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Memorial Art Gallery reaches out to populations 

with disabilities 

 

Rene Latorre, center, and Lisa Helen Hoffman, to the right, guided by docent Libby Clay, wear gloves to touch an 

1875 marble sculpture titled "Love's Mirror" at the MAG. / BRANDON VICK / University of Rochester 

Written by Chris Swingle  

Most people who take guided tours at the Memorial Art Gallery are seeking information about the artwork, the 

artists or the stories behind the pieces’ creation. 

But on certain Tuesday afternoons, people with dementia and their care partners are welcomed for tours focused 

on making connections. The art is used to stimulate memories and conversation.  

The MAG also offers guided touch tours of sculptures for people who are blind or have low vision. George 

Eastman House offers tours narrated in sign language, and Geva Theatre Center will start interpreting some of 

its shows this fall. These are some of the ways that cultural organizations are reaching out to populations with 

disabilities and special needs, and some local groups have become leaders in this field. 

On a recent tour for the Meet Me at the MAG program, a group gathers around a Henri Matisse oil painting 

from 1922-23. Their guide, Christine Carey of Pittsford, asks what they see in the image of a girl wearing a 

flowered dress, titled Girl with a Tricorne. 



“The hat is kind of crazy to put on a pretty lady,” says Leslie DiVerdi, 60, calling it a pirate hat. DiVerdi, whose 

memory problems forced her to retire early as a chemistry professor at Colorado State University and move in 

with her mother in Webster, also notices designs on the floor in the painting: “Is it tears?” 

The group isn’t sure what to make of a black spot below the dress of the painted girl. It could be a shoe, they 

say, but the shape isn’t right. Maybe it’s a big bug, one visitor suggests. 

Their docent gets a round of laughs by replying, “Maybe that’s why her hands are clenched.” 

The program was inspired by a similar Meet Me at MoMA effort that began in 2006 at The Museum of Modern 

Art in New York City. MoMA also offers art-making studio programs for such visitors in its classroom spaces 

and off-site at care organizations; the Rochester gallery is looking into offering art classes on-site for people 

with dementia. 

Meet Me at the MAG started three years ago in Rochester, thanks to donations from one family and then a 

second family, to cover costs. The docents who guide the visitors are volunteers trained by both the Alzheimer’s 

Association and the gallery. 

“Our mission is to connect people and art,” says Susan Daiss, McPherson director of education at the MAG. 

The tours for people affected by dementia are intended to enhance their quality of life by providing a beautiful 

setting and the chance to react to the artwork at a slow, thoughtful pace — to match the speed at which people 

are likely processing the experience. Another plus: Looking at something together is a uniting experience. 

The docents guiding the guests with memory problems have to be ready for anything, so they have several 

docents along to help. Sometimes visitors wander and need to be redirected. They may need reminders that 

sculptures and paintings can’t be stroked. People who get agitated or anxious at one scene are calmly walked 

over to another piece of art. 

Some of the guests’ comments can be hard to follow, but the guides try to respond positively to everything. 

On the tours for the blind, the participants, wearing gloves, use their hands to see the size, shape and texture of 

the object, says Daiss, who leads the touch tours. 

“It’s delicious because you know nobody else is allowed to touch at an art museum,” says Daiss, who also 

oversees the MAG’s accessibility programs. 

Ann Parsons of Brighton, who has been blind since birth, says such tours are neat “because I’m able to 

experience art my way, instead of experiencing it the way other people think I should.” It’s much different from 

a companion describing the object. “When I touch art objects, I connect them with experiences I’ve had, as 

opposed to getting another person’s life view.” 

The gallery also provides recorded audio descriptions for some of the paintings, accessible by cellphone, giving 

blind visitors a way to visualize the artwork and draw their own interpretations of it. 

“It’s a way of opening opportunities you wouldn’t have otherwise,” says Rene Latorre, who took part in the 

tour. 

Back on the Meet Me at the MAG tour, Carey gathers her tour group on a bench and portable chairs in front of a 

Japanese paneled screen from the mid-1600s. Sections show waves, flowers and mountains. “If you could walk 

into this scene, where would you prefer to be?” she asks. 



One man with dementia replies that water isn’t a good thing for paintings — depending on your plumbing. 

Later, when his wife mentions how nice everyone on the tour was, he says, “The farther you go west, the nicer 

the people are.” 

David Midland, president and CEO of the local Alzheimer’s Association, applauds several organizations that 

welcome this population. The Rochester Philharmonic Orchestra opens its rehearsals to people with dementia 

and their caregivers. William and Sheila Konar have donated blocks of tickets several times a year for people 

affected by dementia to attend regular performances at Geva, believing that the arts can improve their quality of 

life. Since 2009, more than 450 tickets have been given to patients and caregivers. 

The art gallery’s special tours are done at a time when the building is closed to the public, which provides a 

calm setting without distractions. 

Maureen Basil of Perinton, one of the docents on the recent tour, says the guides tend to pick a theme for each 

tour and then choose well-lit, large pieces of art that could be springboards for conversation. In addition to the 

tours for community residents with dementia, the MAG also hosts groups of people with dementia from Cherry 

Ridge of St. Ann’s Community and Episcopal SeniorLife Communities at Brentland Woods, who attend with 

staff or volunteers. 

Basil recalls that one piece of art prompted a person with dementia to talk about growing up on a farm, which 

the person’s elder-care staff hadn’t known. That detail provided the staff with a new way to connect, says Basil: 

“They’re very thankful to learn something more.” 

On another tour, Daiss says, an elderly woman connected with an image of 19th-century women washing 

clothes by a river and spreading them out on the grass to dry. She remembered putting clothes out to dry as a 

child. 

The recent tour stops at a newly refurbished Flemish tapestry woven from 1565 to 1575 that shows a busy scene 

of animals in and around a garden arbor. 

Betty Bell of Rochester comments that she sees “a lot of animals.” Carey asks, “Do you know what animals 

they are?” 

“No, I don’t,” says Bell. Others point out an owl, multiple fish and some half-bird, half-human creatures in the 

trees. DiVerdi says the owl represents wisdom, and the lion signifies power. 

“Would you like to walk in there?” Carey asks. 

“No, thank you,” says Bell. 

Later, Bell’s daughter says the tours break the isolation of having dementia. And while the elder Bell can’t 

recall afterward where they had been, the happy feelings linger. Liz Bell of Rochester says the tours make her 

mother feel smart because whatever she says, the tour guides are affirming. “It makes her happy.” 

Tara Brundage of the Alzheimer’s Association chapter for Rochester and the Finger Lakes, says people with 

memory problems still tend to retain creative expression, so art-related activities can be a good fit. “We look for 

failure-free activities where they can use the skills they still have and focus on their strengths,” she says. The 

tours are also a chance for people to express themselves, socialize and be heard, which may not happen in other 

settings. 
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Since there’s no right or wrong in observations of art, people have a freedom to contribute without being 

judged. “You can tell they feel they have something worthwhile to share,” says Brundage. “Their voice has a 

different tone to it.” 

The art gallery trips help people feel part of the community, Brundage adds. Often, participants are more 

communicative for days afterward, their mood is brighter and they are less resistant to everyday activities.  

“One woman said, ‘I got my mother back,’ ” says Brundage, who coordinates programs for people with early-

stage dementia. 

Chris Swingle is a Rochester freelance writer. 
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Examples of accessible arts 

programs for people with 

disabilities 

Written by Chris Swingle  

Special programs and efforts make a variety of local cultural institutions 

and entertainment venues accessible to more people, including visitors who 

are deaf or hard-of-hearing, those who are blind or have limited vision, and 

those who have autism. Among the examples: 

The AMC Loews 12 in Webster each month shows a film at lower volume 

with the house lights up half-way. The events are billed as sensory-friendly 

films for people with autism, and it’s OK if guests make noise or need to 

walk around during the movie. 

Mendon Ponds Park has a sensory garden geared especially for people with visual or physical disabilities. 

Sharon’s Sensory Garden, located behind the nature center on Pond Road, has raised flowerbeds and graded 

paths for people in wheelchairs. Plant listings and labels are in Braille. The plants can be touched and smelled. 

George Eastman House has a volunteer docent who gives tours that are both spoken and in American Sign 

Language, for hearing and deaf guests. Its museum and Dryden Theatre are among multiple venues locally that 

have hearing-assist devices for people who are hard of hearing. 

Rochester Broadway Theatre League and Geva Theatre provide live audio descriptions of certain 

performances for people with limited or no sight. Patrons can pick up a small receiver and listen through a 

headset as a trained describer in a booth fills in the gaps between the dialogue by detailing facial expressions, 

costumes and live action. 

Certain RBTL performances have open captioning on an LED screen, which helps people with reduced hearing 

and people whose first language isn’t English. Geva this fall will add open captioning for some matinee 

performances and will be updating its listening assistance devices. 



Rochester Museum & Science Center was among a group of museums that created universally accessible 

traveling exhibits, shaped by testing prototypes with different audiences. At an exhibit about how animals 

move, for example, visitors could spin a knob to control the speed of a video of animals moving. The video 

included audio narration, but based on feedback from people with low hearing, the RMSC added closed 

captioning as well. That team experience prompted RMSC to incorporate more elements that can be touched, 

felt and heard into more of its permanent exhibits. 

“Everything we do, we try to make it as multimodal as we can,” says Calvin Uzelmeier, director of education at 

RMSC. “It actually makes it better for everyone.” 

Likewise, The Strong’s National Museum of Play has followed the principles of universal design, “by which 

the design of as many features as possible is to be as useable to as many people as possible, regardless of age, 

ability or situation,” says retired exhibit designer Kevin Murphy. That includes things visitors may not even 

think about, such as the size and style of words on labels, color contrasts, lighting and handrails. 

The goal of accessibility carries over into lessons and programs, says Lisa J. Clark, vice president for education 

at The Strong: “This year, in addition to serving individuals with special needs in K-12 regular school, we 

facilitated programs for adults and children with developmental disabilities who participate in agency programs; 

and adults and children with blindness, deafness or limited mobility who attend special schools.” 

Chris Swingle is a Rochester freelance writer. 
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