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Abstract

Sensory engagements with objects in art galleries:
material interpretation and theological metaphor

Alexandra Caroline Woodall

This thesis aims to explore sensory engagements with material objects. In other
words, it investigates the physical encounter between a person and a thing,
particularly through a focus on the sense of touch. It does so within the art gallery
context.

It looks at the capacity of such embodied practices to inspire creative response to
objects, an approach which, the thesis argues, does not necessarily rely on knowing
contextual information or fact, but rather allows for responses including imagining and
making. The research coins the term ‘material interpretation’ to describe such an
approach to the interpretive process.

The work is interdisciplinary in nature: building on studies of materiality in the
museum context, it draws especially from sensory anthropology and studies of
material culture. Significantly however, the research develops an entirely new field of
critical dialogue. Uniquely and unusually, by bringing museology together with
concepts from the discipline of theology, the thesis develops an unprecedented
approach to exploring interpretation practice through a lens of what it calls
‘theological museology’.

Arising from the researcher’s professional practice and experience of interpretation
projects in which such sensory engagements with objects were given priority, the
research comes from a practical grounding. As such it argues that material practices be
embedded within the institution through a strategic approach to creative and inclusive
interpretation.

The research takes a qualitative approach and is based on case studies. These include
exploring a collection in storage (the Mary Greg collection at Manchester Art Gallery);
projects based on artist-made interpretive objects called Object Dialogue Boxes
(including at Museums Sheffield); and the creative use of a city’s handling collection
(the Artemis Collection in Leeds).
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Chapter One: Introduction

It is good, at certain hours of the day and night, to look closely at the world of
objects at rest. Wheels that have crossed long, dusty distances with their
mineral and vegetable burdens, sacks from the coal bins, barrels, and baskets,
handles and hafts for the carpenter’s tool chest. From them flow the contacts
of man with the earth, like a text for all troubled lyricists. The used surfaces of
things, the wear that the hands give to things, the air, tragic at times, pathetic
at others, of such things — all lend a curious attractiveness to the reality of the
world that should not be underprized.

(from Toward an Impure Poetry, Neruda 1961: 39)

Preamble

Kettle’s Yard, Cambridge. Home of Jim and Helen Ede.! In many ways this is where my
journey begins, or, at any rate, it is a point of departure for some of the ideas
contained within the pages that follow. It is 2001 and | have been studying the writings
of the medieval mystical theologians for several years as an undergraduate in
Birmingham and as a postgraduate in Cambridge. | am not sure what kind of career
can come from such a course of study - | have not chosen to study theology for any
instrumental purposes - | simply know that | love reflecting on and playing with
theological paradox and wondering why. | also know that | love art, and | love things,

finding interest as much in the humble and everyday as in the beautiful and deliberate.

! Harold Stanley Jim Ede (1895-1990) studied at Newlyn Art School and, after being called up
during the First World War, then returned to the Slade School of Art. He worked briefly at the
National Gallery, before joining Tate as an Assistant Curator in 1921. It was here that he got to
know many avant-garde artists, including Ben and Winifred Nicholson whom he met in 1924,
and it was from Tate that he also acquired a collection of the works of sculptor Henri Gaudier-
Breszka. His anti-establishment views led Ede to leave Tate in 1936 when he moved to
Morocco with his wife, Helen. They moved to Cambridge in 1956 and renovated Kettle’s Yard,
which they donated to the University of Cambridge in 1966, when they moved to Edinburgh.



I love thinking about the relationships between people and things, and the paradoxes
and wonderings why of theology, and | enjoy sharing this thinking with others. And so
to end up working for the Education Officer’ at Kettle’s Yard feels like a perfect coming

together of everything, under one roof:

Kettle’s Yard is in no way meant to be an art gallery or museum, nor is it simply
a collection of works of art reflecting my taste [...] It is rather, a continuing way
of life [...] in which stray objects make manifest the underlying stability which
more and more we need to recognise if we are not to be swamped by all that is
so rapidly opening up before us.

(Ede 1996: 17-18)

Figure 1: Kettle's Yard, Cambridge.

2 At the time, this was Sophie Weeks, who has a background in fine art and philosophy.
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In his unique and visionary book about Kettle’s Yard, A Way of Life, Jim Ede has
interspersed black and white photographs and stories of the objects and artworks that
have come to be in his house, with quotations including from the poetry of Michael
Drayton (1563-1631), William Shakespeare (1564-1616), William Blake (1757-1827),
Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-1889), Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926), and T.S Eliot
(1888-1965) to name but a handful. In addition, he reveals his profound spiritual belief
in ‘that union with God which | believe to be the essence of man’s nature’ (1996: 59)
through quoting from religious texts of Christianity, Buddhism and Hinduism, and
particularly from that category of writers often described as ‘mystical’: from St
Augustine (354-430), to the anonymous author of The Cloud of Unknowing (late
fourteenth century), to Meister Eckhart (c.1260-c.1328), Julian of Norwich (c.1342-
¢.1416) and St John of the Cross (1542-1591). Indeed the many library shelves within
the house are laden with such texts, both western and eastern, which all visitors can
leaf through at their leisure. This ability to both rummage and reflect is part of the

uniqueness of Kettle’s Yard.

While visitors cannot touch every ‘stray object’ in the house, nevertheless, they can sit
upon the chairs, brush their hands along the surfaces of furniture, pick up volumes of
poetry, make themselves at home: ‘it is so exciting to be brought so near, almost to
touch each object, lift it up and feel its so close vibration’ states Ede (1996: 74). For
him, touching things is (at least) as important as seeing them: ‘sculpture should always
be touched, at least in the mind, the hands exploring the miraculous continuity of
planes, the coming together of masses...” (1996: 169). Even where physical touch is not
possible, one can imagine what it might feel like to run one’s hands over the contours

of a sculpture, feel a pebble, or be tickled by a feather.

Each afternoon, the Edes had an ‘open house’ for students to visit and explore their

house and the things in it, and they also established a picture loan scheme, still

ongoing, whereby students could borrow works from the collection to have in their
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college rooms for a term at a time.> So as well as the high value placed upon the direct
sensory encounter with objects in the house, this borrowing scheme turns the
collection into a lending library for artworks, another demonstration that the Edes’
vision of Kettle’s Yard is as a place very different from a typical gallery or a museum
where material engagements with objects and borrowing things is not usually
possible. This difference is also played out through a lack of interpretive labelling on
the walls: it is not by some radical curatorial act that there is no interpretation, rather
it is a case of the things displayed here being part of a home. While there are booklets
listing the works in each room of the house for those who want to find out more,
there are no labels next to the pieces. They are left primarily to speak for themselves,
or to be interpreted not through the written text, but through emotional and sensory
response, dialogues imagined through the juxtapositions of objects, or dialogues made
real with fellow visitors and room guides. Interpretation is through immediate
relationship between person and thing, rather than through text. To borrow Nicholas

Serota’s terms, this is a place where experience is interpretation (Serota 1996).

These unique features of Kettle’s Yard, which were to me second nature in my first
ever role as a volunteer in the sector, have inspired much of my own practice in the
years since. And perhaps what these pages describe, is a reflection on some of the

values upheld by Jim and Helen Ede: rummaging and reflecting.

? 107 artworks from the loan collection were lent to 80 students for the academic year
2013/14. From http://www.kettlesyard.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Annual-Report-
2013-14.pdf (accessed 17/08/15).

12



Research statement

Each object is a miracle. (Ede 1996: 35)

Figure 2: Inside the house.

In her recent volume, Museum Objects: Experiencing the Properties of Things, social
anthropologist and museum studies scholar Sandra Dudley notes ‘it is perhaps
especially remarkable that more work has not focussed on the physical and sensory
attributes of objects and their implications for the uniqueness, actual and potential, of
the museum experience’ (2012: 5). Indeed it could be argued that museums are
suffering from something of an identity crisis. It is the contention of many that
‘collections are at the heart of a museum’ (Pearce 1994: 125). Yet for recent
museological publications to include titles such as Do museums still need objects?
(Conn 2010) and for current professional articles to suggest that the priority for
museums should be ‘impact’, not collections (Davies 2012), the very role of the object

in a museum finds itself under scrutiny.
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What is clear is that without objects, museums would not exist as the institutions we
know them to be. At the heart of this research lies the contention that museums and
galleries are about things, and moreover, that these things can and do inspire people

to engage with them, especially where strategies have been developed to enable this.

While sensory engagements in museums are of course not limited to experiences of
handling objects (see for example investigations of the impact of the architecture of
the building (MacLeod 2005), the design and narrative of the exhibitions (Hourston
Hanks 2012; Fraser & Coulson 2012), or studies about visitor movement in space
(Lewis 2014)), the focus for this thesis is an intimate investigation of the role of the
sensory encounter with objects through touch, and the ways in which this enables an
affective art gallery interpretation experience. In particular, the thesis focuses in at a
micro-level on one particular aspect of Dudley’s statement above, to explore the role
of touch, and the potential that this has for enabling one to ‘be touched’ during a

gallery visit.

The research questions, and concomitant recognition of their significance to gallery

practice, have arisen directly from professional experience, and include the following:

* What does it mean to engage with objects through the sense of touch within
art gallery interpretation practice?

* What are some examples of this sort of interpretive practice?

¢  Why is such touch-based engagement important within the gallery context?

* How do museum practitioners, artists and teachers reflect on their object-
based interpretation experiences within art galleries?

* How might such material engagements with objects help develop art gallery

practice in other areas?

The thesis aims to develop work around touch found in museum-based literatures

14



(including Pye 2007; Chatterjee 2008; Edwards, Gosden and Phillips 2006; and Dudley
2012), often closely connected with a ‘material turn’ in anthropology (for example
Edwards & Hart 2004). One important objective for the research is thus to build upon,
and contribute to, a growing multi-disciplinary literature (including within material
culture, anthropology and museology) on the roles of object engagements, but here
specifically in art gallery interpretation (see Meszaros 2011; Fritsch 2011; and
Whitehead 2012). As well as having theoretical implications, this thesis also aims to
change and develop existing practice within the museum and gallery sector, not least
through a new appropriation of material engagements with things. Marrying practice

with research is an underlying tenet of this thesis.

The methods used to explore the research questions are qualitative, based on
investigating existing practices of touch-based interpretation in art galleries. Largely
based on in-depth interviews with, and thematic analysis of the reflections of, those
working with objects in such a way, three case studies are examined. All these involve
projects in galleries where touch is central, yet equally, the nature of these projects
themselves is very different. The projects are described in Chapter Two, but include
exploring a collection in storage (the Mary Greg collection at Manchester Art Gallery);
projects based on artist-made interpretive objects called Object Dialogue Boxes
(including at Museums Sheffield); and the creative use of a city’s handling collection

(the Artemis Collection in Leeds).

Research rationale and contexts

Important because the sorts of touch-focussed practices with which this thesis is
concerned are not yet widespread ones, in particular the thesis argues that material
engagements give rise to imaginative (as opposed to historical, factual or contextual)
interpretations of objects and artworks. To develop strategies for such sensory
engagements with objects in art galleries can give rise to new institutional thinking

about interpretation. The research also builds on professional and theoretical

15



discussions around the so-called ‘Catch-22’ of the museum:* access versus
conservation. It is concerned with postmodern interpretive and constructivist theory
that questions notions of objective truth, hierarchies of knowledge, and traditional

singular curatorial authority.

While it is not an aim of this research to explore objects from such a perspective, one
common approach to understanding museum objects is to explore them from a
historical perspective. Simon Knell, for example, suggests that we need to better
preserve and understand historic values since ‘we have not abandoned object-
oriented, reality-centred practice in order to pursue dreams and myths’ (2007: xiii).
Indeed, it could be argued that taking a historical approach to exploring material
culture is the (oft-unquestioned) approach taken by most museum curators (Hill 2004;
Whitehead 2004; and MacGregor 2011). Notwithstanding Geller’s argument on the
limitations of claiming to know an object just by holding it (2007: 63), the aim of this
research however, is to explore the perhaps a-historic or more imaginative capacities
of engaging with objects in a sensory manner and without historic or contextual
information as the primary source of knowledge. It is to pursue the dreams and myths

unreal to Knell.

Additional bodies of research can also be noted when briefly setting the scene out of
which this research has arisen. One such is that growing area in current museological
research on the social agency of museums (Sandell 2012 and 2007, O’Neill 2002 and
Butler’s current Happy Museum project®), and particularly on the role of touch as
instrumental in improving health and wellbeing. Not least for those with visual
impairments (Gallace & Spence 2008) or for hospital patients, the impact that physical
contact with museum objects can have on the health and emotional response of
audiences is being explored, particularly through object handling. Demonstrated at
University College London (UCL) through the various Touch and Wellbeing
programmes led by Helen Chatterjee (see Chatterjee & Noble 2013), and in work by

* I have taken this phrase from the title of a conference held in 2009 at University College
London as part of the AHRC EPSRC Science and Heritage program.

See http://www.ucl.ac.uk/conservation-c-22 (accessed 20/08/15).

> http://www.happymuseumproject.org (accessed 11/09/15).
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Candlin 2010; Tomlin & Narkiss 2009; Chatterjee 2008; Pye 2007; and through projects
like the Who Cares? programme (Renaissance North West® and the University of
Central Lancashire (UCLAN)), a body of research can now be drawn on to demonstrate

the impact of such practice for social benefit.

The concept of handling objects is also nothing new in museum education theory and
practice. Indeed it is often central to a museum’s school learning programme (for
example at the British Museum, Pitt Rivers, Horniman, Manchester and Reading
Museums to name but a few who have undertaken research on their programmes’) as
well as in its outreach programmes (particularly in reminiscence work), and there is a
large body of research on the efficacy of object handling within the learning process
(Were 2008; Trewinnard-Boyle & Tabassi 2007; Golding 2010; Hennigar Shuh 1994;
Durbin, Morris & Wilkinson 1990). While my research project aims to rehabilitate the
object into approaches to art gallery interpretation practice, this is certainly not to say
that the process does not also contribute to the development of a more socially
inclusive museum or enable the development of new strategies for engaging with
learning. In fact, far from it. It is hoped that through this exploration of the material
object and participation in opportunities for sensory encounters with objects in art
galleries, it can be demonstrated that the gallery, through its objects, has the capacity
to be a truly life-changing and life-affirming experience for audiences, ultimately

moving beyond that unhelpful dichotomy situating people and collections as opposed.

Introducing the title

Sensory engagements with objects in art galleries: material interpretation and

theological metaphor. Each term within the title of this thesis is deliberate, drawing

® Renaissance in the Regions was a nationwide framework established in 2000 to support the
growth of regional museums, particularly focusing on socially inclusive remits including
learning, creativity, enjoyment and access. See full report at
http://www.museumsassociation.org/download?id=12190 (accessed 18/09/15).

’ See Museum Practice Special Issue: Touch (2013)
http://www.museumsassociation.org/museum-practice/touch/your-handling-collection-case-
studies for further examples of handling collections (accessed 17/09/15).
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together as it does several key concepts, all explored here within unique art gallery
settings: sensory engagements, objects, material interpretation and theological
metaphor. Unlike the quotation at the start of the thesis from Chilean poet and
politician Pablo Neruda (1904-1973), whose suggestion is to ‘look closely at the world
of objects at rest’ (italics mine), rather this thesis takes it as something of an axiom
that objects are not at rest, or at any rate, that the particular (and peculiar) objects
being explored within this thesis are not at rest but are wide awake and active within
the interpretive process. Later in Neruda’s manifesto Toward an Impure Poetry, in
which he speaks of the importance of looking to common objects to see ‘the confused
impurity of the human condition’ as ‘the poetry we search for’, Neruda goes on to
speak of ‘the sumptuous appeal of the tactile’ (1961: 39-40). It is out of a shared belief

in the ‘sumptuous appeal’ that this work on objects in art galleries has arisen.

I now briefly describe what is meant by each of the ideas contained within the title
(which are of course discussed in greater detail throughout the thesis), before going
on to explore some of the professional and practically-based contexts out of which the
research questions have developed. The term sensory engagements is used in this
thesis to describe tactile means of engaging with objects. In particular, it describes
ways in which visitors and staff encounter objects in a physical, material, kinaesthetic
and embodied way, especially through opportunities to touch and handle them in
order to interpret for themselves. This research is perhaps unusual in its focus on the
use of tactile objects within art gallery settings (places traditionally associated with
the visual) rather than in museum environments. Yet the objects being explored are
not sculptures or other three-dimensional items forming traditional permanent art
displays in the galleries. What the objects have in common is that they are all used to
enable what is referred to throughout as material interpretation. This is an idea central
to the development of arguments within this thesis. Material interpretation is a term
devised by the author to talk about ways in which sense and meanings might be made
from touching objects (as opposed to interpretations derived from contextual
informatio