A review of David Howes Introduction to Sensory Museology

Introduction to Sensory Museology from The Senses and Society by David Howes is a discussion of modern ventures into bringing the senses back into museums and a dialogue on how western values created an environment hostile towards the sense of touch, or other ‘lesser’ senses, and senses prioritised by other cultures[footnoteRef:24984]. It partially acts as a timeline of how the senses are expressed within the context of a museum, starting with the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, moving through towards the modern day. Additionally, it discusses the types of museums to begin to reintroduce the other senses and the ways in which they do so. The article brings together several works around the topic of sensory museology in an aim to introduce the reader to the concept of sensory museology. Howes has many works within the topic of the senses, mostly revolving around sensory anthropology, meaning the topic of sensory museology is not out place. [24984:  (Howes, 2014)] 


[bookmark: _Int_q9TupXAB]The article begins with a brief discussion on how the senses are becoming more prominent in subjects such as anthropology and history, and in particular museology. The sense Howes chooses to discuss specifically in regard to museology is touch, and the article continues by giving a history on how touch has been received in museums of the past and present. This starts with the explanation that museums in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries prioritised the sense of touch for four major reasons; education on the object, aesthetic appreciation, intimacy with the original creators, and healing[footnoteRef:8338]. Howes explains to the reader the significance of these four reasons to the visitors of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries before discussing the fall of touch as a sense in museums in the mid-nineteenth century. This is introduced using Tony Bennett’s theory of the “Exhibition Complex,” from his book The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics. Bennet’s book comprises of the idea that museums became symbols of a nations power and order through the fact that they were controlled environments where visitors were allowed to view the items on display but not touch them or interact with them with any other sense[footnoteRef:22499]. Howes furthers this concept in his article by discussing the book Museum Bodies by Helen Rees Leahy, where the ‘correct’ way a visitor is expected to view an item in a museum are explored, emphasising a particular importance placed upon the viewing part of a visitor's experience within Western culture[footnoteRef:10734]. However, the main theme of this book is the alienation or exclusion of certain bodies within museums due to reasons such as their ethnicity, gender, or age, and how as museums progress in future, they should consider diverse content for a diverse audience. This theme is explored in others of Howes’ works. [8338:  (Howes, 2014)]  [22499:  (Bennett, 1995, pp. 59–88)]  [10734:  (Helen Rees Leahy, 2012)] 


Howes continues by discussing his chosen articles, such as "Incorporating the Period Eye,” again by Rees Leahy, which explores how some museums are making what she describes as “exhibitions of exhibitions.”[footnoteRef:15244] This, as explained in Howes’ article and as laid out in the title of the article, is where visitors are shown how exhibitions were laid out in the past with a comparison to how they are now.  This results in the ability of the visitor to engage with items in what Howes describes as an ‘outmoded’ way, at least as far as the museum can allow without risking damage. Reintroducing how older museums functioned can be seen as a beginning for museums to restore senses other than just sight. An Introduction to Sensory Museology delves back into its timeline with the discussion of the first museums to ‘reintroduce’ handling back into the standard experience of a visitor, those being science museums and children's museums. Though, as Howes points out, these museums often did not allow for interaction with what could be described as ‘collectibles.’ Howes identifies a rising trend in interactivity within museums, influenced first by those non-traditional museums, but also by the desire for more accessibility for those who may be visually impaired, and therefore lacking in the sense those of the mid-nineteenth century deemed so important.  [15244:  (Leahy, 2014)] 


The article returns to one of the four major themes of earlier museums, the idea that artefacts can be healing, in the discussion of artefacts in relation to indigenous communities. Howes mentions in several of his articles regarding the senses and disciplines that use the senses that academics should attempt to consider more than just the Western view of the senses, so his inclusion of four articles discussing the interactions between indigenous people and their artefacts is expected. To end, Howes discusses how technology can be used to assist museums in their journey to becoming more interactive, choosing to focus less on the likes of touch screens and speaker systems, and more on those that combine several senses into one experience using technology. 
Introduction to Sensory Museology is just that; it functions as an introduction, with several citations to other helpful dialogues on the topic of the senses within museums but also within other disciplines, such as anthropology and technology. A reader interested in the topics discussed in this article can easily locate more about the topic, and not just of Howes’ own work. On top of giving helpful pointers to more information on sensory museology, the article also gives a brief overview of the senses within museology and their history within the discipline, therefore truly functioning as an introduction to the topic, rather than simply a compilation of articles and books Howes’ has deemed relevant to the subject. The articles mentioned are briefly summarised by Howes and each relate directly to the points about the topic he is making. The article functions within the sub-discipline of sensory museology because of the fact it is an introduction to the topic. 

Howes, in other articles, explores many of the senses in relation to how they may be applied to anthropology, but in this particular article focuses only on touch, despite his insistence elsewhere that those wishing to engage using the senses should reevaluate and reconsider their own biases towards the senses that may come from their culture or other societal factors[footnoteRef:9142]. The concept that we must move away from Western expectations of culture is something barely touched upon in Introduction to Sensory Museology, despite being a core factor of many of Howes’ other works, which would indicate he would be more likely to input it into his introduction towards the topic. The discussion of a non-traditional sense, that is one outside of the common five Western senses, but still one familiar to the reader, likely would have been beneficial in this introduction. An example could be something such as memory that Yannis Hamilakis describes as a ‘metasense’ in his article Food as Sensory Experience, relating memory directly to the concept of eating food and how several senses come together to create this ‘metasense’[footnoteRef:26897]. Additionally, in other articles Howes explores the ways in which senses differ in cultures and breaks it down to men and women, and children and adults, among other categories, each having their own priorities within their groups, another factor that is not mentioned within this article. A brief exploration into how senses differ not just from culture to culture but across the cultures themselves would also have fit into the introduction. Additionally, there is a discussion to be had around the types of museums that began to reintroduce the senses and how senses outside of the visual might be ‘childish’, which Howes only addresses within notes at the end of the article.   [9142:  (Howes & Classen, n.d.)]  [26897:  (Hamilakis, 2015)] 


[bookmark: _Int_miuQEJCV][bookmark: _Int_84MiHK24]The concept that more disciplines should incorporate more of the senses is generally agreed with. Doug Bailey expresses the limitations of just working with a visual approach in his chapter Touch and the Cheirotic Apprehension of Prehistoric Figurines, in Sculpture and Touch, conveying that the inability to interact with the artefacts in the same way the Neolithic people did leads him away from any insight into his exploration into how the body was perceived[footnoteRef:7179]. When discussing another of Howes’ articles revolving around sensory anthropology, Sarah Pink presents the idea that sensory anthropology should be considered simply as rethought anthropology, rather than a sub-division of the discipline itself[footnoteRef:21374]. This idea can be applied to sensory museology, in that the reintroduction of the senses is not a sub-class of museology, but rather a reshaped approach to museology. Fundamentally, the discipline remains the same, but the ways in which one studying it engages with the discipline changes. Rather than one prioritising how an object might look when presented to an audience, whether it fits aesthetically with the objects around it, instead focusing on all the ways an audience may interact with that object. There is, naturally, the visual aspect, but, if possible, perhaps the haptic aspect, the sounds the object may have made if in use, as well as engagement with other non-Western ideas of senses. For example, as Pink points out in her article, movement such as walking is a multisensory experience, and could be employed in the field of museology regarding items. The study of museology, however, also includes the likes of the history of museums, but as expressed by Bennett all the senses play a part in the history of museums and how visitors engage with the exhibitions, both past and present.  [7179:  (Bailey, 2014)]  [21374:  (Pink, 2010)] 


Introduction to Sensory Museology is an easy to read first step into the topic of sensory museology by Howes. Articles relating to the topic are tidily summed up and presented to a reader looking to delve deeper into the concept of sensory museology but also into the exploration of the senses within other disciplines. I can attest to this personally as I have now read a fair share of the articles and books mentioned by Howes in this article (that I have been able to locate) in order to better my understanding of sensory museology, and museology in general in the case of Bennett’s The Birth of The Museum, which I hope to use in other projects. 
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