork? How are they different? 
• How does what you see in their pose give us clues to what this artwork is about?  
  
To the volunteers in the poses, ask questions like: 
 
• How does it feel to be in the pose you’re in? 
• How different is it to actually be in the pose instead of just looking at the work? 
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5. Repeat this process for the other student volunteers in poses. Then, have the volunteers 
quickly create a new pose that reflects what might have happened the moment before the 
scene in the artwork, and have them move from that moment to their original pose. If 
time permits, ask the students to move into a third pose that might be the moment after 
and then move through all three poses. Ask the students if moving from pose to pose 
gives them any clues as to what the work of art is about. 
 
For example, if the students are observing the painting, At the Café by Edouard Manet, 
ask for four student volunteers because there are four people in the painting and assign 
each student to be a character in the painting. Have them pose as a person in the painting, 
focus on one character, such as the man in the hat, and ask the rest of the students 
questions about him, etc. 
 
Next, ask the group to discuss the frozen picture as a whole by asking questions like:  
 
• What is going on in this picture?  
• Does this painting remind you of anything you have seen before?  
• What is the subject (topic) of this work?  
• What visual clues in the work make you say that?  
• What might the artist be trying to say in this artwork? 
• What kinds of lines and shapes do you notice?  
• Choose one or more of the artist statements from the cards that best interprets the 
 artwork.  (8 minutes) 
 
6. Using three previously chosen reproductions, let the group decide on another artwork 
to visit for Frozen Pictures and repeat the process with the new work. If short on time, 
focus only on the frozen picture as a whole and not on each individual. (10 minutes) 
 
7. Conclude by having the students reflect on what they learned when they made 
observations about art by asking: 
 
• If you were looking at a work of art for the first time, what are some things you can 
 do to understand it better? 
• What details in the work would you look for to understand the work? 
• How did creating an image of the work with your body and then talking about it 
 help you to understand the artwork? (4 minutes) 
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Appendix F: Art Central Visit 2:  Using Drama in Gallery Lessons 
Gallery Teacher Training Session 

Objectives: 
 To feel comfortable utilizing the drama lesson plan with students 
 To implement these drama and theatre techniques for the purpose of engaging the 

students in discussions, critical thinking and interpretation of artworks 
 To personalize the drama techniques in order for everyone to have a potentially 

meaningful experience 
 
Introduction: 
 
I am here today to talk through this lesson and help out with some of the drama 
techniques used. I know you all have been using the Inquiry Method a lot at this point. 
How are you feeling with it? Is it getting easier, more natural? Just so you know where I 
am coming from, I have the belief that using drama in these gallery lessons is really just 
another entry point for discussing and interpreting art. A lot of the Inquiry Method 
techniques can be carried into the drama activities I have written in this lesson.   
 

I. Visit 2 Part 1:   
 
So the first part of Visit 2 is a basic discussion – how are you feeling about this part? 
What has been your experience so far in regards to discussions you’ve experienced in 
Visit 1? 
 

II. Visit Part II: 
 
This is the voting tools section. What questions do you have about using this technique? 
The important key of Vote With Your Feet is really listening to what is voiced by the 
students. It’s very similar to inquiry discussions with making sure everyone’s voice is 
heard, paraphrasing back what they say, seeing who agrees with whom and who has 
different opinions, making sure everyone understands that there are not wrong answers. 

 
III. Visit Part III: 

 
The big goal with part 3 or Frozen Pictures is to note how the students feel when 
embodying figures in artworks. I am very curious to see what their physical experience 
with that is. The key to using this technique (also called image work) is to be patient and 
let the students posing as figures have a bit of time to master their pose. It may also be 
challenging to encourage the students not posing to let their classmates have that time and 
not distract them. From there, the discussion is very similar again to the Inquiry Method. 
Describing what is going on in the image and then letting those observations lead into 
interpretation and relation.  
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Appendix G: 19th Century Tea 

Project Goals: 
 promote excitement for exploring artistic mystery and 

uncovering culture and meaning through art and 
artists; 

 encourage museum visitor self-expression and 
empowerment through creative activities; and, 

 stimulate dialogue and art analysis/interpretation 
regarding chosen works of art through interaction with 
actor/facilitators stepping into role as famous 
nineteenth century characters. 

(In The Blanton Museum of Art, a group of all female 
visitors gather in the atrium and check in. A shadowy 

figure walks towards them intently.) 
 

SHADOWY FIGURE 
 

Well, hello! What have we here? (Shaking hands, noticing 
there are no men.) A group of all women – how interesting. 
Are you all artists? Are you creative? How are you 
creative? My name is Isabella. I may need your help, but 
first I need to know your opinions on the following. Raise 
your hand if you agree, keep your hand down if you 
disagree, if you’re somewhere in the middle or not quite 
sure, put your hand in the middle. Agree or disagree: 
Everyone should have the right to express herself 
creatively. Agree or disagree: It is alright to give up on 
your dreams and goals if they are too hard. Agree or 
disagree: everyone’s passions should be supported.  
 
(She facilitates the above discussion as a way to interview 

the group to see if they are right for the quest.) 
 

I think I have found my group. I have a dilemma. Would you 
help me? There are three female artists in need of rescuing 
and I cannot do it by myself. Time is of the essence. You 
will need to divide and conquer get to work immediately. 
These documents will explain.  
 
Big Ideas: 

• Get into groups based on the color of your nametags. 
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• There is a quest you must accomplish. 

• The artists need your help 

• I cannot do it all myself. 

• Does anyone have any questions? 

SHADOWY FIGURE (con’t.) 
 

Then please, unroll your messages and follow their 
instructions carefully. I will be…around. 
(The SHADOWY FIGURE exits. The group gathers around three 

rolled documents. On the cards are written the names of the 
group members to whom they are addressed. One card contains 
instructions regarding Mother and Child subjects in art, 

one for portraits as subject matter and one for animals as 
subject matter. The groups divide as to how they were 

checked in upon arriving and open the cards in separate 
areas. Each group is assigned the task of answering a 

quest.) 
 

SHADOWY FIGURE 
(entering for a moment again) 

 
Time is slipping away. You had better get to work! 

 (She exits. From here the groups are on their own in 
smaller groups. The tasks will take on a scavenger hunt 

like construction. Throughout this, the SHADOWY FIGURE will 
go from group to group surprising them and making sure they 

are on task. The quest will lead each group to their 
particular artist, either MARY CASSATT, BERTHE MORISOT or 

ROSA BONHEUR.) 

Mary Cassatt Tasks: 

Your task is to set Mary Cassatt free 
She was famous for painting mother and child in the 19th 

century 
Now go find Mary’s sketch 

The map shows where it is kept: 
 

What is the name of Mary’s drawing?  

What stands out most to you in the painting?  
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Pick up the box you see on the ground 
Inside, more directions will be found 

Follow the map on the dotted line 
There in the window, Mary you will find: 

Since Mary is the artist you seek 
Show her this torn sketch and perhaps she will speak 

 
Berthe Morisot’s Tasks: 

Your task is to set Berthe Morisot free 
She was famous for painting portraits in the 19th century 

Now go find Berthe’s etching 
The map shows where it is resting: 

 
What is the name of Berthe’s etching?  

What stands out to you in this etching?  

Pick up the box you see on the ground 
Inside, more directions will be found 

Follow the map on the dotted line 
There in the corner, Berthe you will find 

Since Berthe is the artist you seek 
Show her the letter and perhaps she’ll speak 

Rosa Bonheur Tasks: 

Your task is to set Rosa Bonheur free 
She was famous for painting animals in the 19th century 

Now go find Rosa’s painting 
This map shows where it’s hanging: 

 
What is the name of Rosa’s painting?  

What stands out most to you in the painting?  

Pick up the box you see on the ground 
Inside, more directions will be found 
Follow the map and go up the stairs 

Rosa is seated on a large round chair: 
Since Rosa is the artist you seek 

Show her the lions and perhaps she’ll speak 
 
(As the groups reach their final task of coming upon their 
frozen artist, they open the box they were instructed to 
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carry, take the artifact out of it and hold it up to their 
artist’s eyes. Each artist will awaken in their own way. 
The artists converse with them asking how they did this, 
congratulating them on their cleverness, etc. The artists 

begin to notice their surroundings.) 
 

Big Ideas: 
• As you wake up, talk to your small group, ask 

questions, ask who they are, where you are, etc. 

• As you move into one big group, make sure everyone 
knows your name 

MARY  
(Seeing Berthe and Rosa) 

I don’t believe it. Berthe? Rosa? Is that you?  
(The artists cannot believe their eyes as they take in 

their surroundings.) 
ROSA 

This is unbelievable. Where are we? Who are you all?  
 
Big Ideas: 

• Let these questions be answered. 

• Introductions – make sure everyone knows who each 
other is. The small groups know about only their 
artist. You do not know any of them until now. 

ROSA (con’t) 
Have we …time traveled? It’s possible? It must be – all the 
women are wearing trousers. I knew it! I knew in the future 
it would not be strange for a woman to wear trousers!  
 

BERTHE 
I can’t believe my eyes.  It is as if I’m dreaming!  How 
did you manage to do this?  
 
Big Ideas: 

• When asking a question to the group, leave room for 
them to actually answer.  

• Let them tell you what they have done so far. 

• Relate it back to you trying to remember how you got 
there. 
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MARY 
Yes, I can’t seem to recollect a thing…my mind is so…so 
foggy. Berthe, Rosa, what is the last thing either of you 
remember? 
 
Big Ideas: 

• Interject into each other’s memories 

• Include the group when you speak 

• All mention you want a place to create and belong! 

• Remember to reference being female and artists and not 
accepted and wanting a place to belong 

BERTHE 
The last memory I have? Paintings everywhere, but none of 
them were hung... so many colors and shapes…blurry faces 
peering out of the frames.  
  
(Looking around the exhibition area, at the different works 

of art around the room.) 
  

Wait!  It is all coming to me now!  I was preparing for our 
first Impressionist exhibition…so worried if it would be a 
success, whether the public would like it or not. I’m 
terribly worried that we artists will be made fools and 
that the Academy will scorn us.  If that should happen, I 
would never be able to show my face in the Salon ever 
again.  How I long for a place to express myself freely. I 
cannot do this! I am finished. I cannot create under all of 
this strain! 

MARY 
Oh, Berthe. I understand.  
 

(Rip up portrait? talk to actors about not remembering, 
being in the action/moment instead) 

 
My father’s portrait. I did this. My whole life I never 
wanted anything more than to be an artist – to study in 
Europe with the great masters. But my father never 
supported me. He told me once he’d rather see me dead than 
living abroad as a bohemian or just a careless wonderer. 
But I went anyway…… And now the war has forced me back to 
America, and back to my father. Never have I felt so 
stifled. He refuses to support my art. The last thing I 
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remember was doing this (gestures to torn portrait) out of 
frustration. It is impossible to create under these 
conditions. I have not touched a brush for six weeks. And 
why should I bother?  The rest of the men are exactly like 
my father. They scoff at us as women and laugh. They 
exclude and ignore us. There should be a place that is only 
for us. Perhaps we should just give them what they want and 
never express ourselves again. It is not worth all of the 
ridicule and humiliation. 

ROSA 
Well I thought the café des artistes was a place where I 
had always been welcome as part of the community. But now I 
remember my last thought was that I would have to find a 
new place to actually feel accepted and supported. A man I 
had never seen before came in and began to tell me that I 
couldn't wear trousers out in public, that it is 
disgraceful to women to dress this way! Hopefully it is 
accepted now, or you girls must all be very brave. Others 
at the café began to chime in and mock me. It reminded me 
terribly of when I was little and was made fun of by other 
kids because of what I chose to wear. I hurried home to see 
my animals and when I was on the train I pulled out an old 
animal figurine that my father gave me one time when I had 
been upset about those other kids playing tricks on me. I 
can't remember a single thing after that. It’s so 
irritating when people don’t support my passions. I cannot 
seem to find a place to belong. Perhaps I should just give 
up hope on society and paint only for my pleasure. 
 

SHADOWY FIGURE 
(suddenly appearing) 

 
Congratulations – you have awoken the artists! Well done! 
Now you can all get to work and make art again! You did it. 
 
Big Ideas: 

• Artists were just discussion that and you don’t want 
to create anymore – it’s too hard. 

• Isabella - Figuring out the state of mind of the 
artists from the group. 
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SHADOWY FIGURE (con’t) 
 

Well, my goodness. Why don’t we bring out the violins for 
these ladies and play a melancholy tune! This group of 
women has taken the trouble to help bring you all the way 
to this place and all you can do is whine in self-indulgent 
pity? 

(Turning to the group.) 
What do you all think? Should these talented artists, 
pioneers of their time, give up their creative expression? 
Maybe they have a point. Why might it be too hard for them 
to continue? Is giving up a good choice? 
 
Big Ideas: 

• Engaging in discussion about the challenges of 
creative expression and persevering referencing their 
beginning discussion. 

• How to keep to your passions, dreams and goals even 
when it is hard and you feel no support. 

• To cheer the artists up, get them excited and 
inspired. 

• If the artists’ paintings in the exhibitions are 
brought up by the group, jump to Mary’s line. 

SHADOWY FIGURE (con’t.) 
 

Thank you everyone. What they have to say is very 
important, don’t you think? And furthermore, all of you 
complain about not getting your work seen enough. Well, 
guess what? Wouldn’t you like to know where you are at this 
very moment? You happen to be right in the middle of a very 
important art exhibition that just happens to be displaying 
an artwork created by each of you. These women have all 
seen your works. Now, are you ready to put the violins away 
and celebrate your creative expression? (Artists adamant 
about not creating) – but look at your works! You’re not 
convinced? Well let’s go see Mary’s drawing. There are so 
many details in this piece that show what he is passionate 
about? What do you see? What do you see that makes you say 
that? Looking at Mary’s artwork, what would you say her 
passion or passions are?  
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MARY 
Truly? We have works in this beautiful place? 
 

BERTHE 
I won’t believe my eyes until I actually see it.  

ROSA 
This is intriguing. Where can we see these pieces? 
 

SHADOWY FIGURE 
I think it should be up to the ladies who helped to free 
you. What do you all think? Would you like to lead the 
artists to their works? 
 
Big Ideas (during VTS): 

• Isabella leads Mary’s discussion: 

o Looking at Mary’s drawing, what would you say her 
passion or passions are? 

• Artists progress in their excitement about seeing and 
discussing their work. 

• Mary leads Berthe’s discussion: 

o Where is Berthe’s work? Looking at Berthe’s 
etching, what would you say her passion or 
passions are? 

• Artists are not used to others noticing their work so 
when the group is paying attention to their pieces, 
this is exciting! The excitement builds to each piece. 

• Building the rhythm of the VTS discussions as the 
group offers more ideas and comments. 

• Berthe wonders where Rosa’s work is (and leads her 
discussion) 

o It’s downstairs? How exciting! Let’s go see it. 
Looking at Rosa’s painting, what would you say 
her passion or passions are? Rosa joins in the 
discussion of her painting 

• The artists are reinvigorated about their work to the 
point of not giving up and discovering they do love 
what they do. 
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 (During ROSA’s discussion, the SHADOWY FIGURE leaves a 
small calling card with one of the group members with 

instructions to give it to one of the artists when they are 
finished discussing each of the three artworks and 

disappears.) 
 

ROSA 
It is now my belief that we should be embracing this 
situation…  
 

BERTHE 
Pick up the brush again!! Yes, the three of us I think were 
confused and frightened at first and we apologize. 
 

MARY 
How dare we even consider giving up our passions?! Please 
dismiss our whining.  
 

(MARY looks around for the SHADOWY FIGURE.) 
 

Where has our vocal friend in the dark clothes gone? You 
know, she looks so familiar to me and I just cannot place 
her. Have any of you seen her? 
 
(The group member with the calling card comes forward and 

gives one of the artists the card.) 
 

BERTHE 
What, another message? My goodness the mysteries keep 
unfolding! 
 
(The artists move the group to the atrium. BERTHE reads the 

message out loud.) 
 

Dear Friends, 
I apologize for leaving you 
I had some things to do. 
Please quickly follow the enclosed map file 
And journey to a secret place you all desire. 
Make sure as you go to leave 
By not a sole are you seen. 
Yours, ISG 
 

ROSA 
ISG... she certainly relishes in mystery.  
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MARY 
ISG…Isabella Stewart Gardner! I knew there was something 
familiar about her. She is always up to something. What a 
strange lady and what an extraordinary day. I think we had 
better move on and find this secret place. Is everyone 
ready?  

BERTHE 
Yes, we must move quickly and not let anyone follow us. 
 
(The group follows the map out of the galleries, across the 
courtyard to the Smith Building and up the stairs to the 

Dell Classroom. Inside the Dell Classroom has been 
completely transformed. There is a white tent set up in the 
middle of the darkened room and the group is led quickly 
inside. Inside is a 19th century artist’s haven. There are 
19th century fabrics and rugs lining the tent. There are 
lamps and tea lights to serve as the lighting. ISABELLA 

GARDNER’s back is towards them. She turns) 
 

ISABELLA 
I see you found the place.  
 

BERTHE 
Isabella! 
 

ISABELLA 
Welcome! I hope no one followed you. Hardly anyone at all 
knows about this place. Please sit down. 
 

MARY 
My goodness Isabella, you never cease to intrigue! 
 

ISABELLA 
My dear, friends. Everything will be made clear. But first, 
come! Let us have tea and break bread together! 
 

ROSA 
Perfect! I am ravenous and did not even realize it until 
now. 
 
(The group sits around the table which is overflowing with 
beautiful china. There are baked goods and tea ready to be 

served. Tea and cakes are served by ISABELLA and the 
artists.) 
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BERTHE 
Isabella, in your message to us, you talked about something 
we all desire… 
 

Mary 
Yet another mystery! 
 

ISABELLA 
No, not a mystery at all. As you were sharing your 
frustrations, a wish… the same wish was mentioned by each 
of you. 

(to the group) 
 

Does anyone recall what each of these women desired? 
 
Big Ideas: 

• Remembering the artists wanting a place to create. 

• Feeling supported and not excluded. 

• A place to belong and freedom of self-expression. 

• Building excitement to the point that everyone shares 
ideas. 

ROSA 
Of course! It all makes sense. We need a place where we are 
not excluded, but encouraged to create. 
 

MARY 
And support one another. I have dreamed of such a place. 
 

BERTHE 
Yes. A place just for…us… to practice creative expression! 
 

MARY 
Well, this is brilliant. What if all of us started 
something together?  
 

ROSA 
Yes, an art society…a secret art society! 
 

BERTHE 
Just for women! We could all be members.  
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ROSA 
Well of course! We all went through this journey together 
so we all must start the secret society together. Would you 
consider this? 
 

(The question is posed to the group) 
 

BERTHE 
And we must all do something to be inducted, to become 
members. Those are the rules of a secret society, right? 
 

ROSA 
Yes! I know. We all must take a turn and say what our 
passion or passions are and how we love to express them. Is 
it through writing? Dancing? Singing? Painting? Maybe 
someone else loves animals as much as I do! What an 
exciting thought! 
 

MARY 
Great idea. Let’s say that we will pass this lantern and 
when each of us gets it we share what we love to do and 
why.  Once everyone shares, we will all take an induction 
vow together and then we will officially be members of our 
secret society. Shall we begin? 
 

(After each voice has been heard, all take a vow to be 
inducted into the society.) 

 
MARY 

Now that we have expressed our passions, let’s name this 
secret society. What should it be? 
 
Big Ideas: 

• What do we want the title of our society to say about 
us? 

• How can we reflect that in the name? 

MARY 
Now let us take the vow. Put your hands on your hearts and 
repeat: I, say your name. 
 

ROSA 
Promise to be true to my creativity. 
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BERTHE 
And never give up on my passions. 
 

ISABELLA 
Splendid! Look at all we have accomplished today. We have 
completed tasks, helped new friends, discussed artwork and 
important ideas and started a secret society. I knew I 
chose the right group to help me. And now, it is time for 
our artist friends to go. 
  
Big Ideas: 

• The artists have to get back to work. 

• Isabella is a collector and wants to build a place to 
showcase artworks. 

• Artists and group exchange goodbyes and thank yous. 

ISABELLA 
Goodbyes are never easy, but there are ways to stay in 
touch! I have a gift for each of you. 
 
(ISABELLA passes out gifts of pretty boxes of stationary 

and pens as takeaways.) 
Big Ideas: 

• I am nervous the artists will forget and want to give 
up again. Please help me write a letter to the artists 
and share what was important about today 

• Encourage artists to never give up 

• Passions were discussed a lot today; what gives 
inspiration to passions? 

• Reflection on the day’s events 

Please, write all you experienced and felt throughout 
today. I will make sure the artists receive your letters. 
Address the envelope to yourselves, but do not seal it! I 
just might have one more surprise up my sleeve for you to 
discover at a later date. Perhaps you will hear from your 
artist friends by post! Well I am off – lots to do! Thank 
you for everything.  
 (The group writes their reflection of the day. ISABELLA 

collects the letters and everyone then says their goodbyes. 
Lindsay and Katie announce the end of the program and thank 

everyone for participating.) 
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