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In 2018, I participated in a Sensory Loss and Art Symposium at the Weisman Art Museum
(WAM) in Minneapolis, Minnesota.   Liza Sylvestre, an artist with hearing loss herself—Liza
presented a workshop at the 2018 SayWhatClub Convention in Saint Paul—organized the
symposium as part of her summer-long residency with the Center for Applied Translational
Sensory Science (CATSS) at the University of Minnesota. The goal was to better inform sensory
scientists, who possess their full senses and who develop technology for those with sensory
loss, about what it means to have a sensory loss. Who better to demonstrate than those of us
who possess detailed knowledge about sensory loss from their own life experience?

Over 50 scientists, students, artists and people with various types of sensory loss gathered at
WAM. Our role, as people with sensory loss, was to make it known, at every occurrence, when
we were not getting the information. This was a challenge, as some with sensory loss tend to be
reluctant to interrupt every single time we’re not understanding. It often feels as if you’re being
disruptive. Being encouraged and given permission to interrupt was very powerful.

For the first half hour, we became acquainted with the other people in our small group of 7 or 8.
I was the only person with hearing loss in the group. There was a hearing woman who had a
deaf brother, so she had some insight into hearing loss. I shared information about the
SayWhatClub (a hearing loss group I’ve volunteered with for years) with her, as she asked for
information to pass along to her brother about our club. There was also a woman who was blind
with a service dog, and another person with low vision. All others in our group had no sensory
loss.

The first hour of the symposium was set aside to view three separate exhibits at the museum. I
was the group leader and it was my job to keep us moving so as not to exceed our 20 minute
time limit per exhibit. A videographer followed our group through this portion of the symposium,
which necessitated passing a microphone to each person who spoke. I asked a hearing artist to
be in charge of the mic, as I knew I would not have the same level of awareness of who was
speaking (I can no longer hear speech) as someone who is hearing; I am not always looking in
the right place, at the right time to see who is speaking. Seeing is hearing for me.

https://www.saywhatclub.org/


At each exhibit, it was up to the group to talk about accessibility for those with sensory loss and
to figure out how to achieve the best inclusion for all. We talked about the space, lighting, how
information about the exhibit was presented, and many other things.

The first exhibit was very interesting, and watching each person in the group work out their own
role in ensuring inclusion and accessibility for everyone was enlightening. Some were unsure
about their role and hung back, others took the initiative to really think about what they would
need if they were lacking hearing or vision. They would offer what they thought would be most
helpful.   The ceilings in the space were high, with skylights. The floors were hardwood, the walls
mostly bare, and the windows had no covering. There was very little furniture in the space. Even
before we began, the hearing people in the group commented on how hard it was to latch onto
sound in the space. It was also noted that the light was bright, almost to the point of being
harsh.

For me, there was no difference than if the space had had better acoustics. Having a lot of light
is good for a lipreader, but I did have to move around a lot to make sure I was in a position to
see the speaker without backlighting. That required a bit of explanation of how light plays a part
in lipreading. I could tell that some in my group had never thought about the intricacies of
lighting as it pertains to seeing someone’s face in order to lipread.

Interestingly, the person who was blind was very focused on my needs, as she seemed to want
to be aware of where I was at all times to assure my attention was on her, so I could position
myself and be ready for her to speak. This was a nice detail and demonstrates how those of us
with sensory loss are a bit more in tune to others who are different even though we have
different barriers. NOTE: One thing I did hold back on was the fact that I could not lipread the
woman who was blind very well—people with hearing loss often are overly concerned about
those we are unable to lipread, not wanting to make them feel responsible for what we perceive
as our failing—no matter how close I was to her, I had issues understanding.

A few hearing and sighted people in the group read the information presented with the art.
Others described what we were seeing on the canvas. I described in further detail how the
subtle variations of colored stripes on the large canvas almost looked as if the artist had applied
additional strips of canvas over top of the background canvas, but in fact it was the many layers
of paint that created the raised effect and shadowed the edges. This first exhibit was very easy
for a deaf person to take in. Not so much for a blind person, as most paintings could not be
touched.

By the second exhibit we were becoming a cohesive group and learning to cooperate
automatically and thoughtfully. This exhibit had an audio element. It was a recreation of an
apartment. As you entered, you were in the living room of the apartment. As you exited through
the entrance door of the apartment, you were then led down a dimly-lit hallway where 6 other
apartment doors were spaced fairly close together, three on either side. The hallway purposely
became narrower and the ceiling lower as you progressed to give you a feeling of
claustrophobia. Behind each door were sounds. You listened at each door to eavesdrop on what
was happening on the other side of the door.



Because the light was dim, I was not able to lipread most, and what the blind woman was
saying was lost to me. Others said she was describing what she was hearing in acute detail,
and they found it interesting that they missed some of what she described and only became
aware of things as she mentioned them. Once everyone realized I could not hear anything
behind the doors, they led me to each door and put my hands in the position on the wall or door
where the sound vibrations were the strongest. Once I listened with my hands to get my own
sense of what was happening behind the door, the others described to me what the sounds
were﹣a television broadcast, a single person crying, a couple arguing, a dog barking, etc.

After exiting the exhibit we talked about all of the things we noticed and became aware of in
others. I shared my experience of participating in testing for a haptic wristband (NeoSensory
Buzz) that taught you to differentiate between different environmental sounds (through vibrating
motors on the wristband), and how that helped me recognize the sounds behind the doors. I
also mentioned that because I have a good memory of sound, after I listened, and others
confirmed what the sound was, my brain added the memory of that sound to fit with the other
information.

The last exhibit was an acrylic scalene triangle, in light blue, set atop a clear plexiglass base.
The sighted people set about describing the triangle, though the blind woman was able to touch
this exhibit. As she did, she described what she was taking in through touch. I added my detail
and described how the triangle reflected the light, and as you walked around it the light
changed; from the side you got an iridescent cast and the reflective light pattern made an X on
the flat surface opposite the light source.

The following two hours began with all 55 people being shuffled into a book exhibit where
banned books were on carts. Stacks of chairs lined the walls, three C-Print (aka as TypeWell)
captioners, ASL interpreters, visual descriptionists, and various assistive technology was
available. We were given the simple direction to "make the space as accessible as possible", so
I immediately procured a C-Script person and introduced her to my group. I explained CART
and C-Print to the others, and the captioner answered questions about what she was doing. A
second C-Print person came over to caption what the first C-Print person was saying, as I
wasn't getting everything on her lips. The same was happening with the Culturally Deaf in the
group—they began to assemble with ASL Interpreters and speakers—and others that needed
some type of accommodation.

We then put the chairs in a large circle, after moving the carts of books out of the way. Once
situated, we spent over an hour having a large roundtable discussion about what we observed
in our groups, we commented on the accessibility failures of WAM, and talked about what we
learned.

A truly great afternoon and evening. I thought I would be nervous, as these are the types of
group situations that I have the most trouble in, but I wasn't nervous at all and I actually had a
lot to say and share. If you ever get a chance to participate in something like this, or organize
something similar on your own, do it! It was quite a learning experience.

Do you need hearing loss help? CONTACT US: https://hearinglosslive.com/


