Living in a sensory world: stories from people with blindness and low vision
 
About the exhibit:
Welcome to the Melbourne Museum’s Melbourne Gallery, which is hosting this exhibition developed in partnership with Vision Australia and supported by Visions of Australia, an Australian Government Program.
 
Information appears in large print and braille, which is found on the green vertical panels dividing sections and running along a horizontal ledge 65cm from the floor in front of the showcases.
 
This gallery consists of a room which is 13 metres long and 9.5 metres wide. Two showcases are situated on the left side of the room from the entryway. The rear wall features an audiovisual display with seating placed before it.  The rear end of the right wall features an interactive exhibit. There are 8 showcases situated in the centre of the room.  They are placed back to back, with one showcase running along the end parallel to the rear wall.  There is one showcase on the front wall of the room, immediately to the right of the entry.  There is additional seating halfway along the right hand side of the room.

The first exhibit in the room is situated on the left hand wall approximately 3 metres from the entryway.  It consists of a panel introducing the Living in a Sensory World Exhibition.  This introductory panel has the text transcribed into Braille running along the front edge.
Out and About

Continue along the left hand wall for another 3 metres. The first showcase on the left wall looks at the development of modern orientation and mobility techniques and tools. 
 
The introduction of guide dogs in Australia in the mid-20th century opened up the world to many.
 
At the back of the case is an image of young Rita Solomon sitting with her black dog Chief on a Wollongong beach. Shown wearing a red 1950s one-piece bathing suit, she was one of the earliest Australians to use dogs for mobility, training her labrador even before the first Guide Dogs Centre was established in Perth in 1952.
 
Canes are the most identifiable pieces of blindness equipment. The early 20th century white bamboo cane with a curved timber handle was not quite as convenient as the today’s collapsible versions, but the flexible timber was ideal for finding obstacles. 

 
Back in 1965, sonic guide glasses were cutting-edge. A pair of these heavy black-rimmed glasses with a sensory apparatus in between the lenses is shown. The centrepiece produces a sonar wave that reflects off objects in the user’s path and sends an audio signal back. Technology expert David Woodbridge, who first used them in 1978, was struck by “how a glass window sounded very different to a brick wall’. 
 
In the 70s came the Mowat Sensor, also shown. This green palm-sized plastic device increasingly vibrated as you neared an object.  
 
Today, armed with the right equipment, blindness is not a barrier to achievement. Paralympian Anthony Clarke embodies the attitude: ‘I find blindness is not a major problem... you just have to get on with it’.
 
Access all areas: work and study
The next showcase explores the ways which developments in communication technologies have advanced the employment prospects of people with blindness and low vision.
 
The Taylor slate on show from the early 20th century was a tactile system of teaching maths. The A4 metal sheet on display here has 432 eight-sided holes in which metal pins are inserted. Each pin has different shaped ends and values depending on its orientation.
 
At the back of this case is a photo of Minnie Crabbe, a sighted chief librarian of the Braille Library in Melbourne, shown with her foot on the pedal of her 1934 invention - the first braille printing press. This foot-operated cast-iron press, driven by two cartwheel-style devices, allowed printing on both sides of a page, reducing costs. Crabbe wears a dust-jacket and stands before a bookshelf. This unique press still works.
 
Braille shorthand was developed in 1895 to concisely translate Roman letters. Shown here is an early metal Stainsby-Wayne embossed shorthand typewriter. Set on a 22 x 16cm wooden base, it has seven keys at the front. A roll of paper wrapped around a cork and rubber tube feeds through a groove at the back.
 
The 1970s Optacon bypassed braille altogether, instead scanning print and converting it to vibrating Roman characters made up of small metal pins the reader touched. A photo from the time shows Rob McQuillan using it to read a phone book at work in Vision Australia’s Enfield centre.
 
In the 80s technology leapt ahead: The Epson HX-20 talking typewriter of 1981, about the size of a manila folder, on display was among the first to offer speech output technology. 
 
As Anthony Clarke recalls, such technology opened doors, creating “a level playing field as far as accessing and processing printed information goes”.
 
Personal accounts and interactives 
From the Access All Areas showcase, if you move to the right for 2.5 metres parallel to the rear wall you will encounter a TV playing interviews. There are interviews with Paralympians Anthony Clarke, Lindy Hou, Thoiresa Gallagher, Warren Lawton, Bart Bunting and Nathan Chivers. 

 
Catherine Mahoney, who was born blind, talks with her brother Peter of her childhood experiences and technology.

To listen to these accounts, which are played on a loop, pause your player. The interviews run for about 25 minutes in total.  There is a long couch about 1 and a half metres in front of the television for you to sit while you listen.
 
THE BIONIC EYE
Today Australians researchers are using an implant that delivers electrical impulses to restore sight. Among them is the UNSW Australian Vision Prosthesis Group, which has been working since 1997 to create a bionic eye using an electronics unit and tiny neurostimulator chip that sit at the back of the eyeball.  

Information on each dot (such as size, location, brightness) is sent to the implant using wireless radio signals. The chip decodes the information and determines where to send electrical impulses to the nerve cells that lead to the ‘vision’ part of the brain. 

If you move on from the seating area in front of the television and continue along right the rear wall for approximately 4 metres, you’ll encounter an interactive mannequin demonstrating what the bionic eye user will see. It wears glasses holding a camera. If you press the button, a basic image made up of dots appears on a screen above in black and white – just as the bionic eye would view you. It’s not suited to all eye conditions and gives a far less detailed picture than the human eye, but this amazing innovation will help people who are blind or have low vision to picture more of the world.    

 
The following descriptions relate to the 8 showcases situated in the middle of the room. Beginning with the Good Sports case running parallel with the rear wall, this audio guide follows the cases in a clockwise direction.  To reach the Good Sports display from the Bionic Eye case, turn right and walk diagonally towards the room’s entryway for 3 metres.

Good sports
About 1 and a half metres behind the couch in front of the television exhibit on the rear wall is a showcase dedicated to sporting achievements.  

Cyclist Lindy Hou and her sighted tandem partner Toireasa Gallagher are Paralympians. During a race, Lindy sits at the rear of the bike while Toireasa pilots from the front. The pair won silver in the Women’s Individual Pursuit at the 2008 Beijing Paralympics.
 
The sport changed Lindy’s life: “When I discovered the opportunity to ride a bike again, a whole new world opened up for me”. 
 
This case includes one of her helmets, made of a super-light silver plastic and tapered at the back for improved aerodynamics.  The case also contains a miniature model of a tandem bike. Given to Lindy by one of her friends, it is one of her most treasured possessions.
 
Swish is a form of table tennis invented so people of all vision levels can compete equally. Players use 38cm long flat-bladed bats to hit a small plastic ball containing bells (both shown here) under a raised opaque board.  
 
Blind cricket, first officially played in Melbourne in 1922, also uses audible balls. On show is the ball from that inaugural match. A plaque on it, dating from 1928, recognises William Paterson for establishing the first ground at Kooyong, which is still used today. The metal bottle tops in this woven cane ball gives it a distinctive sound.  

The case also contains some artefacts belonging to Winter Paralympian Bart Bunting. He has never let blindness deter him from speeding down 60-degree slopes.
 
During a race his guide Nathan skis in front, wearing this nylon bumbag containing home-made speakers and an amplifier powered by a motorbike battery. This is connected to a microphone on Nathan’s helmet. Known as the Bartophone, it enables Nathan to direct his friend through the often-hazardous course. 
 
Next to the Bartophone is Bart’s helmet and ski goggles with opaque silver lenses emblazoned in purple with his nickname - “Creature”.  
The art of Lloyd Rees
The visual arts have offered opportunities for people with blindness or low vision. Although artist Lloyd Rees lost much of his sight later in life, he continued to paint luminous works.
 
At the back of this case are reproductions of two of his works. Evening on the Bathurst Hills, was painted in 1936 using muted greens and blues with pink-tinged clouds. It depicts sunlight rolling over undulating hills and demonstrates his preoccupation with light. ‘If there is one thing I want now,” he said. “it is for my paintings to be light right through’.
 
Blue Image is an abstract painted in 1988, soon before his death. This case also contains some of his well-worn brushes, paint-tubes and a palette speckled with the blues, green and whites used on Blue Image.    
 
As Rees lost his vision, his work became less figurative: ‘I find nature simplified for me in a wonderful way.… A lot of important details come through the haze’. 

Ways of seeing – the artist’s world
The blindness and low vision community includes a great many writers and poets, such as Barbara Blackman.
 
‘Sometimes, being blind, I expect to be invisible. Sometimes, being blind, I see what is invisible’, she wrote.
 
When the first talking book was patented in 1927 it heralded a new way to enjoy literature. Back then, each record contained 15,000 words and turned at 33 1/3 revolutions per minute.
 
Over the years, talking book players shrank in size but increased in sound quality. On display is a 1955 Clarke and Smith multi-track metal cassette of The Guns of Navarone. It weighs 3kg and holds 13 hours of audio. 
 
The 1970s was the era of the Clarke and Smith talking book machine. The shape of the cream plastic machine displayed here gave rise to its nickname - ‘the toaster’.
 
Today, the DAISY (Digital Accessible Information System) format is revolutionising how people with a print disability read, enabling them to use a computer or digital device to search contents and skip to specific sections of books. One CD produced in this format can contain 50 hours of audio!
 
Changing Attitudes.
The next two cases on explore how over the past 150 years better services and equal rights have been achieved by people with blindness or low vision.
 
Pioneering activist Tilly Aston was the first Australian woman who was blind to attend university, but due to the lack of braille texts she had to abandon her studies. This led her to establish the Victorian Association of Braille Writers and lobby for the world’s first free post for braille materials; the right to vote and obtain pensions.
 
In 1913, Tilly started teaching at the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind (RVIB). This case contains a 1936 RVIB collection tin featuring a lighthouse, a symbol also used by Royal Blind Society of NSW.
 
Tilly was also a talented craftsperson. On display here is an open-weave evening purse she made in the 1920s, featuring delicate, milky-white beads threaded on wire with green and pink glass beaded flowers.
 
Hugh Jeffery was another great advocate. Born blind in 1917, he helped found Blind Citizens Australia and attended the first International Federation of the Blind meeting in Sri Lanka in 1969 when it affirmed ‘all who are blind are not blind people who happen to be citizens, but citizens who happen to be blind’. This case contains some of his badges and a Blind Workers Union of Victoria medal mounted on bakelite recognising his ‘devoted service’.
  
Also featured are two 1950s examples of how funds were raised for and by the blindness community, including a 1954 Carols by Candlelight program cover depicting a nurse cradling an RVIB ‘blind baby’ - early beneficiaries of Melbourne’s iconic event - and tickets to the 1952 Variety On Parade concert, said to give “profitable employment to many blind (performers)”.  
 
The next case on the left gives a historical perspective on the ways people with blindness or low vision in the 19th century were often employed in sheltered workshops where their talents were not always encouraged.
 
On show is a mat created in the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind (RVIB) in Melbourne plus tools, including a leather glove with an indented metal plate to protect the palm from the 17cm-long curved needle, a metal needle puller, a wooden shuttle used with a weaving frame, metal hand shears for trimming mats and a mallet for flattening them.
 
James Murphy recalls how his father “felt like a performing animal at the zoo” when demonstrating broom-making at the Royal Melbourne Show. Nevetheless, the workers took great pride in their craft, as is evidenced by the quality of the products. 
 
By the 1970s, it was increasingly recognised that these workers were capable of much more. In a 1978 speech Dr Terry Davidson, RVIB’s Vocational Development Centre Manager, said many had “the desire and the capabilities to work in some form of competitive employment for normal wages”. Today, people who are blind or have low vision work in many fields.

Above this case is a metal stencil plate used to stamp the words “Made by the Blind’ on mats produced at the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind. Both objects hark back to a time of institutionalised employment.
The display cases continue around the corner in a clockwise direction, running parallel to the left hand wall.
Living the High-Tech Life
The first two cases ‘Living the high-tech life’, focus on technologies that enable people with blindness or low vision to enjoy independent lives.
 
200 years ago, spectacles made with ‘pebble’ rock quartz were among the few low vision aids. The pair displayed was made in London and features a double-hinged temple. They sit near a Victorian-era hinged book magnifier with a wooden frame about the length of a standard laptop.
 
Today, people with low vision use CCTVs to magnify text onto a screen. An image here shows an early version crafted from an old TV, with a camera mounted on the side. While refined, this technology is still used.
 
Nearby is a Jot A Dot brailler, a brightly coloured Australian invention that enables braille note-taking on the go by tapping six plastic keys. There is also a modern coin holder plus a pre-decimal bakelite money sorter with slots for florins, shillings and pennies. There’s also a two-level liquid sensor that beeps when tea reaches the first level and sounds again when milk is added.
 
As Paralympian Warren Lawton points out, good lighting makes all the difference: ‘I like downlights. They don’t cast shadows especially in the kitchen where there are knives and sharp things…’
 
If born 50 years earlier he may not have spent much time in the kitchen judging from a photo here of six women in the 1930s attending RVIB’s female-only cooking lessons. All the women are dressed in long protective coats and wear white caps. The three facing the camera are stirring ingredients in ceramic bowls while the others face away attending to the stove and oven.
The next case is devoted to the causes of vision loss and ways to optimise sight. The vertical divide at the centre of the cases has braille labels on both sides.  
 
At the beginning of the 20th century it was thought magnifcation would help most people with low vision. This case on the back panel features a 1920s newspaper ad for telescope glasses, which promised to enable “40% of persons incapacitated by blindness to return to work”. With microscope-like lenses protruding several inches from the spectacles, they were less than becoming! 
Inside this case is a 3D model of the eye, showing the way they eye connects to the brain.  There is also a prosthetic eye, often used by people who have had to have an eye removed due to damage or disease.  Also on display are ‘squint’ cards from the same period. These featured images thought to strengthen the eye muscles.

A right not a privilege
The final case in the central display focuses on the ways  which people who are blind or have low vision optimise their other senses, in particular the educational opportunities offered by learning Braille..
 
This case displays tactile objects, such as a wooden compass with a shiny silver face and the points in braille. There is also a child’s Braillin ragdoll, an educational toy featuring six large buttons on its torso that can be pressed to form braille letters. 
 
For adults who lose their sight, building finger sensitivity is vital – which is why the wooden braillette board was developed. The A4-sized board here contains three rows with 10 sets of pins placed to represent letters.
  
Happy Birthday Louis Braille!
The final display of the exhibition is situated on the front wall of the room, immediately to the right of the front entrance. This case is dedicated to Louis Braille, who was born 200 years ago in France.
 
Braille became blind in childhood. Although bright he could not read or write. Frustrated, he developed a tactile writing format still used worldwide.
 
The information board shows an image of a stained glass window made in 1929 commemorating Louis Braille. It’s now at the Vision Australia Information Library Service in Melbourne. Predominantly yellow, it shows him garlanded by an elaborate scroll, wearing a navy early 19th-century frock coat.  
 
Inside the case is the iconic Perkins brailler, a portable yet heavy typewriter-like machine. Instead of a keyboard it has six embossing keys representing each dot of the braille cell. There is also a Tellatouch machine from 1950. Resembling a manual typewriter, it has a keyboard on one side and a metal pad with six pins on the other for brailling, enabling someone who is deaf to communicate with a person who is blind.
 
Finally, displayed above is a brailled 1974 Playboy magazine, featuring the distinctive bunny logo on the cover. This imageless version really was only read for the articles! Playboy was brailled by the US Library of Congress from 1970.
On both the left and right hand sides of this final display are sculptures you can touch. Inspired by the Australian landscape, Stack By Day was made by Ernie Gerzabek using recycled timber.  
 

Thanks for visiting Living in a sensory world. 
More information about all the objects in this exhibition is available online at www.visionaustralia.org/sensoryworld or you can call 1300 84 74 66. 

