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Project Report: An Experiment in Teaching Visual Appreciation
through the Use of an Art Museum’s Collection Database

Kana Yamane

This article reports on a project jointly undertaken by the CCMA and middle schools within Chiba city
that experimented with providing classroom access via the Internet to the CCMA Collection Database (system
for searching CCMA collection list with visual images). Advances are being made in making museum informa-
tion, specifically databases or similar tools introducing art works, available to a broad spectrum of end-users,
from researchers to the general public. These systems are being developed and organized in a variety of for-
mats, including search engines to access textual data, as well as the viewing of high-resolution images.

Discussions regarding how to create effective systems are flourishing, primarily within the field of muse-
um information systems management. This article focuses on one application and the use of museum informa-
tion systems in an educational setting.

This particular experiment was a joint research project developed by a team made up of CCMA staff mem-
bers and middle school art teachers who are part of the Middle Schools Arts Subcommittee working group of
the Chiba City Education Research Committee. It utilized the CCMA Ukiyoe Works Database (total 2,121
items, of which 1,596 items have images). Curriculum plans were proposed and student worksheets developed.
In my role as a museum educator, I prepared resources explaining art media, materials and formats along with
tools for teaching visual appreciation.

‘When reproductions of art works are used in classrooms as part of visual appreciation training, there is no
opportunity for participants to personally experience the actual art work or to truly appreciate the actual materi-
als and their specific qualities. Thus, would it not more meaningful to simply teach the skills for critical art ap-
preciation, namely learning how to learn visually and organize the information they gain in that process, so that
participants can carry those skills with them to their next personal encounter with actual art works. Given this
premise, the focus of this experiment was placed on learning how to read and interpret an art work on the basis
of secondary materials and information. This meant that participants were shown how to find hints within a pic-
ture to start their viewing experience and then enjoy the art work through learning how to read and interpret
those clues. Using that learned critical appreciation of a first art work, the participant can use the database to
expand their field of inquiry to related works, whether in terms of artist, period or subject matter. By observing
art works via a single facet, such by the same artist or of the same type, the viewer can learn to organize their
thoughts about style and standard ukiyoe iconographic conventions, and thus develop their ability to critically
view, understand and appreciate. This method for investigating art works is particularly effective for art works
such as ukiyoe prints, which are themselves rich troves of information on a range of subjects.

Once knowledge and a method of looking has been given to viewers, there is no avoiding the fact that then
the viewer must turn once again to look at the art work under consideration. If excessive or inappropriate infor-
mation is given, there is the risk that a viewer will turn away from the art work and it will become simply a
case of rote learning or appreciation. However, this experiment confirmed the value of focusing on the process
of training middle school students to gradually look more closely and deeply at art works and thus hone their
critical abilities. The provision of appropriate knowledge, viewpoint and starting points for their viewing expe-
rience was an effective means of encouraging their interest in visual appreciation. Thus this study will contrib-
ute important information for the future consideration of this issue.

(Translated by Martha J. McClintock)
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