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Chapter 3

Sensational pedagogy: teaching
the sensory eighteenth century

William Tullett

In his 1710 book The Sensorium, Matthew Beare informed his readers ‘all
the Senses may be reduc’d to the Touch alone; since ’tis by this, that all
the others receive the Impression of Objects, striking on the external
Organs’.! The idea of a sensational subject, who learnt about the world
asitforced itself upon the senses, was central to how eighteenth-century
writers (including educators) thought about the world.? This chapter asks
how taking a sensational approach to pedagogy today can help teachers
and students to understand eighteenth-century society and culture.

Oneof the recent turnsin historical research has been towards the study
of the senses, emotions and embodiment. A historiography of the senses
has emerged that, influenced by work in sensory studies from anthro-
pologists and sociologists, stresses the culturally constructed nature of
sensory perception. This work traces the social relationships mediated
by particular hierarchies of the senses and managed by techniques of
sensorial power. It has also begun to unpick the types of sensory skill and
habit that patterned past modes of perception.?

This chapter seeks to ask how we teach sensory - embodied - history in
the classroom effectively and what implications this might have for teach
ing eighteenth-century history specifically. It focuses on how we might go
beyond texts and images that are read or closely examined with curious
eyes towards enlivening the senses of our students. This chapter focuses on
aseries of examples from the author’s teaching that range across multiple
senses but which chiefly concern themselves with smell, taste and sound.
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68 WILLIAM TULLETT

The examples derive from modules investigating the history of food in early
modern England and the history of sound, environments and technology
since the sixteenth century.

Itisworth highlighting that, as the above suggests, most of the modules
in which | use the senses or discuss sensory history are not purely focused
on the eighteenth century. They frequently cover the period 1500-1800 and
often longer periods such as 1500-1980. | often find myself offering mod-
ules with wider chronologies. There are a number of reasons for this. There
is a general tendency at many institutions in the UK for students to prefer
modern history. A bit of nineteenth- or twentieth-century history sugars
the eighteenth-century pill, a piece of disguise to trick the senses that the
eighteenth century knew well.*

However, there are further practical and pedagogical reasons. | formerly
worked at an institution with a very small number of staff who, due to lower
numbers of students, teach a BA History degree with a limited number
of optional modules. My chief reason for prefacing my chapter with this
observation is that | think there is an interesting conversation to be had
here about how we teach the eighteenth century as part of chronologically
broader modules orinits own right (and whether those differ). Thereis also
a conversation to be had about where eighteenth-century history sits in
the context of curricula that are being hemmed in by various institutional
pressures that resultin smaller numbers of modules on BA History degrees.

However, there are also intellectual reasons for situating the eighteenth
century in the context of broader sensory-historical modules. One of the
strengths of sensory history is - or at least should be - its potential to
rewrite our chronologies and to help us think outside of the chronological
box set by centuries (whether long, short or average in length) or terms
such as medieval, early modern and modern. As will be seen below, one of
my goals in teaching sensory history is to enable students to expand their
sense of chronological possibility in ways that are already being modelled
in sensory scholarship. This mightinvolve connecting contemporary tastes
to alonger history that stretches back in time. For example, to understand
the taste for contemporary street food sold in the City of London’s square
mile, we can trace shifting gustatory preferences that have origins in the
sixteenth century.® Or, it might involve exploring the long-term continui-
ties or submergence and resurfacing of particular relationships between
the senses and society. For example, our own desires to regulate noise
in order to promote privacy and nurture intellectual work find echoes
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in similar complaints ranging from the nineteenth century, through the
Renaissance, to antiquity.®

Before | turn to some examples of how we might draw on such insights
in teaching the eighteenth century, | want to briefly set out the pedagogic
and historiographical context from which this chapter has developed.

The scholarly context: turning towards
the material and the sensory

Over the last thirty years or so an increasing amount of historical work has
focused on the senses and the emotions, mirroring a general turn towards
the senses across the arts, humanities and social sciences.” In history this
trend has emerged - largely but not exclusively - from a concern with the
linguistic turn’s focus on discourse.? Instead of a world full of texts, histo-
rians have begun to argue for a return to ‘lived experience’ - a tendency
apparent not just in histories of feeling but in studies of material culture.’

This shift is mirrored in our pedagogic practice as well. In particular,
material culture of all sorts has become increasingly integral to the way
many of us teach, whether through direct engagement with material stuff
or through the more mediated access to objects provided by the museum
display or the photographic image. The popularity of resources such as
Eighteenth-Century Collections Online, the Old Bailey Online and the
digitised Burney Newspapers has put increased pressure on eighteenth-
century-ists to also give access to - or at least emphasise the importance
of - the material text when discussing primary material with students.

In recent years we have also seen the emphasis on the consumption,
materiality and production of stuff in eighteenth-century history grow
stronger than ever. We have far more knowledge of how shopping was
negotiated than when a ‘consumer revolution’ was first identified in the
1980s. How things were made, how processes of production contributed
to the meanings of things and how bodies, spaces and objects acted on
each other have all been the focus of work in the last twenty years. So, in
this context, it should make sense to integrate materiality furtherinto our
teaching and, in doing so, make room for the senses through which the
material world was mediated.

There are, of course, other reasons for us to interrogate and deploy
the senses in our learning that go beyond shifts in historical practice,
teaching and scholarship. Increasing criticism has been mounted against
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scholarship that separates the senses into discrete learning styles.'® Using
the sense of smell in a teaching and museums context has been shown
to aid the retention of memories and experience, diversify access and
promote the well-being of learners."" We are only just beginning to get to
grips with how the senses might be deployed critically in the classroom.
But the work that does exist suggests that there are additional benefits
to be derived from a multi-sensory pedagogic practice.

However, here we have to recognise that there is an ongoing debate
within sensory history about how we - as teachers and researchers -
should use our senses (or not, as the case may be). On the one hand, we
have scholars who believe that we can, with varying degrees of accuracy,
conjure precisely what it was like to hear, smell or taste the past.'”” On
the other hand, we have individuals who are profoundly sceptical of any
attempt to recreate the feelings of other periods or peoples.” According
to this latter perspective, the very idea that the senses are historical mili-
tates against any attempt for us to engage sensorially with the pastin the
present. Both our own sensory habits, built up through twentieth- and
twenty-first-century forms of education and experience, and the changed
sense-scapes in which we exist mean that we can never come close to
recapturing what it was like to experience the sensory past.

There are scholars who have walked the valley between these two
opposing hills. One set contains those interested in physical space: for
example, trying to figure out how far George Whitefield’s preaching voice
might have reached in a crowded street.'* Rather than claiming to recon-
struct how the past felt, these are attempts to reconstruct the affordances
for smells and sounds offered by material environments. But another, mid-
dling, tendency has been to pay closer attention to sensing as a learnt,
acquired, practice that is developed over time. The best recent work on
the senses in eighteenth-century studies has done this."” From texts and
material culture we can attempt to read back to these sensory practices.

Crucially, thiswork does not necessarily claim that we can reconstruct
how the past ‘felt’.'® In fact, by attending to habits acquired over time, this
scholarship highlights a roadblock on the path to ‘feeling’ the past - our
own learned sensory habits as teachers and those of our students.'” Our
inability to unlearn the sensory baggage we have acquired in our own lives
means that the type of embodiment thus produced will never be in com-
plete sensorial simpatico with the past.' But this is not just a lament. We
can turn this awareness of complexity to our advantage. What the senses
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can do in the classroom is teach us about how people in the past learnt
to perceive their worlds. Many of the fields of knowledge that historians
are interested in, from medicine and food to engineering and knitting,
have relied on forms of sensory education and continue to do so in the
present.'”” In doing so we can explore both the distancing differences and
intimate similarities between our own sensory worlds and those of the past.

Sensing in practice

So let us consider some examples of how this might work in practice.
Several examples | will now discuss come from a module for final-year
undergraduate students on ‘Food in Early Modern Society’, which examined
food - principally in Britain - from 1500 to 1800. The second seminar, after
an introductory week on methodology and interdisciplinary approaches
to food, took the students on a journey through understandings of food
and taste in medicine across the period covered by the module. It centred
principally on dietetics - first the humoralism dominantin the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries - and indeed still apparent longinto the eighteenth
century - and secondly the rise of iatromechanical dietetics associated with
figures such as William Cheyne in the eighteenth century.?® In preparation
students were asked to read some extracts from a range of works on reg-
imen and some letters from doctors to their eighteenth-century patients.
After a lecture in which we introduced the key changes in the relation-
ship between medicine and food, the seminar aimed to do two things.
Firstly, | wanted students to understand how early modern individuals
used their senses to understand the potential effects of foods on their bod-
ies. | wanted students to get how heat, cold, moisture and dryness could
be detected in foods; how links were formed between sensory impressions
and qualities. | wanted them to understand the kind of broader analogical
reasoning that could be found in eighteenth-century culture; the idea that
roast beef makes one stubborn, strong, bloody and blunt.?' Secondly,
| wanted them to understand what it meant to be ‘your own’ doctor in
the early modern period - and how this related to the more diffuse distri-
bution of expertise about the body - including diet - that we find in the
era before medical ‘professionalisation’ and the clinic.?? At the end of the
seminar students needed to go away with a feeling for how the senses
were trained to recognise what was good or bad for you. They also needed
to understand how, for fashionable eighteenth-century physicians, the
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exertion of authority over a patient’s diet was often a matter of trying to
educate themin and out of their senses. More broadly, | wanted students
to understand how this might be similar - or different - to our current
sensorial relationship with food.

To do this, the seminar focused around tasting a range of foods and
drinks. Cheese, bread, cold meats, fresh herbs, spices, vegetables, fruits,
milk, wine and some other food and drinks were set out on atable. Students
were given some descriptions of different constitutions - largely based
around humoral ones taken from seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
sources. They were encouraged to identify how they would describe their
own constitution by reference to these. Once they had done this, they
were asked to fill a plate with items they felt would be ‘good’ for them
and explain why - particularly referring to the smell, taste, appearance
and feel of the foods.

The students were then encouraged to make a second plate. This time
they were given an early eighteenth-century ‘identity’. These identities
contained a number of things - occupations, the place where they lived,
gender, nationality and so on. The students then had to explain - based on
their reading, the lecture and discussion thus far in the seminar - why they
had put together the second plate and how it matched up to their given
identities. Finally, the students were asked how these plates might have
differed if their doctor was William Cheyne and he was applying his own
principles of regimen to them. Students were paired up - one had to take
on the role of the patient, the other had to embody Cheyne. The Cheynes
were then tasked with making their iatromechanical theories seem com-
mon sense by reference to the qualities of the food arrayed on the table.

This series of tasks offered students the opportunity to effectively put
seventeenth-and eighteenth-century medical thoughtinto practice. Firstly,
it denaturalised their own senses by getting them to approach their own
relationship to food through a different perceptual schema. As experiments
with contemporary sensory panels have shown, we might describe the
same material that was used by early modern medical practitionersinvery
different ways today - drawing on a rich vocabulary of sensory compar-
ison that invokes other scents or tastes that would have been unfamiliar
to a seventeenth- or eighteenth-century individual.® The session gave
students the opportunity to explore that experiential gap.

Secondly, in learning how to sense like an early modern gentleman, gen-
tlewoman or physician, students were exploring how connections could
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be created between regimen texts, doctors’ advice and the evidence of
the senses, and how they could then articulate those connections. In other
words, they were learning about how people learnt to sense - rather than
directly re-enacting past experiences or re-embodying the feelings of past
actors. Finally, by developing an eighteenth-century sensory identity for
the second plate, only to be confronted with Cheyne’s prescriptions for the
final plate of the seminar, students were introduced to a key problematic
in eighteenth-century dietetics - in a world where the patient’s senses and
embodied instincts were taken seriously, how did physicians make claims
to medical authority and how could they use the exterior qualities of foods
to make claims about their interior bodily effects??* To do this effectively,
students had to work from the perspective of eighteenth-century sensory
dispositions - patients of different types as well as physicians.

Perhaps the most pleasing part of this was that the students closed the
circlel was creating in the seminar before | had to - they began to reflect on
the distinctions between early modern ideas about food and the body and
our contemporary fascination with invisible chemical constituents such as
calories - they were interrogating contemporary notions that they might
otherwise accept as ‘common sense’.>® By inhabiting a different sensory
perspective, the students learnt something about their own day-to-day
sensory practices. They thereby learn about the distance that separated
their own senses from those of past subjects.

These activities also opened a conversation about the role of race,
colonialism and imperialism in the maintenance of eighteenth-century
sensory practices. Western academic traditions of knowledge produc-
tion have, since the seventeenth century, ‘conceived of the senses as
necessary evils, indispensable but treacherous vehicles to be sorted out
or unmasked’.?® The same period that saw the emergence of new fields
of knowledge and, latterly, academic disciplines in the West also saw
attempts to match hierarchies of the senses to racial and cultural hier-
archies. From Aristotle to the present, philosophers, medics and cultural
critics have placed the senses into hierarchies - ordering them in terms of
their utility, objectivity and stability. In the era of European expansion and
settler colonialism these were mapped onto racialised hierarchies. This
dismissal of certain ways of knowing the world - especially those beyond
hearing and seeing - has been described as a form of ‘epistemicide’. As
Andrew Kettler’s work has shown, Europeansin North America consistently
emphasised the sagacious sensitivity possessed by indigenous noses. On
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the peripheries of empire, French Jesuits and Anglo-American naturalists
both used their noses and the olfactory knowledge of Native Americans to
seek out sustenance and saleable commodities. Yet in the European metro-
pole this olfactory knowledge was de-emphasised in visual tabulations of
botanical knowledge or treated with a degree of suspicion.?’

Teaching through the senses offers an opportunity re-engage with
the sensory habits that have been lost to practices of epistemicide or
self-congratulatory histories of European ‘improvement’ of indigenous
practices. One of the sample foods we smelled in our class was therefore
chocolate. As historians have shown, the idea that Europeans adapted the
scent and taste of chocolate to their own sensibilities, replacing spices with
sugar, is largely untrue. Europeans in fact sought to recreate the indige-
nous experience of chocolate consumption, along with vanilla, pepper and
foamy froth.?® Students drew out the contemporary smell and taste profile
of the average bar of milk chocolate consumed in contemporary Europe,
with its soft, milky, rich and slightly cloying scent. This was then compared
with a reproduction of early modern drinking chocolate, which included
the spices that Europeans had in fact eagerly added in a recreation of the
originalindigenous drink. This led to an exploration of how Europeans often
co-opted indigenous olfactory and culinary practices, altering their own
palates to reflect the new consumables that they were importing. Rather
than presumptions about how Europeans ‘improved’ the smell and taste
of chocolate, students left the class with a sense of the hidden archives
of indigenous sensing embedded in early modernity’s new consumables.

Learning about how we learn to perceive - stepping outside our senses

-isacrucial, perhaps radical, pedagogical tool. Early innovators in sensory
studies often taught their students how to feel - for example, Raymond
Murray Schafer, inventor of the term ‘soundscape’, who taught his students
through a regime of ‘ear cleaning’ that privileged the sounds of nature over
modern noise.”® However, we want to teach students to sense critically,
picking apart such normative sensory claims, rather than sense correctly
according to a pre-ordained standard of ‘good’ or ‘natural’ sensory stimuli.
Instead of teaching students how to feel, or how the past felt, we can teach
them how people learnt to feel. This resonates with eighteenth-century
pedagogic practice, which placed great emphasis on the senses.*° In muse-
ums and collections knowledge was often consumed (quite literally in
the case of specimens in the Royal Society and Ashmolean) through the
senses.®'
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But these teaching methods also develop the capacity of students
to lend a far more critical eye, ear, nose, tongue and touch to the world
around them today. They are not discovering how people learnt to feel
but they are developing their own ability to critique and understand their
own subjectivities. They are learning about how they have learnt to feel
and what they have learnt to feel. Drawing on Bruno Latour’s discussion
of Genevieve Teil’s ethnography of perfumery trainees, we might describe
this as a process of ‘articulation’. In the course of training with kits of scents,
perfumers are said to ‘gain’ or ‘become’ a nose. In the same way, encour-
aging our students to learn about the past through scent causes them to
gain access to the senses of the past and greater understanding of their
own senses. As Latour goes on to suggest, ‘the more contrasts you add,
the more differences and mediations you become sensible to’.*?

We can see this process of articulation - in which both students’ own
sensory habits and those of past actors emerge into view - in a second
example from the module on early modern histories of food. Trying to get
students to understand the different conditions in which food was bought
and sold in the eighteenth century, | gave my students a guide to sensory
ethnography. This equipped them with a guide on observation as an eth-
nographic method for understanding both sensory atmospheres and the
modes of sensing that occur within them.?? | then provided my students
with a range of source materials that were also to be read in preparation
forthat week’s seminar. These sources were a set of excerpts on shopping
from eighteenth-century housekeeping manuals, which often focused on
ways of assessing quality and freshness.?* When it came to the seminar,
we spent the first half performing a sensory ethnography of Anglia Ruskin
University’s canteen. We then discussed the key aspects of the canteen
that the students had noticed: the way the food was displayed; how people
were expected to interact with the space; the acoustics of the room; and
even the relationship between the smellscape and soundscape of the
canteen and rooms around it.

| then asked the students to apply the same ethnographic methods that
they had read about to the historical texts they had been asked to read.
In particular, | asked them to consider how useful these sources were as a
guide to the sensory experience of shopping in the eighteenth century. In
discussing this question, the students explored what these sources might
have missed and what other materials we might need to fill in the gapsin
our knowledge about the sensory experience of buying and consuming.
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But this also opened out into a far more interesting and important dis-
cussion about what sensory information does or does not make its way
into our historical sources. We asked: how does sensing get converted
into text - and how might that have differed in the eighteenth century?
By moving from contemporary ethnography using their own senses to the
eighteenth-century source material, the students were better equipped
to think through these questions and about how sensory dispositions and
habits might filter what does or does not make it into texts. But we also
discussed the way in which these books were themselves used as tools
for articulating eighteenth-century servants’ or housewives’ relationship
to the sense-scape of shopping.

This led to adiscussion about the kinds of tacit knowledge that could not
be written down but only acquired through practical, hands-on experience.
One of the great benefits of deploying sensory pedagogy is that by enliven-
ing sources and putting them into action, we acquire a better knowledge of
the gapsin knowledge or technique that had to be filled in by the userof a
text. Recipe books and household manuals are a great eighteenth-century
case study, but the same applies to more modern audio-visual sources.
For example, in a course on modern American media at Stanford, Kristen
Haring asked her students to watch Julia Child’s highly popular 1960s and
1970s cookery show The French Chef before asking them to recreate the
recipesin a kitchen using their notes. In doing so, the students were able
to understand the ways in which Child and the televisual medium made
cooking accessible for 1960s Americans.*®

A final example of how this articulation might work in practice comes
from my module on sound and technology in the West from the 1500s
to the present. One session focused on the relationship between time
and sound. Awide-ranging historiography has examined the shifting rela-
tionship between the senses and time-telling. While noting that this was
undoubtedly a halting and uneven process, even the most revisionist work
admits that a shift in time-telling emerged in the course of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries as domestic, public and personal timepieces
proliferated. An older regime of time in which sound had been absolutely
central - with the twinkling bells and clock-born chimes - was slowly joined
by an emphasis on the visual elements of time-keeping introduced by
clocks and their hands.?®

| wanted students to critically engage with the debate over this trans-
formation in time-telling. Was there really a shift from acoustic to visual
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ways of marking time in the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries and to what extent is that shift still with us today? In order to
broach that question, | encouraged my students, once again, to pursue
aform of ethnography. | required each student to produce a sound diary,
noting down the sounds around them during the course of a normal day.
In putting together this diary | wanted my students to explore the extent
to which their daily rhythms were indexed against sounds. After a lec-
ture, which examined the relationship between time and sound in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, we then compared their diaries
with what they had learnt about the early modern period. While the key
point | wanted the students to understand was that there was a limit to
the sense in which vision ‘replaced’ sound as a mode of time-telling, the
ensuing discussion actually brought out a series of other themes: students
contrasted the private modes of time-telling embedded in contemporary
phones, computers or clocks with the very public or civic time sounded
by chimes or bells; they noted the contemporary proliferation of devices
that told time such as microwaves, radios and TVs and this opened out
into a discussion of other eighteenth-century time-telling tools aside
from watches or clocks that included candles or the time it took to say a
paternoster. In other words, the diary had helped students to articulate
both past and contemporary relationships to time and had encouraged
them to recognise the multiple times embedded in different visual, acous-
tic and material cues.

Conclusion

Using examples in which | deployed smell, taste and sound in the class-
room, this chapter has argued that encouraging students to use their
senses performs three interlinked roles. Firstly, it denaturalises the senses
of students, forcing them to recognise that their own ways of perceiving are
the product of both their particular social and cultural contexts and a series
of historical changes that have taken place since the eighteenth century.
Secondly, students are encouraged to sense differently - to try and under-
stand the particular ways of sensing unique to the eighteenth-century
subjects they are reading about and thereby adding material context to
texts. Thirdly, and finally, students develop a more critical appreciation
of their own sensory subjectivities. The process of learning through the
senses, rather than just about the senses, is a route by which students
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learn to articulate their sensory subject position in relation to both con-
temporary and past worlds.

This sensory self-awareness should extend to how we treat pedagogical
spaces. Sensory history has recently begun to make its influence felt in
the history of education, where scholars have paid attention to the sense-
scapes of schooling.?” Our classrooms are not the only spaces that both we
and students use where specific sensory habits have been encouraged. The
relative hush and absence of odoursin libraries has a history. Rules about
the proper habitus expected of patrons have often been used to exclude
people from library spaces.?® The same can be said of museums and gal-
leries. Despite a renaissance of interest in multi-sensory curation, many
of the museums that we use in teaching still expect students to embody a
nineteenth-century ‘look and don’t touch’ engagement with their spaces
rather than a seventeenth-century sensory economy in which all the senses
(including eating) were deployed.?®* We do not learn in a sensory vacuum
and we ought to engage our students more with the sensory history of the
spaces in which they learn.

As humanities scholars, our role is not just to provide content or skills
but also to create individuals who are able to critically engage with the
worlds around them. Art history and visual culture have, for the past few
decades, noted the importance of training students to look, notice, attend
and judge through the eye. One of the oft-noted justifications for this mis-
sionisthat most people livingin the UK, Europe and North America livein
a highly mediatised world in which we interact with and consume visual
media almost constantly. However, taste, smell and hearing are no less
important. The vast amounts of sensory labour and design that go into our
daily lives, from the smell of petrol and the taste of food to the sound of
phones or the feel of the fabrics we wear, deserve critical attention. As in
the case of visual culture, a humanities (and eighteenth-century studies)
that engages all the senses of students will help students to avoid merely
skimming the sensory surface in their future lives and careers. It will help
to create graduates attuned to the complexity of the sensory world that
surrounds and enfolds us, but which we frequently take for granted due
to ‘common-sense’ habituation.
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