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How Do Art-appreciation Programs Affect
Children?

MITSUYAMA Kazushi

In the West, there is a long tradition of taking school children to see and study actual materials
at museums. Not only do the museums organize the materials in an easy-to-understand way, they
arrange for a specialist, who can explain things in an interesting way, to guide the students instead of
the teacher. These activities are referred to as museum education.

The charter for Metropolitan Museum, the largest museum in the U.S., which was built in 1870
in New York, states that the facility was founded for “...the purpose of establishing and maintaining
in said city a Museum and library of art, of encouraging and developing the study of the fine arts,
and the application of arts to manufacture and practical life, of advancing the general knowledge of
kindred subjects, and, to that end, of furnishing popular instruction.” This declaration conveys the

idea that the museum is a place for education.

In Japan, children’s art appreciation has its roots in junior-high art-history classes. Since, unlike
America, there were no museums nearby, there were not many opportunities to come into contact
with the actual articles. As a result, studying pictures and explanations about art in a textbook was
seen as art appreciation, and it was difficult for students to experience actual art appreciation. Thus,
when they later had a chance to visit the museum as an adult, art appreciation became a passive act
of looking at a popular work or exhibition.

It was in the 1980s and *90s that museums started to be built all over Japan as a reflection of the
country’s economic development. As a role model, these museums referred to the American concept
of “museum education.” Along with the museums, a movement emerged through the country to
supplement elementary-school art classes with art appreciation. This provided museums with an
opportunity to accept students.

However, because art appreciation had long centered on teaching factual information about the
works, the same type of approach was expected at the museum. However, rather than treating art
appreciation as a transitory event, it would better to teach children visiting the museum for the first
time that this is something that they should continue to practice, and if possible, they should make it

a regular part of their lives.

In order to do this, it is essential to provide them with an experience that makes them enjoy
thinking about the works they encounter and that leaves them with the feeling that they want to come
back to the museum. This makes it necessary to have specialists on hand who can guide the children
based on their age and experience. Since the Yokohama Museum of Art opened, the Children’s
Workshop has overseen these programs.
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It is safe to say that organizing art-appreciation programs that have a mental effect on children
is the foundation for appreciation as a whole and is equally applicable to the appreciation of
contemporary art.

(Chief Educator, Yokohama Civic Art Gallery)
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