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It is good to go on 
believing that everything 
is miraculous.

It is good to go on 
believing that everything 
is miraculous.

Dear Dear

Ever yours, Ever yours,

Amsterdam, 3 April 1878 Amsterdam, 3 April 1878
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1.1 Vincent Van Gogh  

Vincent William van Gogh (1853–1890), a Dutch post-impressionist 
painter, is among the most influential figures in western art. Vincent 
was a pioneer of expressionism and has been inspiring people 
around the world from the beginning of the twentieth century. 

What touch people all around the world through generations are not 
only the paintings but also his unique life stories. The large 
number of letters during his life took us inside these life stories, and 
this project is going to research and design for this significant legacy 
of Van Gogh.  

Before going into that, let’s first know about Van Gogh. The following 
stories are retrieved and adapted by Ziyi Zhang, a previous student 
who also did graduation project at Van Gogh Museum, from a column 
called "Van Gogh’s Life, 1853–1890" on the museum website (Zhang, 
2019). This is a good summary for readers who don’t know much 
about Van Gogh to take a quick glance at his life stories. 

Vincent began his artistic career late at 27 and ended when 
he committed suicide 10 years later. Born in a protestant 
minister family in 1853, he used to be a junior clerk at an art 
firm, a teacher, and a preacher like his father, but none of 
these positions had lasted for a long. At the age of 27, 
Vincent finally decided to be a full-time artist owing to his 
strong passion for art and the full support from his brother 
Theo. Vincent practiced fanatically and created about 2100 
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Self-Portrait with Grey Felt Hat, Vincent van Gogh, 1887/88
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paintings in 10 years, including 860 oil paintings.  

Vincent suffered from mental illness and often felt emotionally 
unstable, but his eye remains brilliant in seeing and painting 
the world. In 1888, He cut off his left ear after a fiery quarrel 
with his good friend Paul Gauguin in their yellow house. 
Afterwards, Vincent voluntarily admitted himself to a hospital 
in Saint-Rémy, and then had a peaceful time in Auvers-sur-
Oise near Paris. During his illness, he continued progressing 
his personal style and kept creating masterpieces like the 
Almond Blossom and the Wheatfield with Crows. But his 
illness came back to him when he saw the financial 
uncertainty and fear about the future. (Van Gogh Museum, 
2018) He committed a suicide in his beloved wheatfield in 
1890.  

The widely recognition of Van Gogh’s work came after his 
death. Six weeks after Vincent’s death, Vincent’s best friend 
and lifelong supporter Theo organized an exhibition of his 
brother’s works, through which Theo aimed to prompt to 
more people. His wife Jo van Gogh-Bonger inherited this 
work after Theo’s death. And so did Jo’s son, Vincent Willem 
van Gogh, who shared the same name with his uncle and 
loaned his uncle’s paintings to the Stedelijk Museum in 1930, 
later succeed in raising resources for a dedicated museum, 
the Van Gogh Museum we are talking about today.  

Vincent van Gogh created his unique way of painting: showing 
the world in his eyes by using his bold strokes and 
complementary colors. His stories are written in the history 
books, in the songs, and in the movies all over the world. He 

inspired numerous people in their lives and their artistic 
creations.  

This is just an introduction of Van Gogh in a nutshell. But in 
Amsterdam, there is a whole museum dedicated to him - the Van 
Gogh Museum. 
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1.2 Van Gogh Museum 

The Van Gogh Museum (abbreviated as VGM) is dedicated to the 
works of Vincent van Gogh and his contemporaries. The museum 
contains the largest collection of Van Gogh’s paintings and drawings 
in the world, and is one of the best and most popular museums in the 
world (Van Gogh Museum, 2018). 

History 

VGM has been preserving, researching on and presenting Van Gogh’s 
legacy for nearly half century since it first opened in 1973. Up until 
Van Gogh’s death in 1891, control of the collection was in the hands 
of Vincent’s brother, Theo van Gogh. His widow, Jo van Gogh-
Bonger, subsequently took over the management of the collection. 
Following her death in 1925, her son, Vincent Willem van Gogh, 
assumed responsibility for his uncle’s works. In 1962, he reached an 
agreement with the Kingdom of the Netherlands to transfer control of 
the entire collection (the paintings, drawings and letters) to the 
Vincent van Gogh Foundation. In return, the State arranged for the 
Van Gogh Museum to be built, helping to ensure that the collection 
always remains accessible to everyone. In 1973, VGM opened its 
doors to the public. (Van Gogh Museum, 2018) 

Visitors 

For several years, the VGM has achieved visitor numbers above 2 
millions. In 2017, the museum even welcomed approximately 
2,260,000 visitors, of which circa 85% travelled from abroad. This 
makes the VGM the most visited museum in the Netherlands in 2017, 
with a place in the top-25 most visited art museums in the world. (Van 
Gogh Museum, 2018) 

Meanwhile, to extend the reachability, the VGM is also  active on 
social media channels. At the time of writing this report, the official 
VGM Instagram account (@vangoghmuseum) had 1.5M followers, 
and almost 44K members in the Van Gogh Inspires Facebook Group. 

Figure 1.1. Visitors in VGM, photo by Jan Kees Steenman 
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VGM mission 

In VGM Strategic Plan 2018~2020, VGM has determined the 
following mission:  

The Van Gogh Museum makes the life and 
work of Vincent van Gogh and the art of his 
time accessible and reaches as many people 
as possible in order to enrich and inspire them. 
The mission forms the foundation for the organization’s vision and 
strategic objectives. I view this mission as two dimensions for VGM 
to create impact, as is illustrated in the graph at right: 

1. Width: reach as many people as possible 

2. Depth: enrich and inspire the people reached 

We’ll take a closer look at this leading mission when discussing the 
assignment goal in Chapter 3.2. 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The Van Gogh Museum makes 
the life and work of Vincent van 
Gogh and the art of his time 
accessible and reaches as many 
people as possible in order to 
enrich and inspire them.

accessible and reaches as many 
people as possible
enrich and inspire them.
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Depth

Figure 1.2. Analysis of VGM mission
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Van Gogh’s Letters

Van Gogh letter #194



Figure 2.1. Some of Van Gogh’s letters 
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2.1 The great legacy of VGM 

The legacy of Van Gogh is not just a great number of beautiful 
paintings and drawings but also the letters. For more than a century, 
readers and art lovers have been getting inspired by the artistic and 
philosophic ideas in Van Gogh’s own words.  

A Large number of letters 

During Van Gogh’s lifetime, he wrote thousands of letters to his 
families and friends. There are 902 letters remain til now, among 
which 819 were written by Van Gogh and 83 written to him by others. 
Since Theo van Gogh, Vincent’s brother, was for years his great 
confidant, approximately 650 letters are addressed to him. The other 
roughly 170 known letters were to others, including his parents, his 
sisters, and friends in different periods of his life. If every recipient had 
saved Van Gogh’s letters, and if he had not thrown away any of the 
ones he received, the correspondence might have numbered well 
over 2000 letters. Approximately 95 percent of Van Gogh’s surviving 
letters are now preserved in the collection of VGM. 

Discovery of this legacy 

We will never know exactly how many letters have been lost, but 
thanks to Theo, who seems to save almost everything, there are still a 
large number of letters survived. After Theo died in January 1891 - 
only six months after he Vincent - his widow, Jo van Gogh-Bonger, 
found in a cupboard around 650 letters that Vincent had written to 

Theo between September 1872 and July 1890. In 1914 she 
published these letters as Breven aan zijn broeder (Letters to his 
brother), completed with a full introduction - a milestone for the 
biography of Van Gogh. 

Figure 2.2. Van Gogh’s brother Theo (left) and Theo’s wife Jo (right) 

Significance 

The letters are such unique legacy for VGM to present to the public 
because they tell these unique life stories with valuable first-hand 
witness. Moreover, Van Gogh was a born writer. He used the 
evocative and direct language of a strong personality, drawing 
readers into his thoughts and feelings. Also the many sketches and 
his own annotations on the later-on masterpieces in letters provides 
us insights in his art. One cannot really step into Van Gogh’s world 
without reading his letters. 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 2.2 A life in letters 

What did Van Gogh write in such many letters? During the up and 
downs in his life, the tone and content of the letters was also 
changing,  reflecting his life traces, thoughts and feelings in 
different phases. The following introduction about the letters in various 
phases is adapted from the book Vincent van Gogh and his Letters, 
by Leo Jansen (2017). 

The early years 

At that time, young Van Gogh was working in Den Haag as a trainee 
of the internationally active French art dealer Goupil, followed by three 
years of alternating between London and Paris. His letters 
passionately expressed his love to certain artists and artworks as well 
as literature. It was also in this period he wrote of his profound love of 
nature and landscape. This was a period of self-education, by using 
art, literature and nature to discover and define himself who became 
the artist later. 

Hard time 

In 1874-75, the tone of his letters became increasingly gloomy, 
making the prelude to the religious period of Van Gogh, who was 
dismissed from his job at Goupil in 1876. His religious fanatics caused 
Van Gogh to drift further and further aways from his friends and 
families, and the distance became physical as well as emotional when 
he moved to Borinage, a poor mining district in Belgium where he 
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lived in poverty. In such struggling experience, his letters became 
longer and writing letters took on a new meaning: to formulate and 
develop his own thoughts rather than merely exchanging ideas. 

The emergent artist 

The crisis ended in the summer of 1880, when Van Gogh suddenly 
emerged from his cocoon of uncertainty and despair. Under Theo’s 
suggestion he resolved to be an illustrator for magazines. Because of 
Theo’s financial support, Van Gogh felt obliged to make regular 
progress report through letters. Every letter from the early 1880s 
testifies his total emersion in art. 

The French years 

Van Gogh’s so-called Dutch years, which can be considered his 
period of training, came to an end in late 1885 when he moved to 
Paris with his brother, who was working in Paris as the manager of 
Goupil. In Paris Van Gogh got to make friends with the Parisian avant-
garde and made decisive artistic transformation. However, there’s a 
scarcity in letters of this period because he didn’t need to write to his 
brother distantly.  

Then, here came the bright Arles period, when he travelled in the 
south of France. The number of letters intensified again, showing that 
he had matured as a self-assured artist. It was also in Arles when 
Gauguin moved into the Yellow House to live together with Van Gogh 
then left after only two months, following a violent outburst due to 
incompatible temperaments between the two. 

The last days 

The left of Gauguin ushered in a period of disappointment when Van 
Gogh was suffering from mental instability. In May 1889 he admitted 
himself to the psychiatric clinic at nearby Saint-Remy. The letters 
presented us the suffering soul with alternating depression and 
flickering hope. Finally, we know the distressing end of Van Gogh: in 
July 1890, he shot himself in the field of Auvers-sur-Oise and died 
two days later, with Theo at his side. 
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2.3 The letter presentation in 
VGM 

Figure 2.3. VGM space and exhibitions 

Currently, quotes from his letters can be found in various locations in 
the museum: labels of artwork explanation, walls of exhibition halls, 
text or audio pieces of the multimedia guide, ... Still there is an 
independent section called “a life in letters” as a part of the 
permanent exhibition. To see how this letter section is placed in the 
experience, let’s first take a look at the storyline of the whole VGM. 
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[ Exhibition Wing ]
temporary exhibiton

[ Main Building ]
permenant exhibiton “Development of 
Van Gogh’s Artistry”

[ 1st floor ]
Van Gogh’s artworks in 
chronological order

[ 2nd floor ]
various aspects to present 
Van Gogh as a person

[ section 2.1 ]
“A Life in Letters“



The permanent exhibition 

“The development of Van Gogh’s artistry” is the common thread 
in the whole permanent exhibition. Everything revolves around the 
importance of Van Gogh, the ideas behind his works of art, and their 
emotional impacts on visitors and other artists, right up until the 
present day. The chapters are in a chronological order and include not 
only Van Gogh’s paintings but also his works on paper, his letters and 
the work of his contemporaries. 

 

Figure 2.4. Current narrative in first and second floor of VGM 

The 2nd floor 

The 2nd floor focuses specifically on “Van Gogh as a person”. The 
chronological story is interrupted to explain aspects such as his 
friendships, the ear incident, the letters, his family and Vincent and 
Theo’s collection. 
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The letter section 

The letter gallery called “A Life in Letters” is meant to focus on the 
letters, where visitors can see the original copy of two letters, the 
cabinet which stored the letters and listen to audio letters installed on 
the wall. However, currently there are several side-paths leading to 
other stories. For example, it explores the ties with his family (Theo in 
particular), the art collection belonging to the two brothers, Jo van 
Gogh-Bonger and the history of the museum... Although it’s called 

“the letters of Van Gogh” on the floor plan, it’s difficult for visitors to 
really experience and learn about the letters.  
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Figure 2.5. Current presentations in the letter section



2.4 Other presences of letters 

Apart from the museum space, there are also various presences of 
the letters lead by VGM, from traditional book to social media, to 
reach audiences worldwide. 

Letter highlights 

https://vangoghmuseum.nl/en/highlights 

The letter highlights website is part of the official VGM website. There 
are 81 letters in Dutch and English - not that many comparing to the 
total 902 - but readers can interact with the letter by underlining 
quotes, sharing comments, and marking the emotion of the quotes. 

Academic letter database 

http://vangoghletters.org/vg/ 

This website is the outcome of a thorough study by letter experts. 
The website holds the completion of letters arranged by period, 
correspondent, place, or with/out sketches. For each letter you can 
find the original text, facsimile, notes and related artworks, all 
available in Dutch and English.  
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Figure 2.6. Letter highlights website

Figure 2.7. Academic letter database 

http://vangoghletters.org/vg/


Social media 

By the moment of writing this chapter, the official account of VGM 
(@vangoghmuseum) has 1.5M followers, and almost 44K members in 
the Van Gogh Inspires Group on Facebook. The letters are perfect 
materials for posting on social media, because of their authenticity 
and intimacy. Sometimes the posts even feel like that they are posted 
by Van Gogh himself. After all, letters and social media are both tools 
for communicating and expressing. 

 

Figure 2.8. Instagram and Facebook group managed by VGM 

Books of the letters 

The letters were first published in 1914, and since then there are 
different editions and languages coming out. Currently the most 
comprehensive version is the 6 volumes edited by Leo Jansen, Hans 
Luijten, Nienke Bakker of the Van Gogh Museum in association with 
the Huygens Institute, richly annotated and illustrated. 

 

Figure 2.9. The series of letters in six volumes 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VGM multimediatour guide (MMT) 

The MMT is a tablet visitors can take with them during the visit, 
presenting rich-media content about Van Gogh’s paintings, letters 
and stories. There are audio clips of the letter quotes read by a 
narrator, giving MMT users a plunge into Van Gogh’s life with first-
person tone of the letters. 

In a research done during the winter of 2018-2019, around 30% 
visitors chose to use MMT, and the number is continuously 
increasing. (Van Gogh Museum, 2019) 

Figure 2.10. VGM muitimediatour (MMT), photo by Fabrique 

Podcast 

The podcast Van Gogh belicht: de brieven (Van Gogh illuminates: the 
letters) is a series of podcast consisting of nine episodes. In each 
eposide, a guest talks about Van Gogh’s letters and his/her own 
related personal stories. Currently the podcasts are in Dutch and are 
only visible on VGM website if you set the language to Dutch. 

Figure 2.11.’Van Gogh belicht: de brieven’ podcast on VGM website 
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Chapter 3 
Understanding the 
Assignment

The cabinet which stored Van Gogh’s letters, now exhibited in 
the letter gallery. Photo by Bingyan Ding on October 2019.



Assignment from the Van Gogh Museum: 

Redesign the letter section to create personal 
connections between visitors and Van Gogh. 

3.1 Assignment background 

The current lay-out used for the permanent collection has been in 
place since December 2014. Although visitors are still positive about 
the presentation, the museum thinks that after four years, it is time to 
evaluate the presentation and see where can be improved (Appendix 
1). The letter section on the 2nd floor is one of the aspects to be 
tackled. 

Current problems 

The previous research about the 2nd floor shows some problems in 
the current letter presentation, such as being static and passive, only 
8 audio letters, just 2 languages, only one multimedia form (audio), 
and the valuable original letters are completely missed. Moreover, as 
was mentioned in the previous chapter, the current letter section 
consists of several “side-paths” leading to other stories, and the 
museum now intends to condense all the different storylines in the 
presentation into a single all-encompassing storyline, namely “the 
letters of Van Gogh”, which will give visitors a glimpse of Van Gogh’s 
inner thoughts and feelings. 

Plan on a new gallery 

In line with the all-encompassing objectives of the entire permanent 
collection, the goal of the letter section is to take visitors into Van 
Gogh’s mind and thoughts, so that they feel a personal 
connection with the man who was Vincent van Gogh. 

Sub-aims include:  

1. To stir visitors’ emotions;  

2. To introduce visitors to Van Gogh as a person (as well as Van Gogh 
as an artist);  

3. To draw the public’s attention to original works of art and 
documents. 

The museum will ask for third party designers to redesign the letter 
section in 2020, but before that they would like to involve visitors or 
even audiences outside the museum to generate insights for the 
definitive design. Thus, they initiated this graduation assignment.  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3.2 The assignment 

The goal of the letter section is to create personal connections 
between visitors and Van Gogh, then the assignment is to research 
on how to achieve this and to make design exemplifications. 

There are two main parts in the assignment: letters and personal 
connection. Letters, of course, is in the goal because the museum 
wants insights for the redesign of the letter section; but why should 
there be the letter section in the first place? And why does VGM want 
to create personal connections? 

Also, there are two perspectives in each design: the design 
provider’s and the users’. The museum, as the design/service/
experience provider, is eager to present letters to the public, but will 
visitors be interested? Will they say, “I just came here for the paintings 
and that’s enough”? 

Let’s look at the questions one by one. 
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Figure 3.1. Investigating the value of the assignment



1. Why does VGM want to present letters? 

It fits the VGM mission that aims to inspire people. 

One doesn’t have to be a fan of Van Gogh to appreciate his letters. 
The unique life stories are intriguing and inspiring by themselves, 
and the sincere words and strong emotion never fail to touch the 
audiences. Thus, it fits the VGM mission of “enrich and inspire 
people”. 

It embodies the unique value of VGM. 

Although we can easily access the full content of the letters online, 
the original letters still worth special appreciation. The content itself 
bears the valuable first-hand witness of his life, and the materiality of 
the original letters brings people even closer to the real person Van 
Gogh. As the holder of the majority of the letters, VGM shows their 
unique value by presenting the letters. 

It enriches the VGM experience. 

VGM is renowned for the largest collection of Van Gogh’s art. Since 
it’s not likely to substantially extend the art collection, curators are 
striving to enrich the VGM experience to continuously attract 
new visitors and re-visitors -- and the letters of Van Gogh is just a 
hidden treasure to dig deeper. 

2. Why does VGM want to achieve personal 
connection? 
The answer seems obvious: it helps to leave something in 
visitors’ mind after their visits, thus makes the museum more 
impactful. But I felt this might not be enough; there can be other 
alternatives to achieve such impact, such as “relevance", or simply 
“fun". I tried to find more concrete reasons to justify the starting point 
of personal connection. 

First, let’s look back at the mission of VGM, which aims at the width 
and depth of its impact: 

Figure 1.2. Analysis of VGM mission 
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enrich and inspire them.
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Based on this, we can see how PC echos with the mission: 

PC can include more people (width). 

The width can be achieved by inclusivity, as is stated by the direct 
client of the project - Education Department. 

VGM not only wants to be the a pilgrimage site for art lovers; 
moreover, it “strives for inclusivity: making Van Gogh accessible to 
as many people as possible.” (Van Gogh Museum, 2017) If the 
museum can encourage people to connect personally with the art 
or ideas of the artist, it will be able to connect with more people. 

PC can trigger deep feeling in audiences (depth). 

Personal connection sounds ideal as the goal of this project because 
it makes impressions in audiences mind. But can there be other 
options? Why personal connection, not fun, or surprise, or any other 
ways to impress audiences? 

As Nina Simon indicates in her book Art of Relevance, fun and 
sensation do stimulate visitor, but do not create deep and enduring 
emotional effect (Simon, 2016). They might even distract audiences 
away from the essence of what to be presented by attracting 
attentions to shallow levels. Only when visitors find something 
matters to them personally, they will remember and get 
inspired from the museum experience. 

PC is more about the real person. 

Now we have analyzed how PC fits the mission of the VGM, and 
there’s one more question in my mind: why personal connection, 
not relevance or other similar terms? This question might look word-
splitting; but there is difference between PC or relevance. The phrase 
"personal connection” reveals that the desired connection is ultimately 
between visitors and the person Van Gogh, instead of between 
visitors and the Van Gogh Museum. 

From the mission we can tell that the impact VGM wants to make is 
not limited in the physical space of the museum; as long as 
something is about the person Van Gogh, there are 
opportunities for the museum to enrich and inspire them.Then 
the museum, as the representative of Van Gogh, can better reach 
people all around the world, inside and outside the physical museum 
space. 

Thus, a personal touch is stressed by setting “personal connection" 
as the goal. 

Figure 3.2. Relationship between visitors, Van Gogh and VGM 
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3. Why do visitors want to see the letters? 
This question was overlooked in the beginning. Later it was 
addressed in a conversation with VGM curators Harma van Uffelen 
and Ann Blokland, then examined and answered in a visitor interview, 
which will be presented in Chapter 6. 

Here’s a preview of the answer: visitors are interested because they 
come to VGM for enjoying art, and letters can help to understand 
art better.  

4. Why do visitors want to feel a personal 
connection? 
When investigating user needs in product design, users usually don’t 
know what they want, but they do know what product they like and 
dislike. Similarly, visitors don’t have to actively “want” personal 
connection to enjoy it. Inherently,  human need to feel connected 
with others. The connection with Van Gogh, who is so space-time-
remote to us, is something beautiful by itself. 
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Figure 3.3. Analysis of the 
assignment in the perspective of 
VGM and visitor 
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LETTERS

to create

PERSONAL
CONNECTION

VGM VISITOR

1
Why?

2
Why?

3
Why?

4
Why?

?…
To be investigated in chapter 

Because feeling connected is a 
basic human need.

1. Letters fit with VGM mission that aims to 
inspire people.
2. Letters embody the unique value of VGM.
3. Letters enrich the VGM experience.

1. PC can include more people (width).
2. PC can trigger deep feeling in 
audiences (depth).
3. PC is about the real person Van Gogh.



3.3 Project scopes 

This assignment will: 

1. research on what is personal connection and how to create it; 

2. research on how to create personal connections with Van Gogh; 

3. generate practical suggestions on the designing for personal 
connections thorough letters; 

4. generate design examples revolving around the letter section. 

Figure 3.4. Scope of the project 

Next, we’ll take the first step into these scopes by reviewing related 
literatures.  

33

personal connection w/ VG

personal connection

personal connection w/ VG 
through letters

personal connection w/ VG 
in VGM letter section

research scope

assignm
ent scope

design scope



Chapter 4_Literature 
Review 
In the literature review, I looked into the previous research in VGM, 
researchers’ explanation for emotion and personal connection, and 
fields that seem not directly related to my topic. 

 

34

Chapter 4 
Literature Review

“Art of Relevance” by Nina Simon, a book that discusses the relevance of 
cultural institutes to their audiences.



4.1 Previous research in VGM 

Visitors’ concerns in visiting VGM 

In a previous design project at VGM, four types of visitor concerns - 
the motivations for them to visit VGM - were defined based on the 
visitor research (Zhang, 2019). The four concerns are: 

1. Understand Van Gogh 

2. Learn Art Techniques 

3. Enjoy an Aesthetic Experience 

4. Find Out the Landmarks 

The visitors’ concerns are rooted in every aspect of their VGM 
experience, including the letter section experience. 

→ How to satisfy visitor concerns in letter section? (Note: the text 
in blue means a translation from research findings to design 
guidance.) 

35 Figure 4.1. Four main concerns of VGM visitors (Zhang, 2019) 



4.2 Emotion and Personal 
Connection 

If you search for “personal connection” or “emotional connection” in 
Google scholar, you will get results from various fields. Taking a closer 
look, you will find the same term has been used in distinct contexts 
and meanings. For example, papers about “personal connection” can 
describe the benefits to create bounding between salesmen and 
customers, or how to design branding strategies that will make target 
groups like and trust the brand. 

Maybe it’s because emotional impacts and personal connections are 
so important in various fields, that people are using them without 
unitive definitions. So I looked at theories about emotion and 
personal connection, to understand what exactly is the impact I'm 
going to research and design for. 

Relevance Theory 

Relevance theory is a framework for understanding utterance 
interpretation (Wilson & Sperber, 2004). This theory aims to explain 
the well recognized fact that communicators usually convey much 
more information with their utterances than what is contained in their 
literal sense - in the case of this project, the museum is the 
communicator while the visitors being receivers.  

Wilson & Sperber study how we transmit and receive information, 
mostly through speech. They argue that there are two criteria that 
make information relevant: 

1. How likely that new information is to stimulate a positive cognitive 
effect — to yield new conclusions that matter to you. 

2. How much effort is required to obtain and absorb that new 
information. The lower the effort, the higher the relevance. 

→ There are two part to work on: to make the letters easy to 
comprehend, and to help people identify information that matters 
to them.


Emotion and Concern Model 

Personal connection is an emotional experience; as the connections 
that people feel vary, they will get different emotions. Thus, I looked at 
the concern model that explains emotion elicitation, adapted by 
Desmet (2007).  

The concern model indicates that emotions arise from encounters 
with products/designs/information that are appraised as having 
beneficial or harmful consequences for the individual’s 
concerns, that is, his or her major goals, motives, well-being, or 
other sensitivities (Desmet, 2017).  

Adapted to this project, the products/designs/information would the 
letters, and when visitors/readers encounter it with their own 
concerns, appraisals will happen, then emotions will be triggered 
(Figure 4.2). 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Figure 4.2. Concern model in the context of letter project, adapted by 
Bingyan Ding 

The word “concern” is already mentioned when introducing Zhang’s 
research about visitor concerns in VGM, but it’s different form the 
one in the concern model. The visitor concerns in VGM are 
contextual concerns in the context of VGM (e.g. visitors feel 
satisfied when seeing The Sunflower painting, because the concern 
of “finding out landmarks” is enhanced), while the concerns in the 
concern model are abstract and universal concerns(e.g. visitors feel 
loving when seeing the story between Van Gogh and Theo, because 

the visitors echo with the family love, and the concern of “seeking 
security” is enhanced). 

Here we can see, visitors’ contextual and universal concerns are the 
key to trigger the “positive cognitive effect”, namely “feeling that 
something matters to us” in Nina Simon’s words in her book The Art 
of Relevance.  

→ What universal concerns of visitors/readers can be found in Van 
Gogh’s letters?


Empathy in Psychology 

Empathy is the capacity to understand or feel what another 
person is experiencing from within their frame of reference, 
that is, the capacity to place oneself in another’s position. (Bellet & 
Maloney, 1991)  

Without defining the relationship between personal connection and 
empathy, we can already say that this is obviously (one of) an effect 
we would love to achieve in this project. There are thousands of 
research examining this concept; in the quick literature review, I learnt 
that there are two layers in empathy: understanding and feeling 
the emotion of others. 

→ Would “Van Gogh’s emotions” be the key to trigger empathy, 
thus personal connection? 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4.3 Inspirations from other fields 

Character Identification in Screenwriting 

Create personal connections between the character and audience - 
this is what the novels and films strives to achieve, as well as this 
assignment. Such practice is called character identification in 
screen writing. So I was curious to know if there are some common 
techniques or classical principles to achieve this. 

Screen writer Michael Hauge (2011) suggests to put the character 
who shows likable traits and power in inner flaws or outer struggles. 
Another professional in this field, John Truby (2008) concludes that 
audiences will be engaged with a character chasing his/her goal while 
get hindered by unmet needs due to his/her flaws. 

From this glance at screenwriting, I found the power of conflicts 
when telling stories about a person. There’s no scarcity in Van Gogh's 
goals, struggles and conflicts to present to the audiences, however, 
should we present a Van Gogh as a well-drawn character, tailored by 
the museum, or it’s more meaningful and sincere to give people the 
freedom to identify the Van Gogh in their mind? 

Social Penetration Theory in Sociology 

In the above description, the relationship between Van Gogh and 
visitors is like between a story character and the audiences, but it can 
also be among real life individuals. Then I looked at theories explain 
the connecting process in interpersonal interaction.  

Social penetration theory was first formulated by psychologists 
(Altman & Taylor, 1973) to understand relationship development 
between individuals. It states that the relationship development 
occurs primarily through self-disclosure - intentionally revealing 
personal information such as personal motives, desires, feelings, 
thoughts, and experiences to others. Through self-disclosure, 
relationship development follows particular trajectory, moving from 
superficial layers of exchanges to more intimate ones.  

Figure 4.3. Altman and Taylor’s social penetration theory, 1973 

The mutual self-disclosure might not be feasible in the case of 
connecting with Van Gogh, but I’m inspired by the idea of 
interpersonal interaction: 

→ If visitors can intentionally share something about themselves or 
at least interact with Van Gogh, they might feel more connected. 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Chapter 5_First Inquiry 
into Personal Connection 
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Chapter 5 
First Inquiry into 
Personal Connections

Terrace of VGM 2nd floor, where the 1st interviews were 
conducted. Photo by Bingyan Ding on Oct. 2019.



5.1 Overview of user research 
activities 

The next chapters will discuss the following user research activities in 
different scopes: 

Figure 5.1. user research activities in different scopes 
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personal connection w/ VG

personal connection Group session - Chapter 4.2

1st visitor interview - Chapter 4.3
Hardcore fans interview - Chapter 5.3
Letter booklet - Chapter 5.2

2nd visitor interview - Chapter 6

Research scopes Research activities

personal connection w/ VG 
through letters

personal connection w/ VG 
in VGM letter section



5.2 Group session 

Research Goal 
To define personal connection in a bottom-up way. 

Method 
Focus group × 4 participants 

Research Questions 
When do participants feel personal connection and why? 

First I want to know: what exactly is personal connection? In the 
literature review I didn’t find a concrete definition, but it’s something 
we can all tell when we have the feeling. So I decided to understand 
personal connection in a bottom-up way: ask about it first, then find 
patterns to define it. I invited four friends of mine to discuss: 

1. Can you think of people who is not your real life acquaintance that 
you feel personal connection with? e.g. celebrities, film characters, 
strangers on streets, ... 

2. Why do you feel it? 

3. Based on what you recalled, can you describe the feeling of 
personal connection? 

The answers to question 2 “why do you feel the personal connection 
with certain person” were clustered together with quotes from other 

research in the next chapter. The following quote cards are their 
definition of personal connection. 

Figure 5.2. Clusters of description of the feeling of personal connection 
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Participants’ answers gave me some keywords about personal 
connection, which can be used for inspirations in future designs: 

Figure 5.3. Keywords that describes what’s personal connection 

This session discussed about the abstract concept of personal 
connection, which is not directly related Van Gogh. Next I went into 
the museum to understand the current visitor experience about the 
letters and connection with Van Gogh.  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Personal connection 
means…

Empathy
“I can feel what he feels.”

Inspiring
“I want to go where he’s at.”

Familiar
“I feel I know something about him.”

Tacit understanding
“I know we share something.”

Special
“He has special meaning for me.”

Self-refelction
“He makes me know myself  better.”



5.3 First visitor interview 

Research Goal 
To find out the current experience of the 2nd floor which tells Van 
Gogh’s life stories, and their impression about letters. 

Method  
On site interview × 10 visitors 

Interview questions 
1. What’s most impressive in the 2nd floor and why? 

2. What interest you about Van Gogh’s letters and why? 

3. Do you feel a personal connection with Van Gogh in your visiting so 
far? 

I had planed to conduct a 10-minute interview per participant in the 
museum cafe, however none of the visitors was willing to sit down for 
a talk. So I had to change to stopping visitors at the terrace of second 
floor with very short questions. A floor plan with photos of different 
sections were presented to help visitors recall their journey. 

Figure 5.4. The floor plan of 2nd floor was used in the interview 
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Takeaways 

1. Letters are overlooked due to effortful perceiving, which 
makes it hard to create further emotional impacts, including 
the feeling of personal connection.  

When asked about what’s most interesting about the letters, 6 out of 
10 person said they didn’t pay attention to the letters. 

→ Easy perceiving is the first step for further impacts.


2. Handwritings are real and direct that give visitors a feeling 
of “a real person”.  

Among the few answers to “what’s most interesting about Van Gogh 
letters”, 3 person mentioned the handwriting, because “it reflects 
emotions”, “it represent the real situation”, “it’s just beautiful”. 

→ Emphasize Van Gogh’s handwriting in some way, e.g. animate it 
and project it as immersive patterns.


3. Relationships with others triggers visitors’ interests in Van 
Gogh as a person. 

Two visitors mentioned his friends or families are interesting, as 
relationships with others is something everyone can relate to. 

→ How to tell Van Gogh’s stories through his relationships with 
others?


4. The emotional side of Van Gogh impresses visitor. 

They mentioned “the cut ear”, “strong emotion in the color”, “passion 
showed in his paintings and stories” as the most impressive things in 
the 2nd floor. 

→ Highlight Van Gogh’s emotions.


5. Having expectations makes the visit more fulfilling. 

When asked about the personal connection, visitors mentioned what 
they know about Van Gogh before their visits. Having expectations 
about something is already a kind of personal connection. 

→ Trigger visitors expectations before they come to the letters 
section.
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5.4  The process of creating 
personal connections 

So far, the visitor interview and group session have revealed a general 
path of forming connections with a person who is not a real life 
acquaintance, shown in the flow chart below. 

Figure 5.5. Process of creating a personal connection 

However, the quick session and the short interview didn’t tell us much 
about how it would be like to connect with Van Gogh, because the 
participants so far haven’t connected with Van Gogh yet. The 
research activities in the next chapter will step closer to the topic, 
looking into people’s thoughts and feelings about Van Gogh and his 
letters. 

45

You reinforce the sense of 
connection by active 
engagements.

(BE SELF-AWARE)  
Being more self-aware helps 
to locate your attention, thus 
make it easier to build 
connections.

Visitor interview —
”I’m already a big fan before coming here, 
so I always feel connected during visiting.”

Inspiration —
Example of how IDEO showcases their 
work: ask questions.

First of all, you should be able 
to effortlessly perceive the 
information needed for building 
connection.

Visitor interview —
“I did’t pay attention to the letters, the 
texts are too long to read.”

Relevance Theory —
“There are two criteria to establish 
relevance,... the other one is the effort 
required to process the information.”

PERCEIVE INFORMATION  
You know  WHAT happens WHY 
it happends in the stories, and 
the stories are vividly 
presented.

Group session —
“I feel personal connection w/ Puyi (a film 
character). Although we don’t have 
anything in common, I can still echo with 
his because he is so vivid in the film.”

Visitor interview —
“I find Van Gogh’s handwriting most 
interesting, because it reveals the moment 
when he wrote it. I feel the atmosphere.”

UNDERSTAND STORIES
You (conciously or unconciously) 
identify your shared aspects in 
different levels of abstraction: traits, 
experiences, goals, values, emotions…

You feel connected 
with the person.

Visitor interview —
“I feel connected w/ Van Gogh because I 
also have a friend like Gauguin.”

Group session —
People feel connected because of shared 
experience, identity, emotion or 
expectations, which seem all about 
personal concerns.

Group session —
“His story changed my thoughts on design, 
so I think I’m connected with him.”
“I learn guitar because of Beatles, it’s 
natural that I feel connection w/ them.”

IDENTIFY SHARED ASPECTS ACTIVELY ENGAGEGET CONNECTED
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Collected booklets in the letter booklets research

Chapter 6 
Dive Deeper in Letters and 
Personal Connections



6.1 Letter Booklets 

Research Goal 
To find out how readers connect with Van Gogh by really reading the 
letters. 

Method 
Letter booklet, finished by 10 participants 

Research Questions 
1. What are participants’ expectations to the letters? 

2. What do they find interesting in the letters? 

3. What themes do they like most and why? 

4. How can letters affect people’s understanding of VG and his art? 

5. What personal connections can they find after reading his letters? 

To understand how people think about the letters, the most direct 
way, of course, is to let people read the letters. I made a booklet 
consisting of eight letters of different themes and some related 
questions to fill in (Figure 6.2; see the full booklet in Appendix 4). 

The themes and corresponding letters were selected with the help of 
an intern at VGM, Joy Ravenswaaij, who is working on classifying the 
letter content. As mentioned in the first chapter, the museum has  

Figure 6.1. Pages of the booklet 

defined some themes of the letters. Joy and I adjusted and selected 
the eight themes to present in the booklet. 
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A discussion on the subjectivity of the booklet content happened 
between me and Joy. I wanted to know people’s opinions on letters 
based on these selected letters. but the choices of themes and the 
letter of each theme are not representative enough to stand for the 
letters in general (e.g. a Family letter about the fight between Van 
Gogh and his father and one about his homesickness communicate 
distinct information and feelings). However, it can be argued that 
since the research looks for more abstract patterns rather than 
feedbacks to specific content, the lack of representativity would not 
be a problem. 

The booklets were distributed to 10 participants, who vary in 
nationality, gender, profession and familiarity to Van Gogh, and then 
collected one week after. Then half of them were followed by a short 

interview to go through the booklet to explain the highlights during the 
working on this booklet. ( see Appendix 5for the results of the main 
questions).  
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Part 1.
Questions before 
reading letters

Letter booklet

1. Understanding of Van Gogh 
and his art?
2. Expectation of the lettes?

1. Inspiration
2. Family
3. Struggle
4. Romance
5. Perseverance
6. Art creation
7. Friendship
8. Illness

1. Any new understanding of 
Van Gogh and his art?
2. Any personal connection?

Part 2.
8 letters of 
different themes

Part 3.
Questions after 
reading letters

Figure 6.2. Structure of the booklet

Figure 6.3. A participants' notes in the booklet



Takeaways 

1. Readers are interested in the art-related letters, because art 
is the most familiar theme to them. 

Surprisingly, although more people said they are interested in his life, 
most mentioned letters that they like are art-related (Backstories of 
artworks/Inspirations) (7/10: 7 out of 10 participants). They like such 
themes because “it’s something to expect because audiences already 
know paintings as a part of the stories”, “it’s interesting to actually 
SEE what he described”.  

2. Negative emotions bound people. 

Themes about negative feelings (Struggles / Illness / Perseverance) 
(6/10) are also popular. They like them because the struggles, no 
matter inside one’s heart or from outside world, are common in 
everyone’s life, and when they see it happened to a great artist, they 
feel relatable, relieved and encouraged.  

3. Social relationships of Van Gogh can make him more real, 
but require contextual information. 

Themes about his social relationships (Family / Romance / Friendship) 
were reacted differently. Some participants directly skipped them 
because “they are too personal to relate”, “you need more contextual 
information to read those stories”, while other participants liked them 
because “such stories made him more human”. 

4. People tend to see the most relatable aspect to them in Van 
Gogh. 

People change their views on Van Gogh after reading letters, and the 
changed views are different from people — they tend to find the most 
relatable aspect in Van Gogh. 

In the beginning, their understanding of Van Gogh were quite 
consistent: He’s an “artist/painter” (8/10); he is a crazy/weird(4) 
creative(3/10) passionate(2/10) person. But after reading letters, the 
answers to the same questions varied: a designer (participant 1) 
found Van Gogn as a designer, and participant 2 who values family 
and friends found Van Gogh as a caring person. 

Everyone has their own perspective - obvious as the statement is, I 
was still surprised when seeing participants’ diverse answers.  

→ How to facilitate people to explore the letters by themselves?


5. People love to say “me too!” to what they resonate with. 

Looking at the notes participants made between the lines, it’s 
interesting to see how they were eager to express the same 
experiences or feelings shared between them and Van Gogh.  

→ Could the design facilitate readers’ behavior of expressing 
resonance?


49



6.2 Interview with Van Gogh 
fans 

Research Goal 
To find out how those deep personal connections with Van Gogh are 
developed. 

Method 
Online interview × 4 participants 

Research Questions 
1. How was your first encounter with Van Gogh? 

2. How is the connection between you? 

3. When did you feel this personal connection and why? 

4. How did the letters play a role in your connection with Van Gogh? 

The booklete participants have different familiarities and “fan level” to 
Van Gogh, which can represent VGM visitors to some degree. But I’m 
also curious about how those “hardcore” Van Gogh fans have 
developed connections with the person. If we know the answers, 
maybe we can grab the essence and incorporate it in the museum 
experience.  Next, I interviewed four Van Gogh fans, trying to find out 
what makes Van Gogh so important to them.  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Figure 6.4. My post in the “Van Gogh Inspire” Facebook group



The initial plan was to find Van Gogh lovers in “Van Gogh Inspire” 
Facebook group, a group officially created by VGM, in which people 
all around the world share their creations and thoughts inspired by 
Van Gogh. I posted about my project, asking if they are interested in 
sharing with me their personal stories with Van Gogh through online 
interviews. 

Several people reacted, but I only successfully interviewed one 
person. Then I found three more Van Gogh lovers among my personal 
network. 

In each interview, participants openly talked about their connection 
with Van Gogh. I recorded the special moments in developing 
attachments to Van Gogh and asked them to describe their 
connection with him. 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Fan 1 Fan 2 Fan 3 Fan 4
Indian, artist, 56-y-o Chinese, designer, 26-y-o Chinese, illustrator, 28-y-o Chinese, engineer, 37-y-o

Starting point

Special 
moments

What connect 
your and VG?

(This participant didn’t 
talk about other the 
moments, only 
mentioned many 
scattered life stories 
about Van Gogh: ear 
accident, “his desire to 
love and be loved, he 
wanted to destroy 
himself, …)

Got attracted by 
Bedroom in Arles

Had a dream like VG’s 
Starry Night in 
childhood

Knew his art and stories 
as a kid, attracted but 
not touched

My friend said my 
painting style looks like 
Van Gogh’s

Go to MoMA and see 
his paintings again and 
again

Read his life stories and 
be touched by the 
contrast between his 
struggling life and his 
passionate art

Read about his 
biography but not 
touched due to lack of 
authenticity

Read his letters in 
English which felt so 
much more vivid than 
Chinese version

Visited VGM and saw 
his authentic works 
with real stories (a sand 
in a painting)

Some personal 
experience made me 
start to really 
understand VG’s feelings

Read his letters and 
find other side of VG

His description of 
loneliness relieved me 
when I was alone in 
France

After knowing much 
about him, I start to 
view him as a very 
normal person, an old 
friend

But I still find 
something new about 
him every year…

Both of us don’t fit into 
the society

His courage of being 
real and  persuing his 
dream inspires me. What 
if I can be like him…

My personality was 
partly impacted by him 
when growing up.

I want to be couragous 
and determined like him 
in my dream of making 
art.

I aspire his being on the 
road thr whole life.

I aspire his being on the 
road thr whole life.

Figure 6.5. Memorable moments mentioned by four Van Gogh fans 
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Figure 6.7. Works of illustrator Tournesol, one of the interviewed fans 



Takeaways 

1. Deep connections are based on deep understanding of the 
person.  

The 4 fans didn’t merely talk much about his art nor his well-known 
stories, but expressed their understandings of Van Gogh thoughts 
and feelings beneath the fact. 

→ How can we present deeper reasonings beneath the fact to 
visitors effortlessly?


2. Deep connections take time.  

The 4 fans have known Van Gogh for a long time, allowing them to 
build deep understandings mentioned above . 

→ How can the museum reach visitors after their visit in VGM, to 
create long-term communication?


3. In deep connections, Van Gogh usually means an idealized 
self. 

Fan 2, 3 and 4 are surprisingly similar in their connection with VG: “I 
want to be like him.” 

→ What are most inspiring features of Van Gogh? Can we 
concentrate such features in the exhibition?
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What exactly are the connections with 
Van Gogh and how does that happen? I 
clustered all quotes that explain why 
certain connections happen, and the 
quotes with yellow highlighting bar are 
from booklet research and interview, 
which are directly about Van Gogh. Then 
four types of connections were defined — 
people connect with Van Gogh who is: 

1. An inspiring model 

2. A suffering soul 

3. A likable mate 

4. A real person you can reach 

These four types are explained in the 
next page.

6.3 Understanding the connections better

Figure 6.8. Clusters of quotes about personal connection from previous research activities
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|  A SUFFERING SOUL

You feel relieved when you 
found you share the same 
weakness/sorrow. He 
triggers your self-pity.
You feel …

about VG’s …
inner struggles

outer di!iculties
e.g. mental issues

e.g. short of money, 
conflicts with families & 
firends

sad / compassionate / 
accompanied

|  A LIKABLE MATE

You like him because you 
have similar value and 
concerns. You know you 
can undersatand each other 
and become good friends.
You feel …

about VG’s …
values / concerns / interests
e.g. love for nature, 
compassion for peasants

like-minded / lovely / trust

|  A REAL PERSON YOU 
CAN REACH

You know something 
intimate and authentic 
about him. You feel you 
have an insider point of 
view about  his life.
You feel …

about VG’s …
daily life details

social relationship
e.g. a walk in London

e.g. families & friends

reachable / close / familiar

|  AN INSPIRING MODEL

You are inspired by him 
because he overcame your 
shared weakness or he had 
your desired ability. He is 
your idealised self.
You feel …

about VG’s …
goals 

perseverence

talents

e.g. persuing art

e.g. courage in di!iculties

e.g. thoughts on art

inspired / admiring /
courageous

Figure 6.9. Four types of connections with Van Gogh



Takeaway 

Connection comes from comparison 

The previous three types presented on the last page reveals an 
interesting mechanism of why personal connections happen: there is 
a process of judge, compare and connect: 

Figure 6.10. Process of “judge, compare and connect” 

Firstly, people judge traits/experience about themselves and Van 
Gogh as negative or positive; then they compare the negative and 
positive points of their own concern, then get connected.  

→ How can we trigger visitors to intentionally compare themselves 
to Van Gogh? 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judgement comparison connection

Van Gogh me



Chapter 7_Into the 
Context of  Letter Gallery 
in VGM 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Chapter 7 
Into the Context of  
Letter Gallery in VGM

Interview sheets of the 2nd visitor interview. 
Photo by Bingyan Ding on December, 2019.



Second visitor interview 

Research Goal 
To understand why visitors come to the museum to find out how 
letters can meet their main concerns in visiting. 

Method 
On site interview × 9 visitors 

Interview Questions 
1. What’s important for you to come to the Van Gogh Museum (rate 

in the concern scale)? 

2. Are you interested in Van Gogh’s letters (show the related items)  
and why? 

In chapter 2, I raised the question “will visitors care about the letter”. 
The first visitor interview in VGM showed that in the current exhibition, 
there is hardly personal connection because the stories failed to reach 
visitors. Apart from the practical problems causing their overlooking, 
such as tiredness, language barrier and dark light, is there also a 
possibility that most visitors are just not interested in the letters? 

Such question was brought in a conversation with VGM curators 
Harma van Uffelen and Ann Blokland. Since the initiation of this 
project is the plan to redesign the letter section, the research should 
really step into the real context of the VGM 2nd floor. 

VGM concern scale 

I did the second visitor interview with 9 visitors to know about visitors’ 
interests in letters. Like the first visitor interview, I asked them at the 
terrace of 2nd floor, where people just finished their visitings of that 
floor with fresh memories. I also considered asking people before they 
enter the 2nd floor to know the initial expectations, but it’s highly 
possible that they won’t have any answer. Thus, the interviews were 
done retrospectively rather than predictively. 

First they were asked to score “what’s most important for them to 
visit VGM” (see the scale below). The four options are from the 
previous research about visitors’ concerns in visiting VGM (see 
Chapter 4.1). By asking this question I want to see if people with 
different dominant concern will show different interests in the letters. 

Figure 7.1. Scales to understand visitor’s contextual concerns 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Letter related elements 

After understanding their concerns, the questions 
moved to letters, such as “what leaves in your mind 
about the letters” and “are you interested in Van 
Gogh’s letters and why”. To get more specific 
answers, I asked about their interests in possible 
elements in the letter presentation, such as themes, 
facts and real artifacts (Figure 7.2). 
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Figure 7.2. Elements relevant to the future letter section to ask about their interests 



Takeaways 

1. Visitors come to VGM mainly for art (general artistic 
experience or specific artworks), and they are interested in the 
letters because letters help to create better understanding of 
the art. 

In the concern scales, the most mentioned concerns are C. “Enjoy 
artistic experience” and D. “Find out famous paintings and stories”.  

When explaining their interests in the themes, 7 persons mentioned 
they are interested in the letters because of the letters can help to 
understand his art: how different themes in his personal life “related to 
/ affected / influenced / made / inspired” the art. 

→ Connect art to letters.


2. As is mentioned in the first takeaway, visitors want 
“experience”, instead of learning. Being easy-to-experience is 
important also because when visitors arrive at 2nd floor they 
are already tired of reading. 

→ Make the 2nd floor immersive and interactive.


3. Visitors would like to know more about what they already 
know. 

3 persons mentioned they are interested in stories they heard before. 

→ Prime them with stories before they come to the letter section?
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Chapter 8 
Small Ideas along 
the Research

An ideation session with four design students. 
Photo by Bingyan Ding, on December 2019.



Design and research should not be two separated phases. During 
the research period, I had been collecting small ideas by myself and 
from an ideation session with frineds. These ideas will be inspirations 
for the later conceptualization and moreover, create the basis for 
discussions between me and the client to make their needs clearer. 

8.1 Four small ideas 

Idea 1: Letter readers 

In this idea, VGM will call upon the enthusiastic letter readers all 
around the world to record themselves reading the letters, then 
submit the audio clips online. The selected clips will be played in the 
museum gallery, substituting the current audio letters read by an 
unknown and neutral narrator. 

Idea 2: A real letter for you 

Visitors in the museum can input their information and preferences 
online to get a letter based on their inputs. Before they leave the 
museum, they can get a printed version, just like receiving a real letter 
from Van Gogh. 
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Figure 8.1. Idea 1: Letter readers 

Figure 8.2. Idea 2: A real letter for you 



Idea 3: Themes as the common thread 

The universal themes of the letters will appear from the beginning in 
visitors’ experience - when they buy tickets online, and will recur 
during the whole experience. This idea aims to give visitors an 
impression of the universal theme, to prime them for further 
connections. 

 

 

Idea 4: Van Gogh felt, we feel 

There will be film clips in the gallery that illustrate feelings in Van 
Gogh’s letters. The film clips are shot in contemporary settings, to 
show that although time passes, we still share the same feeling with 
Van Gogh. 
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Figure 8.3. Idea 3: Themes as the common thread 

Figure. 8.4 Idea 4: Van Gogh felt, we feel 



8.2 Research (on client needs) 
through design 

The comments from the museum on these small ideas have made 
their needs and requirements more explicit. I found that it’s important 
to make the concept: 

1. be within a feasible scope. Museum is a big organization with 
various departments, if the scope is too broad, the concept might 
end up nowhere. 

2. address the letter gallery. After all, it’s the starting point of the 
assignment, flexible as it can be, the design direction shouldn’t 
deviate from the initial intention. 

3. consider the huge flow of visitors inside the gallery and the 
whole museum. VGM is proud to be one of the most visited 
museums in the world, but the huge number of visitors also becomes 
a practical challenge for every activity happens there. 

4. require little maintenance effort. This one is also a practical 
consideration given the big crowds. 

Obviously, above four ideas were not generated systematically. They 
are of diverse form, scope and accessibility, which makes it infeasible 
to evaluate them together, although they all serve the purpose of 
personal connection. 

A framework is needed to summarize the research insights and guide 
that conceptualizing. This is what we will discuss in the next chapter: 
bridging the research to the design. 
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9.1 Redefine design goals 

Different Layers of Personal Connection 

With the all the research in different scopes, we now have an 
overview of the topic. Let’s come back to the assignment: create a 
personal connection between visitors and Van Gogh through his 
letters.  

Based on the research, a process of connecting with Van Gogh was 
concluded, in which people go through different levels, from 
shallow and general, to deep and personal (Figure 9.1). 

It’s like a funnel: in every layer there is something that triggers people 
go to the next level; some people will continue to go deeper while 
some will not, due to increasing effort needed. Finally, only few will 
reach the deep and personal connection, like the hardcore fans. 

In the Scope of the Letter Gallery 

The above frame describes an abstract process which is not defined 
by any certain form or scope of design. On the other hand, there is a 
specific scope to deal with in this project: the letter gallery. We 
aim to be more ambitious and extend the scope prescribed to this 
assignment, with the main focus still on the gallery. 

How far can we achieve in developing personal connection in the 
letter gallery? Looking at the layers in the process, three layers are 
identified as being within the reach of letter gallery (Figure 9.2). 
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Redefine Design Goals 

Thus, the design goal can be redefined from the vague “create 
personal connection”, to three specific sub goals (Figure 9.2), 
namely the design strategies of the letter gallery: 
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Having clarified the design goal, I made a list of design principles and 
requirements to take into consideration in later design. 

Design Principles 

Rephrasing the critical research insights into actionable design 
guidelines, I got the design principles. 

In order to better achieve the design goals, the design will: 

1. Be immersive and interactive, because visitors are tired at 
that moment. 

2. Use flexible medium, to be able to adjust the content based 
on data input. This is also a way to involve user in design. 

3. Visualize the information to make it more accessible. 

4. Guide users to the online source of the letters. 

5. Connect art and letters 
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Design Requirements 

While design principles help to generate ideas, design 
requirements set necessary restrictions to make sure the solution 
is feasible. Some requirements were already discussed in the 
previous chapter, and others are added here. 

In order to get feasible outcomes, the design should: 

1. Be within a practical scope. 

2. Address the letter gallery. 

3. Consider the huge flow of visitors inside the gallery. 

4. Require little maintenance effort. 

5. Should reach visitors of different engagement. 

6. Perform well under language barriers. 

9.2 Design principles and requirements
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10.1 Why giving a full concept? 

Various touchpoints... 

In the last chapter three specific design goals were set. So the next 
question is: what should I design, since various touchpoints can 
all realized or partly realize such goals? Should I pick a sub goal 
or an independent touchpoint to dive deep, or should I generate a 
system which to draw a complete picture? 

The design strategy I proposed consists of three sub goals. If I want 
to illustrate how the strategy might work, I need to build a full 
concept. Not every part in the full concept requires detailed design, 
but all should be there to show how they connect to others. 

Various visitor behaviors... 

The other question is: what types of visitor/behavior should I design 
for? And even before this question, what are the types? 

Let’s first look at one requirement in the design requirement list: The 
concept should affect visitors of different levels of 
engagement (Chapter 9.2). When visiting the museum, some visitors 
are highly engaged who pay close attention to objects and contents, 
while other might just walk thorough the space (Figure 10.1). Then the 
design should consider people in different engagement levels and 
respective behaviors. 

Above discussions make it clear that I need a complete structure 
to cover the variety in goals, touchpoints and visitor behaviors. 
In this chapter, I’ll give an anatomy of the full concept before diving 
into the details of each part afterwards. 

Figure 10.1. Different behaviors of visitors in letter gallery 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From observations in the gallery, visitor behaviors can be classified 
into four engagement levels: 

1. quickly walkthrough the gallery 

2. stay and engage only at certain points 

3. engage from time to time 

4. frequently engage, almost nothing missed 

Figure 10.2. Four engagement levels of gallery visitors 

Such behaviors depend on a series of subjective and objective 
factors, such as visitors’ interests, time plans, fatigue, crowd level in 
the space,... Also, visitors with or without the multimedia guide 
engage with the objects/contents/experiences differently. Having an 
overview on the typical behaviors, we can generate designs that 
benefit more visitors. 
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Based on above discussions, I proposed the full concept as the first 
step of design (Figure 10.3). Each part in the full concept correspond 
to certain design goal and visitor engagement level, making the 
solution comprehensive as possible. 
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10.3 An anatomy of the full concept

Figure 10.3. Anatomy of the full concept 
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Prioritizing the Tasks 

Although this project will not tackle all the parts within the limited time, 
it’s helpful to have the full concept structure to see what to focus on 
or not to. 

I decided to leave part 5 Online Arrangement and part 6 Link to 
MMT for now, because they depend on the other parts, and will not 
affect the basic experience. Comparing to other parts, part 5&6 are in 
minor places in terms of execution order and priority. 

For the same reason, I put the design of part 3 Narrative 
Structure in the first place. In the following chapters, I will present the 
design exploration on it, followed by the first visitor evaluation. 

73



Chapter 
11_Designing 
the Narrative 
Structure and 
1st Visitor 
Evaluation 

74Current narrative in the gallery. Photo from “VGM Letter 
Gallery Design Briefing”, 2019.

Chapter 11 
Designing the  
Narrative Structure and  
1st Visitor Evaluation



The narrative of an exhibition is central to the whole museum 
experiences. By structuring stories about the exhibition topic, it 
decides what information visitors get and how they can make 
sense of the topic. Different narratives of the same topic will create 
different meanings and experiences to the audiences. 

Normally the narrative of an exhibition is written by curators with 
solid art history backgrounds. They know the best about the topic 
and what stories to present in a professional and systematic way. 
Afterwards they will discuss with a design team about the 
presentation of the narrative, which is more about the interaction 
or appearance rather the content. 

In this project, the narrative design can also be the work of 
experience designers. It affects how visitors find their focus 
points (sub goal 2, see Chapter 9.1), especially for visitors of 
low engagement level. The narrative structure would be the 
main information they can get in a quick walkthrough. 

My knowledge about Van Gogh and the letters is obviously not 
enough to generate the whole narrative, but I can propose 
different basic structures and see how they affect visitor 
experiences. 

The proposed structures are Age, Theme and Emotion. 
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11.1 Why narrative matters for creating personal connections?

Figure 11.1. Part 4 Narrative highlighted in the full 



11.2 Three narrative structures 

Theme structure 

Theme structure came from VGM’s enthusiasm in structuring the 
letters by themes. Colleagues in VGM have already defined some 
universal themes in the letters which might be concerns for everyone 
(see Chapter 5.1). 

Figure 11.2. Theme structure 

Age structure 

The Age narrative is arranged by different phases of Van Gogh’s life, 
headed by his ages. Such kind of chronological order is common, or 
even platitudinous in museums. In VGM itself, timelines have 
appeared several times including in the core exhibition about the 
paintings. 

But a small feature here is to use the Van Gogh’s ages instead of 
objective years. Van Gogh is a real person who had his younger and 
older days. Age is not only a clear structure but also a type of focus 
point. One might look at Van Gogh’s 29-year-old letter and think: 
what was I doing when I was 29? 

Meanwhile, themes still appear here. They are incorporated in this 
structure, recurring in different life phases. 

Figure 11.3. Age structure 
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Emotion structure 

This structure came from a research insight: strong emotions in the 
letters catch readers’ attention because emotions are universal and 
directly depict the intimate side of Van Gogh. 

Figure 11.4. Emotion structure 
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11.3 First visitor evaluation 

I shared the concepts with museum colleagues and received 
informative feedback. Considering that visitors might have different 
opinions on the concepts due to distinct prior knowledge and 
contextual experiences, it’s necessary to hear what real visitors say 
about them. Thus I did an evaluation with visitors and 
in the end, some unexpected findings came out. 

Research Goal 
To comparatively evaluate the three narratives to find out which will 
engage visitors more. 

Method 
On site interview with concepts × 11 visitors 

Research Questions 
1. Which structure interests visitors most? 

2. What are good and not so good about the three structures? 

I invited 11 participants who just finished their visits to sit in the 
museum cafe, and talked about the concepts. They were randomly 
chosen and vary in age and nationality. 

Figure 11.5. Visitor evaluation in VGM cafe 

The interview started from a short recap of their experience in current 
letter exhibition (“What leaves in you mind about the letters? What do 
you like and dislike? And do you feel connected with Van Gogh?”) 

Then I showed the three concepts on my laptop. 

Finally I asked them to rate the three concepts between 1~5 on how 
much the concepts interest them. 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Pros & Cons of the three structure 

After the rating, visitors were asked to gave explanations, which 
illustrate the pros and cons of each structure. In general, Age is the 
most popular one, as 6 visitors among 11 rated it the highest in 
triggering their interests. 

Figure 11.6. Pros and cons of the three structure 
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Different preferences of visitors and non-visitors 

For visitors, Age structure works best in getting visitors’ 
interests. Among the 11 participants, 6 voted for Age as the most 
intriguing one, while 3 for Theme, and surprisingly, only 1 voted for 
Emotion.  

However, for non-visitors, Emotion structure is the most 
attractive, which is the least for museum visitors. Apart from the 
visitor evaluation, I also showed the concepts to my thinktank - 8 
friends, and asked how they think. The results are interesting: in 
contrary to the visitor evaluation, 5 friends prefer the Emotion most 
while only 2 like the Age. Although the sample is small, we can still 
see a pattern opposite to the visitor evaluation. 

Takeaways 

1. Clarity is the priority in museum context, not connection. 

“I like Age structure because it is a good navigator, not a connector. And 
clear navigation is what I need most.” 

The biggest learning in this visitor evaluation is that context can 
greatly influence the experience. In the real context of the museum, 
people strive for security when loaded with unfamiliar information. The 
needs for clear navigation, overview and easy meaning-making are 
prior to the need of emotional impact. This might explain why most 
visitors prefer the Age structure, while my friends prefer Emotion. 

2. Emotion should work, but in a low-pitched way 

“I’d like to know about his emotions, but printing it on the wall maybe too 
much…” 

The Emotion structure or other “less conventional” structures still 
have potentials in achieving the goal of personal connection when 
they don’t conflict with people’s eager for clarity. 

Next, the full concept will be developed based on the Age structure, 
and try to incorporate theme and emotion in less leading positions. 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In the evaluation we compared the three narrative structures and 
found Age works best in the museum context. The details of each 
section in the Age narrative structure are to be designed in this 
chapter. 

Six sections in the Age narrative 

Referring to the chronology on VGM website (https:// 
vangoghmuseum.nl/en/vincent-van-gogh-life-and-work/van-goghs-
life-1853-1890), I proposed 6 sections in the Age narrative: 

1. Young Vincent 1853–1881 

2. First steps as an artist 1881—1883 

3. Developing artistry 1883—1888 

4. South of France 1888–1889 

5. The Final Year 1889–1890 

6. After Vincent’s death 

The website presented nine phases, and I compacted them to six 
considering the limited space and information overload for visitors. In 
the last section called “After Vincent’s death”, there can be letters to 
Van Gogh from his audiences. In this way, writing letters, as a means 
of communication, becomes bidirectional. Figure 11.7. Van Gogh's life stories on VGM website 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11.4 Detailing one narrative section

http://vangoghmuseum.nl/en/vincent-van-gogh-life-and-work/van-goghs-life-1853-1890
http://vangoghmuseum.nl/en/vincent-van-gogh-life-and-work/van-goghs-life-1853-1890


Arrangement of a narrative section: concept 1.0 

Among the six sections I proposed, I took the life phase “First steps 
as an Artist” for an example to design the arrangement inside each 
section. There are three letters in each section, with their captions 
and themes printed on the wall. A quote from each letter is projected 
on the wall and switches every several seconds. If the themes or 
captions catch visitors’ eyes, they can explore more on the screen at 

the left bottom. The original letter and objects are also presented in 
this design. 

The feedback I got from VGM supervisor Harma include:  

1. Theme tags before letter captions are too prominent, which 
might cause unnecessary cognitive load. 

2. Too little presence of “letters”.  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Figure 11.8. Arrangement of a narrative section: concept 1.0



Arrangement of a narrative section: concept 2.0 

Based on the feedback I got, I iterated the design: use the image of 
envelop and put themes on “stamps”. A QR code is also added so 
people can read more when the screen is occupied.  

Regarding the iterated design, both Harma and visitors mentioned 
the problem: there’s no actual content on the wall, so visitors have no 
way to know more about their interested stories, unless they go to the 

touchscreen or take out their phone to scan the QR code, which is 
effortful in a busy gallery. So the next iteration will leave space for 
more content, which will be further described in chapter 11.4. 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Figure 11.9. Arrangement of a narrative section: concept 2.0
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Chapter 12 
Designing the  
Interactive Programme and  
2nd Visitor Evaluation

Two participants in the 2nd evaluation. Photo by 
Bingyan Ding on February 2020. 



This chapter presents the design 
exploration of part 4 Interactive 
Programme, which aims to let visitors 
engage and know about the letters 
without having to dive into the whole 
story. 

The interactive programme takes the 
form of a touchscreen in the gallery. It 
can appear in the permanent letter 
exhibition or other locations in the 
museum, or even go totally online. 

There are three concepts generated and 
evaluated.  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12.1 Three concepts of the interactive program

Figure 12.1. Part 3 Interactive Programme highlighted in the full concept



Concept 1: You and Van Gogh 

Most people know Van Gogh’s art and maybe some famous personal 
stories. But in the letters there are much more about this person, in 
which you might find something in common with you. This concept 
presents the multiple facets of Van Gogh, letting people discover their 
most relatable Van Gogh. 

Figure 12.2. Interaction flow of concept 1 "You and Van Gogh” 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Figure 12.3. Letter topic bubbles that user can choose 

The bubbles are in four colors, representing four types of emotions of 
the different letter topics. The classification is adapted from the 
circumplex model of emotions (Russell, 1980), and such color coding 
is to provide an intuitive hint of emotional tone of the message. 

Also, the number on each bubble and the size of it mean how many 
times this bubble has been chosen. In this way I hope to create a 
sense of community, so people will know that they share the same 
feelings and thoughts not only with Van Gogh, but also with many 
other people around the world. 

Figure 12.4. Four emotion types of Van Gogh’s letters in the circumplex 
model (adapted from Russell, 1980) 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Concept 2: Feel Van Gogh’s Writing 

Van Gogh’s handwriting witnessed the authentic moments when he 
wrote. It’s also interesting that the style of his writing differs in the 
letters, baring his diverse and strong feelings in those moments. This 
concept aims to connect visitors with these feelings through the 
authentic handwritings. 

Figure 12.5. Interaction flow of concept 2 "Feel Van Gogh’s Writing” 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Concept 3: Create your Van Gogh letter 

We share not only the universal themes and emotions in the letters, 
but also the behavior of expressing to someone through letters. Why 
not use what Van Gogh had expressed to express ourselves? This 

concept derives from the basic idea of a letter: write and send it to 
someone. Reader can create his/her own letter to someone, by using 
the content of Van Gogh’s letters. 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Figure 12.6. Interaction flow of concept 3 "Create your Van Gogh letter”



12.2 Second visitor evaluation 

Research goal 
To get feedback on part 1~4 and compare the three concepts of part 
5 to merge them into one concept 

Method 
On site interview with prototypes × 9 visitors 

Research Questions 
Following three questions respectively address the three sub goals in 
Chapter 9.1: 

1. Which one better attracts visitors to try? - trigger interest 

2. Which one makes visitors feel connected? —unlock personal 
connection  

3. Which one can better reach visitors after they leave? - extend 
connection 

90Figure 12.7. Materials for evaluation



And the last question asks about the general preference. 

Like the previous evaluation, I invited 9 participants who had finished 
their visits, to sit in the museum cafe and talk. 

After showing the three concepts on iPad, I asked them to rate from 
1~5 on four criterions: 

1. How much will it attract you to try? 

2. How much will it make you feel connected w/ VG? 

3. How likely you will scan the QR code? 

4. Which one do you like most, in general? 

Ratings for the 3 Concepts 

Although the ratings cannot give us too many quantitative 
conclusions because of the small sample size, it provided qualitative 
insights by facilitating the reasoning behind the scores. 

Figure 12.9. Ratings for the 3 Concepts by 9 visitors 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Pros and Cons of the 3 Concepts 
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Concept 1 
You and Van Gogh

Concept 2
Feel Van Gogh’s writing

Concept 3
Create your Van Gogh letter

Appealing form of 
the colorful 
bubbles 

Deepth in Van 
Gogh’s feelings

Strong call-to-
action

Clarity in 
structured 
information

Rich interactivity Creating 
something by and 
for yourself

Social factor: 
share it with 
othersPros

Interaction and 
information are 
too simple

Intimate feeling 
might lost due to 
language barriers 
and busy crowd

Overwhelming 
text

Silhouette is 
confusing

Abrupt quotes will 
cause confusion

Abrupt quotes 
will cause 
confusion

Cons

Figure 12.10. Pros and Cons of the 3 Concepts 



Takeaways 

1. Accessibility of the information overweighs the depth of it 

“I think visitors can really learn something in C1.” — Harma, VGM curator 
“C1 is clearer with the titles on the bubble. Only after I know what happened 
I can connect, right?” — P10, a Chinese visitor who is not familiar with Van 
Gogh 
“I think C1 is a bit childish. Teenagers will like it, but it’s too simple for us.” — 
P3, an elder Dutch visitor 
Visitors vary in how much they already know, how much they want to 
know and how deep they want to go. When the accessibility and 
depth of the experience contradict, we should prioritize the 
accessibility, for people who want depth are already inside Van 
Gogh’s world even without our guidance. E.g. two elder Dutch visitors 
prefer C2 “Feel VG’s writing”, while other visitors are less enthusiastic 
about it.  

2. Let visitors experience on the spot  

“I came to the museum to experience here, not when I come back to the 
hotel.”  
Visitors like to learn and interact on the spot, otherwise they might 
just give up.  

3. Give visitors takeaways  

“This is a postcard I made! I’d love to take it home.”  
There are different ways to reach visitors after they leave. e.g. 
providing them with takeaways to bring back home, or intriguing their 
curiosity in the content that they will look at it later. The first way 
works much better than the second.  

4. Interactivity and engagement are valuable for museum 
experiences. 

“If I’m just here reading the information, what’s the difference between 
reading a book at home and visiting the museum here?” 
C2 & C3 of part 5 are favored over C1 because of better interactivity 
and engagement. 

Now we have finished the design explorations of Part 3 Interactive 
programme and Part 4 Narrative structure in the full concept 
blueprint. The other less focused parts are also designed to make 
the complete story. Next, we will come to the final concept. 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94The flattened elevation of the “small L” gallery, in which we can better 
picture how the design will be like in the actual space. 

Chapter 13 
The Final Concept 
and Discussions



We have explored Part 3 and Part 4 in the previous chapters. In this 
chapter, the final concept will put all the parts together to see how will 
the gallery achieve the design goals -  trigger visitors’ interest, unlock 
personal connections and encourage further exploration on the 
letters.  
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Figure 13.1. Coverage of the final design

13.1 Overview of the final design



13.2 Part 1_Gallery Introduction 

Introduction is a conventional part of exhibitions, which tells visitors 
what to expect in this gallery. In this case, it will talk about the history 
and significance of the letters. However, the design here is not the 
copywriting - curators will have more expertise on that; it is the form 
of "theme stamp”, which visualizes the themes of the letters to make 
the possible focus points in the letters more identifiable, especially for 
visitors with language barriers. Also the form of stamps emphasizes 
the topics of letters. These stamps will re-appear in the gallery and 
online. 

Figure 13.3. Themes stamps of the 6 themes of the letters 
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13.3 Part 2_Trailer 

This part is projected on the wall next to the 
introduction, consisting of a painting, a quote 
and an intriguing question, all related to the 
same theme. The content switches to the next 
theme every several seconds. In this way, 
when visitors first enter this gallery, they can 
already get a sense of the connection between 
Van Gogh’s art, his letters and their own 
experience 
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Figure 13.5. Part 2_Trailer



13.4 Part 3_Age Narrative 
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1. Young Vincent

2. First Steps as an Artist 3. Developing Artistry

4. South of France

5. The Final Year

6. Letters to Van Gogh

Figure 13.6. Six sections of the Age narrative



Arrangement of a narrative section 

In Chapter 11.4 I presented two versions of the design of section 
arrangement and made iterations based on the feedback from 
museum supervisor and visitors. This is the second iterated version.  
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Figure 13.7. Final 
design of the section 
arrangement of Age 
narrative
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Figure 13.8. Information 
elements in section 
arrangement of Age 
narrative



The original letters consist of intimidating large pieces of text. If 
people take time to dive into the letters, they will find it worthy, as was 
shown in the booklet research. But how to present the beauty of the 
letter content, in the busy gallery? I designed the layers of information 

to break down the bulk content and help visitors find their own focus 
points easier. 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Figure 13.9. Information 
layers in section 
arrangement of Age 
narrative



Screen in a Section 

Visitors can explore more in the screen in each section with 
interactive and multimedia content. It plays a similar role to the MMT, 
but is accessible for visitors without MMT. 
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Discover more ↓
Figure 13.10. Interfaces of the screen in 
each Age section



13.5 Part 4_Interactive 
Programme 

In chapter 10 the three concepts were compared and the pros and 
cons of each were concluded. Merging the key points together, we 
get the final design which is mainly built on concept 3 “Create your 
Van Gogh letter” while incorporating the information structure of 
concept 1”Me and Van Gogh” and the rich interactivity of 
concept 2 “Feel Van Gogh’s pen tip”. 

Wall projection 

The interactive programme is on a screen, but if the screen is 
occupied, visitors can also see some projections on the wall. The 
projections are meant to attract their attentions more boldly and 
make sure when the screen is occupied, the large crowd can still 
partly engage with the programme.  
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ScreenProjection

Figure 13.11. Part 4_Interactive programme on gallery wall



Interfaces 

 

104

Figure 13.12. Main page of the final concept of the interactive programme
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13.6 Discussions 

The full concept was discussed with Harma and 3 friends of my “think 
tank”. Based on their feedback, I proposed following 
recommendations for the future design: 

Choice of themes 

The current 6 theme chosen in the final concept are just 
exemplifications. For future implementations, the museum still need 
to discuss which themes to present, according to how much they can 
reflect Van Gogh's life and how much they are intriguing to visitors. A 
detail needs to be noted: the word choice for themes should be really 
simple. For example, in the 2nd visitor interview (Chapter 7) very few 
people were interested in "Perseverance" possibly because the word 
sounds unfamiliar. 

Should we define the emotion of letters? 

Direct and strong emotions are an intriguing trait in Van Gogh's 
letters. Designers see the potentials of using such universal emotions 
in designs about letters, including the Letter Highlight website 
(Chapter 2.4) and my designs (Chapter 12.1). Indeed, explicating 
emotions will expose the inner side of Van Gogh and sometimes will 
work for creating personal connections. However, pre-defining the 
emotions of certain letters can be confusing, rigid, or even cheesy. So 
in the future design, it would be recommended to use emotions in a 
low-key and open way. 

Amount of text 

The current design only uses English (except for designs on screens 
in which users can choose their own language), but in the real 
situation it will be at least bilingual: Dutch and English, which means, 
some of the visual design might have to be adjusted to different 
layouts that can contain more text. Considering this, the amount of 
text in the final concept should be reduced, and the museum should 
use easier ways to convey meanings, such as infographics, 
illustrations and videos. 

Online content 

One of the redefined goal is "to encourage them explore more after 
they leave the letter gallery." Transferring this goal to design solution, it 
would be "to direct them to the online letter library" where they can 
find more about the letters. However, the current online contents are 
not prepared for this yet. To connect the gallery and online 
experience smoothly, there should be more letters with more 
annotations on the website, as well as the consistency in narrative 
and structure. 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Chapter 14 
Personal Reflection 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Bingyan

Bingyan

Do right and don’t look 
back, and things will turn 
out well.

Do right and don’t look 
back, and things will turn 
out well.

Dear Dear

Ever yours, Ever yours,

Delft,  18 March 2020 Delft,  18 March 2020

Van Gogh letter #22  |  to his brother Theo  |
London, 30 April 1874

Van Gogh letter #22  |  to his brother Theo  |
London, 30 April 1874



This is the first time I did a real project with thorough research and 
design explorations, independently. Looking back, I not only enriched 
my skillset, but also knew about myself better. At the end of this 
report, I'd love to share these reflections that will continue inspiring 
me in the future. 

Don't look for the perfect archetype 

In the early stage of this project I got stuck when trying to look for a 
precise definition of PC, and caused the toxic frustrations. Later on I 
found that a perfect definition / principle / model is not necessary for 
creating good designs. It's an illusion to think that there is something 
perfect to DISCOVER. Instead, the task of researchers and designers 
is to ORGANIZE the fragments we can grasp, and that's the way we 
work, as human, not as machine or God. 

Organize and document research data neatly. 

From every research I got some insights, but usually in a loose way — 
only write down what I thought interesting, without the accurate 
process of transcribing and interpreting. On one hand, it saved my 
time; on the other hand, the details and reasoning became 
irretraceable. This problem emerged especially when I wrote the 
report and tried to make everything coherent and convincing. In the 
future I need to be more attentive to the research data processing 
and documenting. 

Just dive into the context. 

If I will be asked what's the most interesting finding in my research, I 
will say the one in the first visitor evaluation: among the three 
concepts of the gallery narrative, the seemingly most traditional 
"Age" wins. My interpretation is that the context of museum makes 
the visitors strive for security when facing information overload. This 
finding was surprising to VGM colleagues as well. Diving into context, 
the researcher will step closer to unexpected insights and further 
from false assumptions. 

Deal with complexity. 

I was always wondering what unique value I can bring as an 
"experience designer", comparing to professional user researchers, 
industrial designers or graphic designers. After this project, I believe 
that a core ability of an experience designer is "dealing with 
complexity", making the complicated simple, and the simple 
extensive. I'm proud that in this project I have shown this ability : 
starting from a vague goal, I concluded the various research findings 
to the three simple design goals, then generated extensive concepts. 
With this ability, I can step into future research and design practice 
confidently, independent of forms and fields of the projects. 
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Appendix 1_Design brief of 
letters on the 2nd floor by VGM 
Education Department 

Reason (definition of problem)  

The current lay-out used for the permanent collection has been in 
place since December 2014. Although our visitors are still positive 
about the presentation, we think that after four years, it is time to 
evaluate the presentation and see where we would like to improve it. 
One of the aspects we want to tackle is a section on the 2nd floor. 
This section focuses on Van Gogh's letters, but there are several ‘side-
paths’ leading to other stories. For example, it explores the ties with 
his family (Theo in particular), the art collection belonging to the two 
brothers, Jo van Gogh-Bonger and the history of the museum and 
the Van Gogh legacy. Visitors can look at paintings, read and listen to 
letters and investigate the so-called ‘family wall’.  

We now intend to condense all the different storylines in the 
presentation into a single all- encompassing storyline, namely the 
letters of Van Gogh, which will give visitors a chance to find out who 
he was. We believe that this will give the presentation more 
composure and focus. The audio letters are very popular, but would 
benefit from an upgrade. We currently use wall-mounted consoles 
and would now like to make a more modern version, one that would 
provide more interaction, enabling visitors to choose different forms 

and possibly respond themselves. One aspect that we are keen to 
retain is Theo and Vincent’s own collection and the display of several 
works of art from this joint collection. The collection, like Vincent’s 
artistry, was a joint project and the subject of much correspondence 
between the brothers. It is therefore relevant to the all-encompassing 
storyline.  

Background information  

The following basic principles were used to compile the current 
collection presentation in 2014: 
The aim of the new lay-out is to find a fresh, new way of presenting 
the permanent collection. It must be an innovative presentation of the 
life and work of Vincent van Gogh, within the context of his 
predecessors, contemporaries and followers. The presentation must:  

1. fully satisfy the expectations and wishes of our visitors;  

2. expand upon the story we are currently telling; 

3. demonstrate the importance of Van Gogh’s art; 

4. present the life and the man behind Vincent van Gogh;  

5. focus on the art;  

6. stimulate visitors and encourage dialogue; 

7. teach visitors how to view art and give them something that will 
help them in other areas.  

These were linked to the following educational objectives: 
- To encourage (and teach) the public to view authentic works of art. 
- To present the collection at different levels to suit different 

115



audiences: from easily accessible art to art that requires more thought. 
- To inspire a broader public by providing a mix of learning styles 
(reading, listening, looking, doing, experiencing) and resources. This is 
also important in terms of the language barrier that is experienced by 
some visitors. 
- To meet the demands and wishes that emerge from public surveys 
(such as the TNS NIPO survey) and questions received by Education 
and the Visitors Service. Such as information about the person Van 
Gogh. 
- To present knowledge about Van Gogh by drawing attention to 
research and new developments.  
- To improve accessibility to our range, including for visitors with 
physical or sensory disabilities (wheelchair users, the blind & visually 
impaired, the deaf & hearing impaired).  

Storyline for the permanent collection 

The ‘development of Van Gogh’s artistry’ is the common thread. 
Everything revolves around the importance of Van Gogh, the ideas 
behind his works of art and their emotional impact on visitors and 
other artists, right up until the present day. The chapters are in 
chronological order and include not only Van Gogh's paintings, but 
also his work on paper, his letters and the work of his 
contemporaries.  

The 2nd floor focuses specifically on Van Gogh as a person. The 
chronological story is interrupted to explain about aspects such as 
his friendships, the ear incident, the letters, his family and Vincent and 
Theo's collection. This follows on from basic principle numbers 1, 4 
and 5, as defined on the previous page. On this floor in particular, we 

provide a mix of learning styles. It is important to ensure that the new 
presentation of the letters fits in with the existing objectives and 
storyline.  

What is the aim of the new letter presentation?  

In line with the all-encompassing objectives of the entire permanent 
collection: We want these letters to take visitors into Van Gogh's mind 
and thoughts, so that they feel a personal connection with the man 
who was Vincent van Gogh. 

Sub-aims:  

- To stir visitors’ emotions 
- To introduce visitors to Van Gogh as a person (as well as Van Gogh 
as an artist) - To draw the public’s attention to original works of art 
and documents.  

Why do we want to make these changes?  

First inventory of the needs of the museum and the visitors (by means 
of a small-scale study with observations and interviews): 
Negative/points for improvement: too many storylines, too widely-
spread across the floor, too static & passive, only 8 audio letters, in 
just 2 languages, one multimedia form (audio), original letters were 
completely missed (they receive little attention).  

Positive/retain: > Listening, becoming absorbed via audio, easy to 
operate, combination of original objects & ‘interpretations’, feeling 
emotionally involved.  
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What do we want to show visitors?  

- Original letter cabinet + original writing desk 
- Approx. two original letters  
- Approx. four original works from Vincent and Theo’s collection 
- Digital presentation (based on the letter cabinet), allowing visitors to 
listen to fragments of letters relating to a specific theme  
- Digital writing desk enabling visitors to reply to the letters 
(participation)  

How do we want to show this?  

The basic premise is a room revolving around Van Gogh’s letters. We 
want to create a room that is inviting, aesthetic and inspiring. The 
narrow space in relation to large numbers of visitors is an important 
point for consideration. How can we prevent congestion or only one 
person at a time being able to enjoy the installation?  

We hope that by making the presentation more digital and interactive, 
we will enable visitors to get to know Van Gogh and his letters based 
on their personal preferences, and allow them to respond to his 
letters. We want visitors to feel emotionally involved, to get them 
thinking. We would prefer to develop this interactive letter installation 
in phases, so that we can tailor it to the public's needs and actively 
involve them in its design. We will test new elements with visitors to 
the museum; what do they like the best? Which type? What else 
would they like? In addition to their requirements regarding content, 
we want to involve visitors in the design process. We must focus on 
encouraging participation in a group that varies in age, cultural 
background etc.  

But within this digital, interactive presentation, we must also ensure 
that visitors can admire the original objects in peace, and that they 
continue to draw attention; these are the ‘jewels in the crown’ of this 
floor, not simply illustrations of the story.  
The idea is to design a test lay-out with prototypes first, and use the 
letter exhibition in 2020 to decide on the definitive lay-out.  

Initial ideas  

A multimedia installation based on the letter cabinet will allow visitors 
to ‘open’ digital drawers, listen and look. The cabinet is divided into 
themes. To avoid chaos in this relatively small room while still allowing 
visitors enough choice, we will select 5 to 7 themes. The small room 
while still allowing visitors enough choice, we will select 5 to 7 
themes. The themes will correspond with the content of the letters. 
Exploring the letters will bring visitors closer to Van Gogh; they will 
learn more about his interests and motives. At the same time, these 
are universal themes with which visitors can identify. They are 
personal and appealing. To give visitors a chance to reflect upon 
what they have heard and seen, we will set up a digital writing desk, 
loosely based on Van Gogh's original writing desk. Visitors will be 
able to share their reactions, reply to each other and rate one 
another's responses. In this way, responses will be filtered, making it 
easier for the museum to manage.  

Possible themes 

- Family 
- Friends  
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- Collections 
- Determination/resilience - Admiration/examples  
- Believe in yourself  
- Love 
- Self-knowledge 
- How to act as a person  

Content of a drawer 

- Fragments of letters from Van Gogh  
- Compilation of fragments lasting max. 1 minute  
- Images, such as documentary photos, pictures of paintings, 
pictures of prints etc. (particularly as these were actually stored in 
this cabinet!)  

- Infographic illustrations à e.g. family cloud and friend cloud - 
Music and/or soundscapes, used to create an atmosphere. 

Conditions  

Content: 
- Composed  

- Reflects the possibilities of multimedia 

- Shows distinctive features of the letters, such as the writing paper, 
Van Gogh’s handwriting, postage stamps  

- Is personal  

- Includes original objects (some letters and works from Vincent and 
Theo's collection), which reflect the magic of the originals and add 
something, more than is currently the case  

- Shows the abundance/richness of the content of the letters, 
geared towards visitors depending on the theme chosen  

- Is a mix of reading, listening, watching, doing and experiencing - 
Allows visitors to experience them individually or in groups 

- Includes an element of participation  

Practical 

(With regard to captions and texts, installations and integration of 
multimedia):  

- There must be enough room for visitors to see and use the 
educational resources (text, installations). They must meet the 
requirements for fire safety and crowd control.  

- There must be a smooth transition between 2D and 3D design. 
- The use of colours must not interfere with legibility. Colours on the 
walls or floor can  

have a strong negative or positive effect on legibility. VGM prefers 
dark letters on a pale background. Be careful about the saturation of 
colours (of the letters and the background), as this also affects 
legibility.  

- The designer must submit designs digitally. 
- The designer must ensure that the educational texts are properly 
integrated into the  

works on display. He will advise the educator and curator in this 
respect. If the designer lacks the knowledge/know-how for a 

118



particular aspect and needs assistance from an external party, he 
must always inform the VGM beforehand.  

- The designer is responsible for providing (or helping to provide) 
budgets for the costs of implementing/producing the educational 
resources he designs.  

- If art is involved in, or placed in the vicinity of, an educational end 
product, a clear distinction must be made between the work of art 
(which may not be touched) and the distinction must be made 
between the work of art (which may not be touched) and the added 
educational resource (which may sometimes be touched).  
- The works of art must have enough space around them to be 
admired in peace, separately from the educational resource. 
- In the case of A and/or B room texts, there must be plenty of 
opportunity for the public to stand in front of or around the texts to 
read them. Readers must not stand in the way of those viewing the 
works. This means that gallery texts must not be placed in narrow 
corners.  

- The design must comply with the corporate identity guidelines of 
the Van Gogh Museum. The design must also be suitable for digital 
media.  

- The design must help to highlight/emphasise the themes within the 
presentation. The gallery texts must also be well lit/highlighted.  

- The design must be in keeping with the look and feel of the rest of 
the permanent collection.  

- It must also satisfy the requirements for accessibility (see the 
accessibility of exhibitions protocol).  

- Minimum of two (Dutch-English), but preferably several or 11 
languages (like MMT).  

- The multimedia elements of the presentation must be:  

o Simple to use  
o Technology that will stand the test of time o Stable and durable  

Points for concern  

- The narrow space and large numbers of visitors. There must be 
enough room for people to look at and use the digital letter wall. How 
does this affect the opposite wall? Can it be used to exhibit work?  

- Several people must be able to use the digital letter wall 
simultaneously. 
- The room must also allow space for a few original works from 
Vincent and Theo's collection. 
- There must be a natural, logical link between the original works of 
art on display in the room and the digital letter cabinet/wall. 
- It would be a bonus to come up with a ‘children's route’ through the 
letter cabinet/wall, to make it suitable for younger visitors. Possibly 
two children's themes at the right height for children?  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Appendix 2_First visitor 
interview results 
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Appendix 3_Letter booklet 
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The other 7 letters are omitted in this appendix, please find the complete booklet 
here: ://drive.google.com/open?id=1E9_BOa9NmOwY_jhxtb3s3lhLCI6UX2OR

http://drive.google.com/open?id=1E9_BOa9NmOwY_jhxtb3s3lhLCI6UX2OR
http://drive.google.com/open?id=1E9_BOa9NmOwY_jhxtb3s3lhLCI6UX2OR
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Appendix 4 Booklet 
participants information 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Appendix 5 Booklet results 
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Please fidn the https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1476YN3e-
HV7Z33-sK4fI4rCGGU7gqFdvbOHP_gvkKRQ/edit?usp=sharing



Appendix 6 First visitor 
evaluation material 

131



 

132



 

133



 

134



Appendix 7 First visitor 
evaluation results 
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Appendix 8 Second visitor 
evaluation results 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