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Access to art for blind and partially sighted people
This fact sheet is aimed at artists, museum and gallery staff and others who are interested in gaining some understanding of how blind and partially sighted people access art. It offers a brief overview of the issues and has many contacts for further information.  

If you have any queries after reading this fact sheet or would like any more details, please contact RNIB's Helpline, telephone: 0303 123 9999, However, please do note that our priority is to work with blind and partially sighted artists and we do not have funds for supporting visual arts projects.
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1.
An introduction to sight problems

Around two million people in the UK have a sight problem. Sight loss is one of the commonest causes of disability in the UK and is associated with old age more than any other disability. The vast majority of the two million people with a sight problem in the UK have some sight; only around four per cent of blind and partially sighted people have no useful vision.

There are many causes of sight loss. Some people are born with a sight problem, others may inherit an eye condition that gets gradually worse as they get older, or their eyesight may be affected by illness or through an accident. Age related eye conditions such as macular degeneration, glaucoma or cataracts are the most common cause of sight loss in the UK.  For more information on sight loss visit the RNIB website at www.rnib.org.uk/eyeinfo 

2.
How do blind and partially sighted people access art?

RNIB receives many enquiries about how blind and partially sighted people appreciate art.  Of course people experience art in many different ways, depending very much on the individual, their knowledge of art and their experience of sight loss.  Ways to improve access for blind and partially sighted people to a work of art might include:

· Inviting visitors to touch works of art that are in some way tactile, perhaps as part of a touch trail, a guided tour, or a tactile exhibition (such as Sensing Sculpture at Wolverhampton City Art Gallery)

· Describing works of art – these descriptions can be recorded as an audio guide or delivered live as part of an event. 

· Producing tactile images or models representing works of art. 

· Allowing people to get close to works of art, perhaps to use low vision aids such as magnifiers, and ensuring works of art are well lit. 

· Commissioning art work that is appreciated through senses other than sight.

· Providing information on works of art in accessible formats (e.g. large print, audio cassette, braille).  Many organisations will transcribe information into audio and braille for you. For details on RNIB’s transcription services please call 01733 37 53 70.

There are many blind and partially sighted artists.  You can find information on some artists and the ways in which they work on the Painting from a new Perspective website developed by RNIB: www.rnib.org.uk/paintingfromanewperspective 
If you are planning to develop a work of art or exhibition that is accessible to blind and partially sighted people, it is important to consult with them. To find local agencies of and for people with sight problems in your area you can use the online RNIB local agency database: http://info.rnib.org.uk/agencies/ukagencies.htm
3.
What is audio description?

Audio description is a verbal commentary which enables blind or partially sighted people to appreciate more fully what’s happening on stage during theatre performances, what’s taking place during live sporting events, what’s happening on screen in the cinema, on TV programmes and whilst watching videos or DVDs.  

Audio description is also being used increasingly to improve access to visual art, art galleries, museums or heritage venues. 

If you are interested in experiencing description of art work you might be interested in visiting a website with description (see section six), listening to an audio guide which incorporates description or attending a live event.  For a monthly selection of events and services such as audio guides in museums and galleries, visit our website at www.rnib.org.uk/museum
For more information on description and to discuss guidelines available, please contact audiodescription@rnib.org.uk. The following organisations will also be of interest:

· Vocaleyes are a charity who enable blind and partially sighted people to experience the arts through high quality live and recorded audio description.  Originally specialising in theatre description, Vocaleyes’ work increasingly includes description in the visual arts: www.vocaleyes.co.uk

Audio Description Association provides training for theatre describers and increasingly those who describe visual art.  For more information call 01794 510343
Email: ADSE@hants.gov.uk
Website: www.developingaudiences.com/audiodescription 

4.
What are tactile images?

Tactile images give people with sight problems the chance to appreciate and understand material and information that would not normally be accessible to them. Tactile images might represent two-dimensional works of art or works of art that cannot be touched.

There is much more to creating a tactile image than just raising the visual image. Any visual image has to be redefined in order to produce a tactile image that a person with sight problems can use. This redefinition may mean simplification, alteration, adaptation and sometimes distortion, to convey the important features contained within the visual image. This often results in the tactile image looking completely different from the visual image.

A person accessing an image by sight will see the whole and complete image instantaneously. A person using touch to access an image will rely on their brain piecing together many different bits of information. Because the process of tactile exploration is gradual and sequential unlike sight, you will need to offer some form of additional information such as description to help a user create a mental picture.
There are several different ways of producing tactile images and it is best to consult a specialist: 

· RNIB National Centre for Tactile Diagrams produce tactile diagrams, maps and pictures. Their website gives a good overview of different ways to produce tactile images: www.nctd.org.uk 

· RNIB produce a range of tactile images and maps for museums and galleries across the country.  For more information contact Sue King on 01733 375113 or email suef.king@rnib.org.uk.

· The Living Paintings Trust, is an organisation who produce raised, tactile images of works of art which are used alongside detailed audio descriptions of each picture. These packs are sent to blind and partially sighted people as part of a library service: www.livingpaintings.org

5.
What ways can art galleries improve access to blind and partially sighted people?

People with a sight problem can face many barriers when visiting art galleries. In some venues visitor information is not accessible, buildings are difficult to get to or around and display text is in tiny print.  Sometimes staff might not be confident in speaking to people with sight problems or in offering assistance, computer interactives rely on good vision or there are no opportunities to touch objects or listen to information. Whilst there is much good practice, these were just some of the problems that blind and partially sighted auditors encountered when they visited venues across the UK as part of the Talking Images research project.

Talking Images was a research project undertaken by RNIB to improve access to museums, galleries and heritage sites for blind and partially sighted people.  The project involved people with sight problems in extensive consultation in order to identify good and bad practice.  

There are many ways in which a gallery can improve access to blind and partially sighted people including:

· Audio guides that are accessible to blind and partially sighted people

· Guided tours in which the building, collections and context is described

· Tactile images that represent works of art, artefacts, building facades, building layouts etc. 

· Touching the real thing through touch tours or handling sessions

· Ensuring that all print information in the venue is also in accessible formats (e.g. large print, audio cassette, braille).
6.
Can blind and partially sighted people access art on the web?

The growth of the internet means that people with sight problems now have the opportunity to enjoy a wealth of information and services independently in a way not previously available. However, web pages must be appropriately designed. If certain guidelines aren’t followed, sites cannot be used by blind and partially sighted people. For more information visit the RNIB’s Web Access Centre at www.rnib.org.uk/wac which includes an online resource centre for designers and managers.

There are a growing number of websites that are designed to be accessible to blind and partially sighted people and that contain an element of description:

· www.24hourmuseum.org.uk 
Has audio files with descriptions of paintings from Tate Britain’s collection and of Ben Nicholson's work - search for Vocaleyes.

· http://info.rnib.org.uk/Blindartists 

Has audio files and written text of descriptions of art works by visually impaired artists.
· www.americanhistory.si.edu/disabilityrights 

Audio files of descriptions of collections in a disability rights exhibition. 

· www.tate.org.uk/imap 
www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass    
Both these sites are designed to be accessible to blind and partially sighted people and have written descriptions of images rather than recorded audio files.

7.
Useful organisations

· Art Through Touch is a group of blind and partially sighted people interested in art, many of whom are practising artists. There is information on their work and regular “Art Talks” and seminars at their website:  www.art-through-touch.co.uk

· Extant is the first performing arts organisation in the UK, managed for and by blind professional arts practitioners.  Although Extant work is in performing arts rather than visual arts, some of their members have worked on sound installations: www.extant.org.uk
· Blind Art is an organisation that aims to promote opportunities for blind and partially sighted people to experience art.  They host a competition which invites artists in all media to submit work specifically created for blind and partially sighted people: forum.blindart.net 
· The Art House is an inclusive organisation for visual artists.  They provide opportunities, advice, information and training for artists. They also campaign for equal opportunities for disabled artists within the visual arts: www.the-arthouse.org.uk 
· Shape is based in North London with offices in Hammersmith & Fulham, Wandsworth and Islington. They are a charity that opens up access to the arts, enabling greater participation by disabled and older people: www.shapearts.org.uk 
8.
Where can I find further information?

There are a number of publications about art, museums and galleries and sight loss that are held in RNIB’s library which is Europe's largest collection of research material about sight problems. Go to www.rnib.org.uk/research and click on “research library”.  You might be particularly interested in:

· Art Beyond Sight: a resource guide to arts, creativity and visual impairment, Art Education for the Blind and American Foundation for the Blind (2003)

· Painting from a New Perspective, RNIB (2001)

· Talking Images Guidelines and Research. Museums, galleries and heritage sites: improving access for blind and partially sighted people, RNIB and Vocaleyes (2003)

· What Colour is the Wind: insight into art and visual impairment, National Society for Education in Art and Design (1992)

A number of RNIB publications might be useful to you, especially the Talking Images publications which provide a comprehensive and practical overview of how to improve access for blind and partially sighted people, covering all areas of access from planning to service delivery and evaluation. All RNIB publications are available from Customer Services, telephone 0845 702 3153, minicom 0845 58 56 91 or email: CServices@rnib.org.uk. You can also buy publications online at www.rnib.org.uk
9.
RNIB publications:

The following RNIB publications may be of interest:

· The See it Right Pack

· The Sign Design Guide 

· Building Sight 

· Sight problems

· How to guide a blind person
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