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“how does This Artwork make you Feel?”  
A “no-no” Question in Art  
museum Education?

OlGA m. huBArd

“never ask students how an artwork makes them feel. if the work makes 
them feel happy, or sad, or whatever, that’s fine, but it’s not our concern as 
educators.” This is advice i received years ago when i became a museum 
educator and was learning to facilitate group dialogues about works of art. 
Group dialogues have become central to art museum education over the 
last two decades. distinct from traditional lectures, these dialogues involve 
extended viewing sessions where, guided by an educator, visitors observe 
individual artworks closely, share insights and impressions, and ultimately 
make meaning of the works for themselves.1

 “What we care about as educators is how spectators are learning to think,” 
my instructor added, “not about their emotions, which are subjective.” my 
instructor suggested that, instead of asking spectators how works of art made 
them feel, educators should ask, “What emotion does this artwork suggest?” 
followed by, “What do you see that makes you say that?” These questions, she 
explained, would shift the focus away from the viewers’ subjective emotional 
states and direct them toward the objective traits of the artwork.
 As a young educator, i took my supervisor’s advice to heart. i went on 
to lead numerous groups through the museum’s galleries, facilitating one 
dialogue about art after the next. Every so often i “slipped” and ask the “no-
no” question: “how does this work make you feel?” more often than not, 
my question was met with blank, puzzled stares and an unsettled silence 
from visitors. it seemed that they did not quite know how to respond or that 
they were reluctant to do so. Busy as i was learning to be a gallery teacher, 
i did not question the reason for such reactions. instead, the cautionary tip 
against the question, “how does this work make you feel?” was, on some 
level, confirmed in my mind.

Olga m. hubard is associate professor of art education at Teachers College, Columbia 
university. She is interested in the humanizing power of art and in how educators 
can help promote meaningful art experiences for learners. in addition to her teach-
ing and writing, Olga collaborates with museums and school systems in a variety of 
initiatives.
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 Over the years, i have continued to meet art museum educators who 
stress the inappropriateness of asking viewers how an artwork makes them 
feel. in most cases, this position is grounded on dominant Cartesian notions 
of education, with their emphasis on the rational and the measurable, and 
their wariness of emotions and subjectivity in learning. By the same token, 
i have encountered numerous art educators who espouse the long-held ro-
mantic vision that art is the language of emotions. “When i show students 
artworks, the main question i ask is how the picture makes them feel,” an 
art teacher, representative of many others, once told me. “After all, art is all 
about feeling the emotions.”2

 These two positions on art viewing in education—privileging reason to the 
exclusion of emotions and privileging emotional response above all—reflect 
limited visions of art experiences (and of human mental life). Of course, not 
all art and museum educators espouse such extreme positions. in spite of the 
hold of Cartesian and romantic views, from the twentieth century on, hu-
manists, scientists, and educators have reconsidered the status of the emo-
tions in the construction of knowledge. Today, there is consensus across fields 
that emotions and cognition are complexly intertwined and both essential to 
meaning making.3 in the words of iris yob, human mental life “is made up of 
the interplay among reason, logic, feeling, sensation, passion, intuition, imagi-
nation, and speculation.”4 Accordingly, deep engagements with art involve a 
synthesis of deep feeling and deep thinking,5 and art education is at its best 
when it combines these different modes of knowing.6

 Still, in my practice as a museum educator and my observations of col-
leagues at work, i have witnessed how the question “how does this artwork 
make you feel?” can often—though not always—baffle viewers, instead of 
promoting engagement. if emotions, along with other ways of knowing, 
matter in encounters with works of visual art, why is it that asking viewers 
how an artwork makes them feel does not “do the job” in certain instances?
 in what remains of this essay, i will take up this pedagogical query as an 
invitation to think about an ancient question—the relationship of emotions 
and art viewing—from the fresh perspective of museum education. To do so, 
i will elaborate on four aspects of people’s emotional response to works of 
art, drawing upon aesthetic theory and actual teaching and  museum-going 
experiences.7

Four Aspects of Emotional Response

1. Empathy
i am at the metropolitan museum of Art, facilitating a dialogue about a 
painting with a group of adults. The work, Edvard munch’s Vampire (figure 
1), shows two human beings in a stooped, deep embrace. The background is 
dark, suggestive of a cave, perhaps.
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 my audience’s comments revolve around the emotions represented in 
the painting: love, pain, passion. participants speculate on the narrative 
the work suggests: a tragedy, a comforting relationship—or is it a vampiric 
scene? They linger on the visual qualities of the image—the dark back-
ground; the intense embrace; the woman’s sinuous red hair, gliding down 
the man’s body—and consider how these traits help shape the narrative.
 As i interact with the group, i notice miranda,8 normally an active partici-
pant in our group conversations, sitting quietly in the back. When the dialogue 
comes to a close, she approaches me and apologizes for not participating. “This 
painting just affected me so much,” she explains. “it really hit a nerve; it drew 
me right into their emotions. Sorry i wasn’t able to participate as usual.”
 A few months later, i show the same work to a different group of adults. 
The conversation is similar to the previous one, with reflections on the nar-
rative in the painting and its emotional content. Thinking of miranda’s reac-
tion, i ask the group whether they feel any of the emotions they have identi-
fied in the work—love, pain, passion.

Figure 1. Edvard munch (1863–1944), Vampire, 1894. Oil on canvas, 100 × 110 cm.  
© 2013 The munch museum / The munch-Ellingsen Group / Artists rights Society 
(ArS), ny.
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 “i definitely can relate to what [the characters] feel; it’s like i know what 
it is to feel that way; i definitely empathize, feel for them,” offers Alice. “i 
agree,” says Bill, “in a way i feel like they feel, but i have to say i sort of feel 
it just to a degree. it’s not the same sort of emotion i would have if i was 
those people, if i was really living through a tragedy or whatever myself.” 
As others in the group nod in agreement, Esther confesses, “i obviously see 
the love and the pain in the painting, but, to be honest, i can’t say i really 
feel any of it myself. i see it, i get it, but i don’t really feel it.” “how do you 
feel when you see the painting?” i ask. “i’m fine,” she says, “i’m interested, 
i guess, in the painting and in people’s comments; i’m intrigued to see what 
will come up in the conversation. i’m having fun, enjoying myself.” Once 
again, some participants nod in agreement, and Esther clarifies, “But it’s not 
like i can’t see how [the characters] must be feeling.”

* * *
 Over the years, aestheticians have described responses to artworks in 
terms of empathy, focusing on how spectators identify with the emotions 
represented in particular works. As the vignette above illustrates, this empa-
thy can take different shapes. The first viewer, miranda, appears overcome 
by the emotions depicted in the image to the point that she cannot partici-
pate in the conversation. She explains that the painting “really hit a nerve,” 
that it “drew [her] right into [the characters’] feelings.” her experience typi-
fies the sort of response that leo Tolstoy would have considered essential to 
art experiences. “it is art,” Tolstoy wrote, “if a man . . . expresses . . . feelings 
on canvas or in marble so that others are infected by them.”9

 When viewing munch’s work, not everyone was infected by emotions in 
the way miranda was, however. Take Esther, who reported not feeling the 
emotions the work represents. “i obviously see the love and the pain in the 
painting, but, to be honest, i can’t say i really feel any of it myself. i see it, i 
get it, but i don’t really feel it,” she said. in Tolstoy’s view, Esther’s response 
would not qualify as proper to art. nevertheless, there are other aestheti-
cians who describe experiences akin to Esther’s, qualifying them as valid 
forms of aesthetic response.10 ronald hepburn, for example, wrote, “Often 
vivacious tunes make us feel vivacious; but i may properly judge a tune to 
be vivacious by simply recognizing . . . viviacity as a characteristic, without 
myself . . . even feeling vivacious.”11

 What about Alice’s and Bill’s responses? These two viewers stated that 
they could relate to what the characters feel, that they empathized with 
them and felt for them.12 yet they clarified that they felt the emotions “just 
to a degree.” “it’s not the same sort of emotion i would have if i was those 
people,” Bill explained. in sync with Bill’s experience, Stephen pepper pon-
dered his own response to Highwayman, a poem by Alfred hoyes:

“Can it be that i really felt all these emotions in the ten minutes it takes 
to read the poem?” unquestionably . . . in some sense i had them. . . . 
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not at the full intensity of emotion that [the characters] felt them; nor, 
at the other extreme, as mere intellectual concepts with denotative ref-
erences to the emotions in question. What i felt was something mid-
way between these two.13

Along with pepper, various aestheticians have argued that, when people 
experience the ordinary emotions some artworks express—joy, sorrow, fear, 
and so on—these emotions are not felt in quite the same way they would be 
felt in real life. depending on the thinker, these art-induced emotions are 
described as being less forceful than real-life ones; as being simulated or 
make-believe emotions; or as being physically distanced, similar to the emo-
tions we feel when we imagine an event might happen.14

 But back to my point: When faced with munch’s Vampire, viewers em-
pathized with the emotions the painting represents on different levels: one 
person was overtaken by the emotions to the extent of becoming speechless, 
others connected to the emotions and felt them “to a degree,” and yet some-
one else recognized the emotions but reported not feeling them.15 notably, 
these three levels of empathetic response all find sound echoes in the litera-
ture on aesthetics.
 in recent years, developments in neuroscience have shed light on vari-
ous aspects of art experience, including empathetic responses to visual art-
works. new understandings of this phenomenon rely on the discovery of 
mirror neurons, a special class of neurons that allow us to “simulate”—and 
thus connect with—other people’s actions, intentions, and emotions.16 To il-
lustrate, when we see someone fall down, our mirror neurons for falling also 
fire up, allowing us immediately to sense the experience of falling, without 
the intervention of conscious thought. According to studies by Freedberg 
and Gallese, mirror neurons can also be activated by the gestures and ac-
tions represented and implied in works of art. This fascinating discovery 
helps explain how empathetic responses to images operate on a physiologi-
cal level.17

 it is worth clarifying, however, that the transfer of emotional understand-
ing through neurological firing is mediated by social and emotional con-
texts. As mary helen immordino-yang explains, when we construct other 
people’s experience in ourselves, we (unconsciously) do so in relation to 
our cognitive and emotional inclinations, our memories, our cultural knowl-
edge, and our neuropsychological dispositions. This may explain why view-
ers of Vampire—all equipped with mirror neurons—responded to the emo-
tions represented in the painting on such different levels.
 With their varied responses in mind, let us return to the question whose 
appropriateness triggered my present inquiry: “how does this artwork 
make you feel?” This question anticipates the response, “The work makes 
me feel (blank).” Or, said differently, it presupposes that the work is awak-
ening specific emotions in viewers. if an educator were to ask, “how does 
this munch painting make you feel?” to someone undertaken by the love 
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and pain in Vampire, as miranda was, that person would be poised to re-
ply, “it makes me feel the pain and the love of the characters,” for example 
(assuming she was not rendered speechless by the emotional charge of the 
experience). Viewers feeling the emotions “to a degree,” as Bill and Alicia 
did, might also be ready to name these emotions. Then again, these viewers 
might hesitate, given that they feel the emotions “just to a degree.”
 Think, however, of the viewer who, like Esther, recognizes the love and 
pain in munch’s painting yet does not feel these emotions herself. This per-
son would be rightfully puzzled when asked, “how does this painting make 
you feel?” perhaps she might even feel inadequate, realizing the educator 
expects she is feeling something that she is not. The question my instruc-
tor favored years ago—“What emotions does this work suggest?”—with its 
focus on the emotions depicted in the work (and not those experienced by 
viewers)—would likely be more suited for someone in Esther’s situation. 
interestingly, this sort of question would also be generative for Esther, Bill, 
and Alice, who had to recognize the emotions in the painting even as they 
felt them themselves.
 in short, in the context of a group dialogue about Vampire, the question 
“What emotions does this work suggest?” would be quite productive. But 
to be clear, the reason to favor this question is not that the subjective emo-
tions of viewers should not matter to educators, as my former instructor 
suggested. rather, this question is suitable in this particular context because 
it makes room for all viewers, with their various ways of relating to the emo-
tions in the painting.

2. The Character of Artworks
There is much art that does not represent emotion in the way that munch’s 
Vampire does, however.18 Vampire, a figurative image, epitomizes munch’s 
quest to represent expressively human emotions and personal relationships. 
As such, it contains clear emotional signs, embodied in the depiction of 
sentient people engaged in an action—a deep embrace—that is generally 
charged with emotion in real life.19 From robinson’s perspective, Vampire 
would be one of those works that needs to be experienced emotionally on 
some level to be understood.20

 Compare this image to, say, duchamp’s Bottle Rack (figure 2)—an art-
work that consists, quite simply, of a prefabricated galvanized steel bottle 
rack. Bottle Rack was one of duchamp’s first readymades, works intended to 
subvert assumptions about what makes an object art. By selecting everyday 
objects and calling them art, duchamp challenged established notions about 
the centrality of the artist’s skill and the importance of the viewer’s aesthetic 
experience. Because Bottle Rack does not denote particular emotions, it does 
not invite empathetic responses in the same way Vampire does. rather, it 
proposes a more discursive interaction,21 aiming “at the intellect rather than 
the heart,” to borrow robinson’s language.22

JAE 49_2 text.indd   87 4/8/15   2:02 PM



88  Hubard

 in my experience as a museum educator, visitors who encounter these 
two artworks tend to respond in accordance with the descriptions above. 
Viewers of Vampire readily recognize the emotions in the painting, speculate 
about the characters’ relationship, wonder about the narrative that frames 
these emotions, and empathize—more or less—with the figures. Viewers of 
Bottle Rack, on the other hand, tend to engage in intellectual debates about 
what makes an object art, about what it takes to be an artist, about who has 
the power to grant art status to an object, and so forth.23

 imagine, then, that a museum educator were to ask a group looking at 
duchamp’s work, “What emotions does this work suggest?” or the ques-
tions i asked in regard to Vampire, “do you feel the emotions this artwork 

Figure 2. marcel duchamp (1887–1968), Bottle Rack, 1914.  
readymade. © Succession marcel duchamp / AdAGp, 
paris / Artists rights Society (ArS), new york 2013.
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depicts?” These questions would, most likely, be received with bewilder-
ment, if not contempt. “What are you talking about? This is a bottle rack. 
There are no emotions there.” Other less self-assured spectators might feel 
more inclined to ponder in silence the irrelevance of the question. yet others 
might be caused to feel inadequate due to their inability to identify emo-
tions the educator thinks they should be seeing. What question, then, might 
museum educators ask to access emotional responses to Bottle Rack? is there 
even sense in asking emotion questions about this readymade with no clear 
emotional content?
 i will come back to these questions later. For now, let me highlight that i 
have just contrasted two artworks at opposite ends of the spectrum in terms 
of explicit emotional content: one portrays human beings experiencing dis-
tinct emotions; the other is an object that does not show emotions in any 
obvious way. What about the myriad artworks that do not suggest distinct, 
namable emotions in the way Vampire does but are not necessarily “cere-
bral,” either, in the way Bottle Rack is?

* * *
 during a museum visit, George, a particularly articulate art enthusiast 
who also has a knack for introspection, shares that Joan mitchell’s paintings 
awaken in him a strong emotional response. interested in this assertion, i 
encourage him to elaborate. As we stand in front of mitchell’s Garden Party 
(figure 3), i ask, “What emotions would you say this painting evokes for 
you, for example?” “i’m not quite sure,” he says:

That’s a hard question, you know? i know the picture moves me. But 
it is hard to tell you specific emotions. There’s so much going on. let’s 
see . . . On one hand there is a sense of chaos with the brushstrokes 
and the overall structure. So i could say that this gives me some anxi-
ety, some anguish. But the colors are so lively that looking at them 
is pleasurable. So there’s a conflict there: the pleasure, on one hand, 
and the anxiety on the other. By the same token, i can’t help it, but the 
brown splatter with the red next to it makes me think of a squashed 
animal, of road kill, so there’s something creepy there, not a good feel-
ing. This is true even though i just said the colors give me pleasure, 
which they also do. The thing is, because there is so much going on, 
everything changes depending on what i focus on and on the perspec-
tive i take. So, if i go far back, i notice the white around the frame 
more and there’s more balance, the painting feels more peaceful. up 
close, i focus on the brushstrokes and colors, like i was doing earlier, 
and it’s more about the chaos and the pleasure of the colors. But then 
there’s that vertical red line on the top right, which somehow gives 
me a sense of stability. you can really get lost in each subtlety here, 
and there are so many of them. And there’s ambiguity, too: is the red 
splatter joyful or is it aggressive? it really can be both. The painting is 
complex so it is complicated to talk about emotions—it’s not like it is 
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clearly about joy or about sorrow, you know? There are a lot of differ-
ent, ambiguous emotions that sort of work on you all together. And 
i’m not sure i really want to tease them apart.

* * *
 George’s comments illustrate how some works of art do not have one or 
two obvious emotions linked to them in the way Vampire does—even when 
these works are clearly experienced as emotional by some viewers. As the 
literature reminds us, and as George’s comments make palpable, the emo-
tional content of such artworks can be multilayered and complex, ultimately 
hard to sum up with neat labels such as happy, sad, or angry.24

 note that, after some struggle, George was able to name emotions such as 
anxiety, pleasure, peacefulness, creepiness, and stability in relation to mitch-
ell’s painting. As he noted, these emotions were subtle, fluid, intermingled, 

Figure 3. Joan mitchell (1925–92). Garden Party, 1961–62. Oil on canvas, 
63-1/2 × 50-3/4 inches. © Estate of Joan mitchell.
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ambiguous, even—which made my question challenging to answer. his 
response brings to mind to robinson’s contention that abstractions, even 
when charged with expressiveness, “omit the representational clues that 
help to disambiguate [this] expressiveness.”25

 What might this mean in the context of museum-based group dialogues? 
We cannot begin to address this question without thinking further about the 
complexity and elusiveness of human emotions.

3. The Complexity and Elusiveness of Emotions
After affirming that mitchell’s painting was emotional for him and having 
identified a number of emotions that Garden Party suggested, George as-
serted that he was not sure he wanted to tease apart the emotions in this 
painting after all. What might have been the motive of his reluctance?
 Susan Sontag wrote of the unsuitability of explanatory language to con-
vey the experience of art. She advocated that we leave behind art criticism 
as we know it and embrace an erotics of art—a quest for the felt experi-
ence, beyond (or before) words, that artworks arouse.26 Similarly, Oswald 
hanfling stated that certain emotionally charged experiences are so specific 
to particular occasions that they cannot be subsumed under the names of 
common emotions such as fear, anger, pride, and the like.27 Taking this idea 
further, rudolph Otto wrote that to reduce the feeling of art (music) “to the 
familiar and incidental experiences of joy, grief,” and so on, is “to misinter-
pret and pervert the idea of [art] . . , to lose what is mysterious and unique 
about [art].”28 Could George’s reluctance to distill emotions have stemmed 
from a sense that common feeling words could not do justice to his emo-
tional response to Garden Party?
 Beyond the realm of art, psychoanalysis has taught us that human affec-
tive experience is hardly transparent. people are prone to ambivalence and 
to conflicted and mutable feelings. All too often we do not know what we 
feel and, as Jurist stressed, it takes work to understand our emotions.29 in 
addition, people vary greatly in their ability to name and describe feelings, 
ranging from sketchy or clichéd descriptions to “extremely precise charac-
terizations of inner states.”30

 imagine, now, a group of museum visitors who were less introspective, 
or perhaps less patient or articulate than George, faced with Joan  mitchell’s 
Garden Party. “What emotions does this work evoke?” “how does this work 
make you feel?” Given the emotional nuance and complexity of the  painting, 
these two questions could easily feel too daunting for the audience to respond 
to, leading to collective silence. This silence would not necessarily be indica-
tive of the irrelevance—or absence—of emotions, however, but rather point to 
emotions that are too intricate or elusive to be conveyed in a sentence or two.
 There is another aspect of our emotional response to art that is worth 
addressing here. As Otto separated regular life emotions from the feeling of 
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art, he was indeed alluding to the limits of language. Additionally, he was 
pointing to the existence of a specific, “wholly other” emotion that can come 
from our encounters with art, an emotion he described as a “blissful rejoic-
ing.”31 Also thinking in this vein, Bell postulated the existence of a distinct 
aesthetic feeling—a unique kind of emotion that artworks can provoke in 
viewers thanks their “significant form,”32 or the particular forms and rela-
tions of forms they embody. On less lofty terms, Beever described the de-
light we can feel when engaged with a wonderful, sad, work—regardless of 
whether we may also feel the sadness.33

* * *
 Guided by a museum educator, a group of museum visitors have an in-
volved dialogue about Caravaggio’s Death of the Virgin (Figure 4)—a paint-
ing most viewers qualify as sad. After the group conversation is over, rose 
shares with a peer,

When the educator asked how that painting made us feel, i thought, 
“it makes feel kind of thrilled!” i’m just in this state of awe when i 
look at that painting, you know? it’s so amazing, the way it all comes 
together. Obviously i didn’t say anything. i had a feeling that her [that 
is, the teacher’s] question was about the sadness in the scene—not 
about my personal thrill. i didn’t really want to go off on a tangent of 
my own.

* * *
Could we say that rose, amazed by Caravaggio’s work, was perhaps experi-
encing Bell’s aesthetic feeling? if we choose to reject Bell’s conceptualization 
(as so many have34), at least we might assert that her response exemplifies 
the sort of delight that Beever highlighted.
 now, back to museum education: When might visitors’ silence in re-
sponse to the question “how does this artwork make you feel?” indicate 
they are experiencing aesthetic emotion in the Bellian sense and have no 
words to describe it? And when might this silence point to a disconnect be-
tween an educator who expects to hear about the common life emotions 
represented in the work and viewers who do not feel those emotions, but 
rather aesthetic delight?

4. Emotions beyond the Artwork
“how does this artwork make you feel?” asks the museum educator, as she 
points to duchamp’s Bottle Rack (figure 2). An animated conversation, not 
without some tension, ensues. “it makes me feel really angry. This is an in-
sult, actually,” says karen. “you are telling me this is art? i paid money to 
come into the museum and you show me this?!” darnell shares, “it actually 
makes me feel stupid. i feel like i should be getting something that i’m not 
getting here, like i should know what to say. But i see this and i’m just dumb-
founded.” After a few more similar comments, Jasmin, who has been silent 
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to this point, offers, “But maybe that’s the point, don’t you think? i mean, 
this work is making us all uncomfortable because it is making us think and 
question whether it should be in the museum. The way i think about it, art is 
not just supposed to be beautiful: it’s supposed to make you think.”
 The museum educator sees this as a good moment to intervene. She 
shares that Bottle Rack is one of marcel duchamp’s readymades, inviting 
them to speculate further on why duchamp may have chosen to call pre-
existing objects art. The dialogue about Bottle Rack veers in a new direction, 
with the participants debating what grants an object the status of art, what 

Figure 4. michelangelo Caravaggio (1571–1610), Death of the Virgin, 
1605. Oil on canvas, 369 × 254 cm. © rmn–Grand palais / Art re-
source, ny.
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makes someone an artist, and what it means to accept or challenge estab-
lished conventions. “i’m not sure how i feel now,” says karen eventually. 
“One part of me still feels angry, or a bit humiliated, actually. it’s almost like 
i fell into the artists’ trap at first. But at the same time, i feel sort of smart, 
you know? like our group actually got what the artist wanted to say, what 
this work is about.”

* * *
 Earlier i argued that the questions “do you feel the emotions this art-
work depicts?” or “What emotions does this work suggest?” would pos-
sibly seem irrelevant to many in a group dialogue about Bottle Rack. As this 
vignette shows, however, the “no-no” question, “how does this work make 
you feel?” triggered an animated discussion among the group, which in-
volved the sharing of strong emotions. The relative effectiveness of the latter 
question makes sense. The emotions Bottle Rack stirred in viewers are not 
displayed in the object itself, in the way love or pain are evident in Vampire—
the group’s response was not a question of empathy. nor were the emotions 
viewers voiced inspired by the formal qualities of the bottle rack—its struc-
ture, color, texture, and so on—as was the case with Garden Party. moreover, 
these viewers were not referring to the delight encounters with art can bring, 
nor were they hinting at some sort of aesthetic feeling.
 Bottle Rack stirred emotions because it challenged these viewers’ long-
held assumptions about art. unfamiliar as they were with the developments 
of twentieth-century Western art history, they felt angry, insulted, or stupid 
at the sight of a plain bottle rack displayed in a famous art museum. interest-
ingly, these emotions set the scene for the group ultimately to make meaning 
of the work and to engage with the questions it was meant to raise—ques-
tions about what makes an object art, about what makes an artist, about the 
power of art institutions, and so forth. As was to be expected, then, Bottle 
Rack motivated a response that was quite intellectual in nature—yet the in-
teraction was in no way devoid of emotion. in fact, this response clearly 
illustrates one way in which emotion and cognition can interrelate in art 
experiences.
 The point here is that encounters with works of art can trigger emotions 
that arise through the process of engagement and that are different from 
(a) empathetic responses to the emotions represented in those artworks and 
(b) the feeling of delight or of “being moved” that artworks, irrespective of 
their obvious emotional content, can provoke. The frustration of not “get-
ting it,” the excitement of a new discovery, the satisfaction of a rich collective 
meaning-making process—these are the kinds of emotions that i have in 
mind. recall Esther, a viewer in the first vignette, who reported not feeling 
the love or pain munch’s Vampire shows. instead, she said she felt intrigued 
by the collaborative meaning-making process and that she found the inter-
action of the group dialogue enjoyable.
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 Another kind of emotional response that has strong sources “beyond 
the artwork,” so to speak, relates to personal associations. Take the view-
er whose emotional response to the Mona Lisa was shaped by the fact that 
mona lisa reminded him of a particular cousin,35 or the music listener who 
found a mournful tone in a piece of music happy because it sounded just 
like the exit ring from the factory where we worked.36 Also related—though 
not quite of the same sort—are emotions that certain artworks tend to arouse 
in viewers, even though these emotions are different from the emotions the 
work actually represents.37 To illustrate, it would be normal for people to be 
amused by a scene of a strong man who is terrified of a mouse, and it would 
be possible to encounter a work about boredom that is, in effect, enthrall-
ing.38 undoubtedly, responses of this sort can manifest in museum visitor 
experiences as well.

The Museum Educators’ Challenge

When museum educators ask, “how does this artwork make you feel?” 
which emotions do we expect viewers will talk about? The emotions that 
are (more or less) evident in an artwork and that spectators may or may 
not be feeling? The emotions that spectators may feel but that are, in fact, 
not represented in the work? do we expect to hear about feelings of being 
moved, elated, or delighted by a work? Are we open to hearing about yet 
other emotions that might surround viewers’ encounters with art? in experi-
ences that are complex and multilayered, is it possible even to separate all 
these aspects of emotional response?
 To recap, emotions can enter people’s responses to works of art in mul-
tiple ways.39 To start, works of art can have different character in terms of 
their emotional content: (a) they can represent emotions that are clear to 
viewers, for example, by portraying people experiencing these emotions; 
(b) they can suggest emotions that are ambiguous, fluid, and multilayered, 
and, therefore, hard to tease out and articulate; or (c) they can have no inher-
ent, evident emotional content.
 moreover, even when an artwork has clear emotional content, not all 
viewers relate to the emotions they see in this work in the same way. For 
example, in a given encounter with a particular work, some viewers might 
simply recognize the emotions, others might feel these emotions “to a de-
gree,” and yet others might be overtaken by the emotions. Further, the way 
a given viewer experiences empathy in relation with a work may change 
from one situation to the next. in addition, encounters with art can trigger 
emotions that do not necessarily coincide with those portrayed in the work 
in question. For instance, someone can feel excitement when engaging with 
a painting of a sad scene, and someone can feel annoyed in front of an image 
of joyful people.
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 in short, people’s emotional responses to art are complex, multilayered, 
and varied. it is no surprise, then, that, in museum education, specific ques-
tions such as “how does this artwork make you feel?” or “What emotions 
does this work suggest?” are not intrinsically generative or hindering. 
rather, the effectiveness (or ineffectiveness) of these questions hinges on the 
circumstances of the encounter. To illustrate, the question “What emotions 
does this work suggest?” tends to be successful when a work represents 
emotions that spectators can identify and name. When the work does not 
have inherent, explicit emotional content or when the emotions the work 
suggests are complex and ambiguous, this question tends to be less helpful. 
By the same token, the question “how does this artwork make you feel?” 
generally works well when viewers are indeed feeling emotions that lend 
themselves to verbal articulation—whether these emotions are suggested 
by the work or related to the experience of engaging with the work in some 
other way. This same question can easily fall flat, however, when viewers 
do not feel salient emotions, when they find it difficult to tease out or name 
what they feel, or when they sense the educators wants to discuss emotions 
other than those they actually feel.
 Experienced museum educators know that, beyond the two questions 
i have scrutinized here, there are endless prompts to encourage viewers to 
engage with a work emotionally or to reflect on and share the emotions that 
enter their experiences with art. popular strategies include inviting viewers 
to imagine what the characters represented in an artwork might be feeling 
or thinking, to consider what it might feel to be inside a particular (figura-
tive or abstract) space, to articulate single words or phrases that an artwork 
brings to mind, or to suggest the sort of music that might complement a 
given image.
 This said, acknowledging the variety, complexity, and unpredictability 
of spectators’ emotional responses to art presents museum educators with 
another pedagogic opportunity: to focus not just on potential questions and 
prompts but also on the ethos of the spaces we create for collective art view-
ing. inspired by educators i admire, i envision spaces where viewers are 
invited to observe artworks with fresh, curious eyes; spaces where partici-
pants feel safe sharing a diversity of responses—thoughts, feelings, won-
derings, imaginings; spaces where trust and respect contribute to genuine 
collective meaning-making processes.40 i also picture spaces where explora-
tions of artworks are deep and thoughtful and playful, where artworks and 
their various facets come to life, and where the unexpected is as welcome as 
the tried and cherished. in such spaces, regardless of the questions educa-
tors may or may not ask and regardless of whether words such as “joy” and 
“sorrow” and “fear” are ever uttered, emotions—along with the other ways 
of knowing that make up our human minds—are sure to enter meaningfully 
into people’s responses to art.
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