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Considerations for a “Connected” society

Director / Senior Curator of Gallery A* Michiyo Okabe

The development of the information society has made it
possible to share information broadly, transcending the
boundaries of time, place, and personal environments.

We seem to feel a “connection” to others, regardless of
whether we can see them or not.

At the same time, we have also come to realize that we are
living in a world where we have become invisibly connected,
and that, completely unbeknownst to us, our actions may end
up harming someone somewhere else as a result.

As a society, what do we need to do in order to feel
“connected”, to experience a deeper understanding of each
other, as well as to feel a shared sense of happiness, rather
than become alienated from one another?

In this exhibition, the second part of our “Toward Social
Diversity” project, we traced the “tactile” world of Braille,
which supports the visually impaired, in order to "feel” their
world for ourselves.

Needless to say, each person sees and feels things differently,
regardless of whether or not they are visually impaired, but by
confirming this obvious fact together, we might be able to gain
a broader and deeper “connection” than we presently have.

For this project, we enlisted the participation of Takayuki
Mitsushima, an artist; Kenji Shiratori, an art enthusiast and
photographer; and Mitsuko lwata, all three of whom are totally
blind.

Iwata san, blind herself, yet strongly wishing to read picture
books to her own child, then became motivated to create
"Braille” picture books so she could “read” to her child. This
led to a desire to read picture books to all kinds of children.
She continues to provide Braille translations of picture books
free of charge.

In the course of our research for this project, | soon realized
that they are all surrounded by close friends and colleagues.

Mitsushima, who has his own art studio staff; Shiratori, who has
friends supporting him in his work; and Iwata, who works with
members of the "Braille Picture Book Library” team, all share

L

the same objective and enjoy the “connections” they have
formed through their various experiences.

Asa Ito, who studies altruism; likens the cycle of life, in which
plants absorb carbon dioxide and eventually die to become
nutrients for the soil, to "altruism”, whereby our actions
unconsciously benefit others. And separately, the critic Eisuke
Wakamatsu, believes that the essence of altruism is a deep
connection between oneself and others.

Satoshi Fukushima, the first blind & deaf person to teach at a
university, says that finger Braille (a special kind of Braille, yet
is quite different to "regular” Braille), is what "connects” him
and others. Having this “connection” with others brings light to
the darkness and brings him a sense of joy in life. allows him
to feel the joy of life.

We are social animals who support and sustain each other on
the earth, and derive simple pleasure from helping others.
This connection with others brings us happiness and gives a
sense of purpose for living. When we delve into the world of
“touch”, we find a whole new world, which can seem to surpass
our “ordinary” five senses.

When we delve into the world of “touch”, we seem to find a
world of deep communion beyond the five senses.

It is my hope that this exhibition will serve as an opportunity
to stimulate your senses and deepen your connections, so that
we may live together in co-operation, without falling victim to
simple selfishness.

| would like to thank the Japan Braille Library for their special
cooperation in the research for and supervision of this
exhibition. Many others have also contributed to making this
exhibition possible, and | would like to take this opportunity to
thank them.
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Society broadened by braille

Director, Japan Braille Library Akehiko Tachibana

Today, many things in our daily lives have braille inscriptions on

them.

At stations, you can see braille on ticket machines, fare tables,
and on the handrails of the stairs between the ticket gate and
the platform. On trains, you can also find braille indicating the
car number and door number on the door of the train car. Bullet
trains also have braille on the handrails of the deck and inside

the restrooms.

In our homes as well, braille is on household appliances and
other items that we come in contact with on a daily basis, such as
the buttons on washing machines, electric kettles, dishwashers,
and toilet seats. Open the refrigerator,-and you may notice that
there is braille on the pull tab of a can of beer or shochu. Sauce,
ketchup, jam and salad dressing jars sometimes have braille on
them. Take a look at the makeup remover and other cosmetics
products that you use. As you can see, braille is on many things
around us, but unless we have a need for it, we tend not to

notice.

Braille is a writing system for the visually impaired, and has
come to be used in familiar places in our daily lives. The spread
of braille is referred to as “the growth of braille’s civil rights”. In
other words, braille is now generally acknowledged as a form of

writing on the same level as "ink characters” (a generic term for

characters used by people with clear vision).

With the invention of braille, the visually impaired acquired
for the first time a written script that they could write and read.
This enabled them to read, acquire knowledge, compose and
communicate their thoughts, and connect with society in the

truest sense of the word.

However, because braille involves reading with the fingertips, it
is not something that everyone can master. Especially for those
who have suffered from visual impairment in the middle of their
lives, it may take time to learn braille because their fingertips are
less sensitive, and they may not be at the stage where they can
read books, but they may still be able to read and make use of
braille in their daily lives. For those who have lost their sight in
mid-life, braille is “the key that opens the door to the future”. It
is my hope that as a society, rather than focusing on the number
of people who can read braille, we place value on the fact that

there are people who have a need for it.

Sometimes the braille on the inside of the train door is almost
peeled off, as if someone had tried to remove it. It is very sad
that there are people who would try to tear away something so
important to others. When you see braille, please remember that

there are people who'need it, people who are visually impaired.
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Seeing and Touching Art

Chief Curator, Hyogo Prefectural Museum of Art ~ Yukiko lio

This exhibition takes Braille as a starting point for examining the
work and activities of visually impaired people in various fields and
considering how they perceive the world. We perceive the world
through our various senses, but what sort of world is “seen” through
the sense of touch? Of the sensory perceptions that form the basis of
cognition, sight and touch are particularly important senses for the
perception of fine arts. Based on my own limited experience, | would
like to introduce an exhibition that focuses on the sense of touch.

The Hyogo Prefectural Museum of Art, where | work, hosts an exhibition
titled “Form in Art: Perceiving with the Hand". The exhibition, which
allows visitors to touch the works on display, has been held almost
every year since 1989, when this was still the Museum of Modern Art,
Hyogo, and this year marks the 34th time this exhibition will be held.

From the beginning, this exhibition, which we curators call the “Form
Exhibition”, has had two main objectives: to provide an opportunity for
the visually impaired to appreciate art, and to call into question the way
in which art appreciation has been dependent solely on sight. With
regard to the first objective, the museum has installed Braille captions,
explanatory text, and Braille blocks, as well as a Braille writing device
for visitors to write their impressions in Braille. A training course for all
museum staff called "guidance training” is held in advance, giving them
the opportunity to learn how to guide visually impaired visitors. The
guidance training, in which the staff work in pairs, with one person
wearing an eye mask, also serves‘as an opportunity to raise awareness
of various everyday issues faced by the visually impaired. "

The latter objective touches on the fundamental question of how we
appreciate, sense, and experience art. The curator in charge of the
“Form Exhibition” changes every year, and as one might expect, the
composition of the exhibition is completely different depending on
how the person in charge conceives of the exhibition and its aims, and
a wide variety of visual and auditory approaches have been explored.”

Everyone who is exposed to the works in this exhibition is surprised by
the difference between the sense of touch and the sense of sight.
Textures that could not be perceived by the eyes are sensed, opening
up a completely different dimension for the experience of the work
than when it is viewed. To touch something with one’s hands is to
experience an “endless chain of tactile feedback””, resulting in the
emergence of a world that is different from the object as it is perceived
visually. “To depict what is seen is to reduce vision, with its horizon and
perspective structures, to the tactile eye. Contrary to everyday vision,
which immediately crosses over from the variety of views of an object
to its unity, it remains attached to a particular view among the myriad of
possible views. It is to act as if one has forgotten the name of the
object, which is an extension of the object’s unity. The painter pretends
to be aphasic, to caress the world with their eyes.” These words, which |

came across recently, are a perfect description of how the artist creates
their work: rather than looking at the object, they “touch” it with their
eyes, and by touching it, we are able to relive the sensations of the
individual artist. “Touching” becomes a unique and dynamic experience
that is etched in our memory, and has a greater impact on art
appreciation than seeing.

The “Form Exhibition” was canceled in 2020 due to the pandemic,
when it was difficult to share the sense of touch with others. | have
never felt so keenly the distance between art and “touch” as | did at
that time. The “Form in Art” report from 1989 concludes with the
following words: “This art experience will certainly help us understand
the importance of rediscovering the world in which we live, in all its
inherent richness and depth.” The aim of the "Form Exhibition” is
summed up in this one statement. It is my hope that through “touch”,
this exhibition will continue to give rise to a variety of art experiences in
the future.”

*1 "Guidance Training” was provided by the Kobe Eyelight Association, an authorized NPO,
and captions and other notation were translated into Braille with the cooperation of the
Braille Translation Volunteer Group (Ten V Ren).

*2 See the Hyogo Prefectural Museum of Art website for a list of past “Form in Art” exhibitions.
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.artm.pref.hyogo.jp/
exhibition/j_2309/pdf-1.pdf

*3 Hiroe Nitta. “Ronsho,” Art Theory and History (Shibunkaku Shuppan, 1990), pp. 6-7.
*4 “"Form in Art Exhibition Report”, December 1989, Museum of Modern Art, Hyogo.
*5 This year's exhibition will be “Kitagawa Taro: Form of Time” (Aug. 20 - Dec. 8, 2024)
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