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Introduction 

 

I invited twenty-five people to an event at Leeds Art Gallery to experience a 

selection of readings by different writers, which described artworks in the gallery’s 

collection. The group comprised blind and partially sighted people, as well as 

sighted guests (Fig. 1).  Many represented local organisations and institutions: RNIB 

(Royal National Institute of Blind People), Leeds Jewish Welfare Board, Leeds Arts 

University and of course, Leeds Art Gallery. The blind and partially sighted people 

included five of the six participants in my research for MA Curation Practices, 

Leeds Arts University. This report is a reflection after the event, rather than an 

academic evaluation. 

 

I’d been researching the experiences of blind and partially sighted gallery visitors. 

I interviewed visually impaired people about their connections to and appreciation 

of artworks in the gallery, and identified the strengths and assets that they can 

contribute to curation. Informed by this research, the event aimed to experiment 

with and take a creative approach to audio description, to show that this could 

engage a broad audience, not just blind and partially sighted people. Accessibility 

and inclusion were nevertheless at the heart of the event demonstrating that 

accessibility and creativity are not mutually exclusive.   

 

What research participants valued highly, and had made gallery visits memorable, 

was having staff available to talk to. These people could explain and answer 

questions, and could guide them to artworks of interest. Pre-recorded audio guides 

can be useful, but they don’t match the responsiveness and enthusiasm that a 

worker or volunteer in the gallery can provide. 

 

Blind and partially sighted people would not be the only people to benefit from 

being able to listen to explanations or descriptions of artworks. Participants agreed 

that this should be available to all gallery visitors and would improve everyone’s 

experience. 

 

While participants were familiar with audio description in the theatre or on 

television, nobody had come across it in an art gallery. Audio description relates 

key visual elements of a scene. In film, theatre or TV it aims to be as objective as 

possible. Describing art, on the other hand, offers opportunities for innovation and 

creativity. With this in mind, I invited six writers, including artists, poets and 

storytellers, to produce a description of an artwork in Leeds Art Gallery’s 

collection, and to read it out at the event. 
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The writers and their chosen artworks 

 

Brian Lewis, Eleanor Snare, Emma Bolland, Matthew Bellwood, Peadar O’Dea and 

Terry Simpson were the writers who rose to the occasion. Their varied styles and 

approaches to the task resulted in a wonderful selection of descriptions. They 

engaged the audience’s emotions and intellect with witty, clever and moving 

readings, which included stories, a letter and a poem. Writers not only described 

the artworks, but included political and historical context, information about the 

artist’s life and work, and their own interpretations. I’d encouraged them to do 

this, to not worry about being subjective, in the guidelines I wrote for them. 

This made for an exciting and in some ways unpredictable event. There was an 

atmosphere of exploration and discovery, of not knowing what was coming next or 

how it would be received.  

 

The artworks that the writers chose to describe (Figs. 2 – 7) were: 

 

• Maples Demolition, Euston Road (1960) by Frank Auerbach – Brian Lewis 

• The Remains (2007) by Roger Palmer – Matthew Bellwood 

• Movie (2015) by Hilary Lloyd – Emma Bolland 

• The Convent Garden (1878) by Francis S. Walker – Peadar O’Dea 

• The Bridesmaid (1883-85) by James Tissot – Eleanor Snare 

• Retribution (1858) by Edward Armitage – Terry Simpson. 

 

In the discussions that followed the readings, participants were enthusiastic about 

the descriptions, which they felt had been effective in bringing the artworks to life 

and awakening the imagination. People picked out phrases or sentences that they 

particularly liked, or styles that they felt were evocative of a mood, scenario or 

historic period. Reading the drafts of the descriptions before the event, I had been 

impressed with the high quality of the descriptions, as well as the varied styles. 

 

Feedback from participants 

 

The feedback from participants, at the event and afterwards, has been very 

positive. This was demonstrated by the discussions following the readings, as well 

as other comments. These comments from visually impaired participants are 

typical: 

 

They made the paintings come alive and was a great way to describe the art 

to the visually impaired. 

 

Using story tellers to describe and enhance the paintings was brilliant. 
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Other visually impaired people described the event as “fantastic”, “excellent”.  

None of the visually impaired people picked out any particular reading or feature 

of the work as more memorable or striking. They said they’d found the whole 

experience enjoyable.  

 

Other participants also spoke highly of the event, and were engaged in discussions 

on the day. They highlighted particular phrases or references in the descriptions 

that were memorable or witty or that had sparked other ideas. Several people said 

that the event had revealed something new about artworks they’d seen before, or 

had made them look in more depth. On the other hand, one person said: “Don’t 

need to look at the whole, don’t need to see everything”, in recognition of the 

different ways of perceiving and viewing artworks. Examining selected details of 

an artwork slowly and in depth, can be a rewarding and enlightening experience. 

 

Feedback from writers 

 

There was very positive feedback from the six writers involved. They liked the 

challenge, thought the event was innovative, worthwhile, fun and “a lovely way to 

experience (and re-experience) the gallery”. The writers had enjoyed writing the 

descriptions, once they’d researched the artwork and had decided on a style or 

approach: “It pretty much flowed out”.  

 

Three of the writers said they would have liked more dialogue with the visually 

impaired participants. 

 

The event had prompted some of the writers to reflect on their own work, for 

example, “It made me think about my role both as an artist and a writer, in 

relation to audience, in a different way.”  

 

All the writers were keen to repeat the event, had found my guidelines useful and 

had further ideas, such as using different venues and musical interludes, to 

improve it. One wrote: 

 

In general terms, I could feel a real sense of community among us all, 

writers and audience. Like we were on a bit of an adventure... 

 

Discussions and engagement 

 

I divided participants into two groups to make the event more manageable and so 

that people would be able to hear (the acoustics in the gallery aren’t ideal), so 

there were approximately twelve people in each group. I had hoped that people 

might break off into smaller groups to talk and look at the artwork following the 

readings. However, this tended not to happen and people stayed in relatively large 
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groups. Many people are not comfortable speaking out in large groups and at this 

event the sighted people often dominated the discussions. Had I assigned someone 

in each group to facilitate discussions, they might have been more balanced.  

 

Nevertheless, everyone was engaged in the event and I know that some 

participants prefer to listen carefully to others’ comments during discussion rather 

than to speak up.  Visually impaired people took the opportunity to view the 

artworks up close, as the Art Gallery allowed us to move the barriers in front of 

the artworks. This may have had an impact on their ability to join in discussions.  

 

Reflecting on the event and how it could be developed 

 

This was a successful event. It had succeeded in its aims of taking an experimental 

and creative approach to audio description, by inviting people who are writers to 

write the descriptions. Research participants had told me that enthusiasm and 

creativity are good ways to engage people. The event brought sighted and visually 

impaired people together and had encouraged sighted people to view artworks 

differently. Judging by discussions following the descriptions, everyone was 

emotionally and intellectually engaged.  

 

Because my research found that blind and partially sighted people value having 

people available to talk to in art galleries, I concentrated on delivering a live 

event with opportunity for discussion. I also wanted to organise a low-cost event. 

While some of the descriptions were recorded, the quality was too poor to share 

them. I did not have the resources for specialist recording equipment that would 

be suitable for recording in the echoing spaces of Leeds Art Gallery. But there’s 

potential to record the descriptions and make them available, perhaps via a device 

in the gallery, an app, or online. 

 

There was a great deal of interest in this event, both before and afterwards, from 

blind and partially sighted people, other writers, artists and academics. This 

resulted in more participants at the event than originally planned and made 

splitting into two groups necessary. There’s an appetite to repeat the event, with 

more writers interested in producing descriptions. The invitation to take part could 

be extended further, for example to local writers’ groups. If the event is repeated 

it’s likely to attract even more people, so careful thought would be needed about 

managing numbers.  

 

Including visually impaired writers is one way to ensure that blind and partially 

sighted people are at the heart of the event. One of the writers involved is a 

visually impaired person, and another was interested in taking part. Other visually 

impaired people may be interested in advising the writers. Bringing visually 
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impaired guests and writers together before the event would enable writers to 

draw on the knowledge and expertise of visually impaired people.  

I will explore sources of funding and partners to develop this approach. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This creative approach to audio description brings together art, writing (including 

art writing and writing about art), reading, performing, access, audience 

engagement. It questions how we look at and appreciate art, whether visually 

impaired or sighted. It can stimulate imagination, emotion and understanding and 

support learning. Plus, it is entertaining and fun! 

 

The event showed that improving accessibility can be creative and can benefit 

everyone.  But, more than anything, the descriptions encouraged us to look more 

closely, to notice more detail and to make deeper connections with art. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Participants gather before the event (photo: Stu Hansom) 
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Figure 2: Brian Lewis describes Maples Demolition, Euston Road (photo: Stu Hansom) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3: Matthew Bellwood reads his description of The Remains 
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Figure 4: Emma Bolland describes Movie (photo: Gill Crawshaw) 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5: Peadar O'Dea and The Convent Garden (photo: Janine Sykes) 
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Figure 6: Eleanor Snare about to read her poem The Bridesmaid (photo: Louise Dwyer) 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7: Terry Simpson describes Retribution (photo: Gill Crawshaw) 

 


