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A Museum For All, and With All

A museum meets Japanese Sign Launguage and the deaf
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A Museum For Everyone
SHIMA Atsuhiko

Director of the 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa

The 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa, has attracted and charmed
a remarkable number of people since its inception in 2004. Its extensive doorways and
glass walls give the building a spacious and approachable feel. The museum’s array of
works installed inside and outside the building, including Leandro ERLICH's The
Swimming Pool, still fascinates visitors 15 years after its opening.

However, despite all this, the museum is still, in some aspects, considered stuck up and
out of reach. “A museum for everyone.” But by “everyone,” who are we referring to?
There are also many museums that are characterized as being “open to all,” but could
this possibly be true? For instance, we tend to forget that museums aren’t always usable
and friendly for people with visual, hearing and mobility impairments.

Every year at our museum, we invite fourth grade elementary students, including those
from the Ishikawa Prefectural School for the Deaf, to participate in our “Museum
Cruise.” This is an interactive art appreciation program that we have been offering ever
since the museum opened, in which dedicated volunteers guide the deaf children
around the exhibit floor together with sign language interpreters. In parallel with such
continuous projects like the Museum Cruise, we recently ran a screening of LISTEN, a
silent film by deaf film director MAKIHARA Eri, which was followed by her live talk show
using sign language. We also helped the Handles deliver a dance performance in
Kanazawa. The Handles consist of dancers with disabilities from Saitama, and is directed
by KONDO Ryohei, who leads the dance troupe Condors. These are all very small steps,
but we are committed to actively engaging in projects that will gradually bring us closer
to “a museum for everyone.”

But our efforts have only just begun. When | came to Kanazawa in 2017, | participated in
my first ever sign language lesson held at this museum. The experience hit home how
signing is indeed a language and a means of communication — almost a foreign
language. After that | have been falling behind in my lessons, but even a little
knowledge of the language helped me expand my horizons, giving me a fresh new
sensation | hadn‘t felt in a while.

It is critical that we continue carrying out our small efforts to truly turn this museum into
“a museum for everyone.” It is my dream that these small steps will eventually lead to a
massive ripple effect, transforming museums not just in Kanazawa but the whole
country and around the world, into “a museum for everyone.”
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