
Look at Art. Get Paid. 
Participant Handbook



Thank you for participating in Look at Art. Get Paid, an independent 
program that pays people who don’t go to museums to visit the RISD 
Museum and tell us what they think. We want to have an honest 
conversation about who museums do and don’t serve. We seek to learn 
about the RISD Museum from people who think a trip to a museum 
sounds like work. That’s why we’re compensating our participants for 
their time, energy and fresh perspective.



Notice

Who we are:

We are a small team of artists and researchers united by a common 
interest in art museums. We have questions about the narrow 
demographics of current clientele at many museums. None of us work at 
the RISD Museum or any museum, though some of us have in the past 
and may in the future. We are part of the 20% of Americans who 
regularly attend art museums. 

Funding:

While the RISD Museum made a small donation to this project and has 
waived your admission fee, it is not the primary sponsor. The project is 
funded by various divisions of RISD.

Motive:

Museums serve a small segment of the population. These are the same 
people who give the Museum most of the feedback it gets. As someone 
who does not typically go to art museums, you bring a fresh eye. What 
might the frequent museum visitors be overlooking?

We don’t aim to make you a frequent visitor of the Museum. We don’t 
believe that regular museum attendance is necessary to lead a creative 
life. We don’t seek to educate you in this handbook; we hope to give you 
permission and tools to look at the Museum critically. We want to learn 
from you. 

We don’t yet know what we’ll do with our findings. We’re leaving it open.



Job Description

Have you ever started a new job and found that you could see problems 
(maybe even solutions) that people who had been working there longer 
(maybe even your boss) seemed blind to?

We want to know what the Museum looks and feels like to someone who 
isn’t already familiar with it. We’re paying you to be a guest critic. We 
want your take on the Museum. All your opinions are valid. 

So what does a guest critic do? 

Observe

You will have two hours to explore the Museum with your partner(s). 
Immerse yourself. Look at your surroundings: the art, the architecture, 
the other visitors. How is the art laid out? How do the galleries connect? 
What are other visitors doing? You may want to talk with your partners 
about what you observe.

Feel

Pay attention to how you feel moving through the galleries. Think of 
all your senses in addition to sight. What do you smell? What can you 
touch? What do you hear? How does this affect your mood? If you need 
a break you may step out of the Museum briefly. We ask that you keep 
breaks brief and infrequent so as to allow yourself full immersion in the 
museum. 

Communicate

We want to know about your experience. We know it’s hard to be honest, 
especially if your honest experience doesn’t match those around you. 
That is part of why this is a paid program. Please tell us what you really 
think; not what you think we want to hear. 



Schedule

1:00—1:15pm  Arrive and Gather, Chace Center Lobby
1:15—1:45pm  Orientation, Danforth Lecture Hall
1:45—3:45pm  Open Exploration, All Museum Galleries
3:45—4:40pm Group Discussion, Danforth Lecture Hall
4:40—4:45pm Payment, Danforth Lecture Hall

Ways to structure Open Exploration:

•	 1	hour	alone	+	1	hour	with	partner(s)
•	 1	hour	without	using	tips	+	1	hour	using	the	tips
•	 1	hour	exploring	whole	museum	+	1	hour	in	your	favorite	section
•	 1	hour	walking	+	1	hour	sitting	



Museum Rules

These rules mainly serve to protect the art and visitors’ right not to be 
disturbed. They are enforced by the Museum guards. 

•	 No	eating	or	drinking	in	the	galleries.	Keep	food	to	lobby	or	outside.	
•	 No	flash	photography.
•	 Don’t	touch	the	art.
•	 Leave	backpacks	in	lockers.
•	 Don’t	lean	on	walls	or	put	hands	on	display	boxes.
•	 No	shouting,	running,	or	roughhousing.



Permission

It’s a museum, not a mausoleum! 
Here are some surprising things you can do in the museum:

•	 Sit	on	the	floor.	
•	 Love	or	hate	what	you	see–and	say	so.
•	 Argue	your	opinion	to	someone	who	disagrees.
•	 Question	whether	a	certain	object	deserves	to	be	in	the	museum.
•	 Walk	past	an	entire	area	if	you	don’t	like	it.
•	 Spend	a	while	with	one	piece.
•	 Skip	the	description	label	(or	read	it).
•	 Ask	a	guard	a	question.

Add things to this list as you see people doing things in the museum, 
especially things that surprise you.



Tips
We want to offer you support if you want it. You are in no way obligated 
to follow these suggestions. 

Looking at art

Trust your eye. Pay attention to the questions an artwork raises for you. 
You can also start by asking yourself or your partner(s) some of the 
questions below.

•	 What	is	depicted?
•	 How	does	the	artist	seem	to	feel?
•	 When	do	you	think	this	was	made?
•	 How	was	it	made?	
•	 How	long	do	you	think	it	took	to	make	it?
•	 What	is	it	made	of?	
•	 Do	the	materials	look	expensive?
•	 How	big	is	it?	
•	 Why	do	you	think	the	artist	decided	to	make	it	that	size?
•	 Does	it	seem	formal	or	informal?
•	 What	colors	jump	out	at	you	first?	
•	 How	do	the	colors	make	you	feel?
•	 Why	do	you	think	the	artist	made	this?
•	 Who	was	it	made	for?
•	 Do	you	think	it	serves	a	purpose?
•	 Do	you	think	the	artist	is	trying	to	say	something?
•	 Why	do	you	think	it’s	in	a	museum?
•	 Do	you	think	the	artist	would	like	how	it	is	displayed?

Looking around art

•	 DISPLAY: How is the artwork displayed? Is it resting on a pedestal, 
hung in a frame, held by a custom made support? Is the frame or 
stand part of the piece? Are these supports meant to blend in or 
stand out?

•	 ENVIRONMENT:	Look	at	the	floor,	wall,	and	ceiling	surrounding	the	
artwork. What colors do you see? Does the architecture look new? 
Does it look well maintained? Does it make sense for the art? How 
does it influence your perception of the art? 



Looking at other people looking at art

Trust your eye. Pay attention to the questions an artwork raises for you. 
You can also start by asking yourself or your partner(s) some of the 
questions below.

•	 How do they move through the space?
•	 How	long	do	they	spend	in	front	of	each	object?
•	 Are	they	alone	or	with	someone	else?
•	 Can	you	overhear	snippets	of	conversation?
•	 Do	you	notice	uncommon	behavior?
•	 How	are	they	dressed?
•	 How	is	their	posture	or	body	language?

Looking for what’s missing

The Museum holds a collection of things taken from elsewhere and 
placed in a gallery. Most of the Museum’s possession are not on display. 
It’s hard to pay attention to what isn’t there, but it’s usually an important 
part of the story. Do you feel anything is missing from the Museum?

Looking at the people looking to you

Naturally, we’re interested in what you see in	us–	the	good,	bad,	or	ugly.	
Feel free to ask us questions, ask us to back up claims, and let us know 
of anything you think we should be aware of.


