SENSORY ARTEFACT TOOLKIT 
This toolkit is intended to be a starting point to think about subjectivities and positionality when looking at historic artefacts, to be used in teaching, research and knowledge exchange. The exercises are intended as prompts to think with—they can and should be adapted to your particular case study. The process is as important as the final outcome. This was put together by an interdisciplinary team of early modern scholars, working across music, history, art history, and archaeology. We use ‘artefacts’ loosely, and these activities could easily be adapted for any historic artefact, including ephemeral practices or experiences such as processions or singing as well as spaces. 
The toolkit is composed of three main areas: I) a mapping exercise II) a positionality statement exercise II) creative activities that might be done in conjunction with I & II. At the end of this document, you will find some examples of completed exercises.

The order in which you do the toolkit is also entirely up to you, but it is important to emphasise that the positionality exercise (II) is a crucial and ethical component of this sort of methodology–you might find it useful to look at that in conjunction with the mapping exercise (I). We have been inspired by the work of Saidiya Hartman and others who have underscored how historic methods can often perpetuate the violence of the archive–this toolkit asks you to pause, to think more deeply about the methods we use as historians, and be attentive to the risks of perpetuating that violence or those power relationships. There is a bibliography at the end of the toolkit, which might help you navigate some of these bigger and difficult questions.

How to cite this toolkit:
Sensory Artefact Toolkit, co-designed by the Sensory Subjectivities working group: https://www.torch.ox.ac.uk/sensory-subjectivities-identities-and-alterity-in-the-early-modern-world#tab-4566401
We are seeking feedback from this toolkit. If you’d like to submit your feedback, please fill out the feedback form here and complete a consent form (available on the website) and ensure you have read the participant information sheet, which details what we will do with your feedback/data.















I. SENSORY POSITIONALITY MAPPING: THE ARTEFACT

Scholars such as Appadurai have shown that objects have social lives and biographies. Can we think about an object having a certain subjectivity? Or a sensory experience? What would an object say if it could speak? Smell? Taste? Look? Take the social identity map and consider how you might use this for an artefact. You can adapt categories as you see fit; some of these you might find limiting/essentialising or counterproductive, but do reflect on why this might be so.

SENSORY POSITIONALITY MAPPING: THE ARTEFACT
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SENSORY POSITIONALITY MAPPING: THE BEHOLDER

Take the following social identity map and consider how you might fill the map in for a beholder of a historic artefact. What aspects would need changing? You might want to consider how this would need adapting if you were thinking of a historical beholder vs. a contemporary beholder of an artefact today. Some of these categories you might find limiting/essentialising or counterproductive, but do reflect on why this might be so. How might these categories have a bearing on the sensory experience of an artefact?  


SENSORY POSITIONALITY MAPPING: THE BEHOLDER
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II. POSITIONALITY STATEMENTS
Use the above mapping exercise to help frame your positionality statements. Work through each category and also consider the questions below for a) the researcher/beholder of an historic artefact in the 21st century b) for the artefact and c) for a historic beholder of a historic artefact (if the artefact is early modern then you’re thinking about an early modern beholder). This might also extend into multiple historic beholders with whom the artefact has come into contact with (such as the maker, the trader/seller, the patron, the owner etc.). How might you use these questions to frame a positionality statement for an artefact, a historic viewer, or a 21st-century beholder? Does this give us insight into what makes an ‘ideal’ beholder for a historic artefact? Does it help articulate what or who we are missing? Does it help locate our own bias as viewers/beholders? Do adapt as you see fit.

FOR THE ARTEFACT: 
1. What are my different social identities and how significant is each identity to where I am in the world? Social identities can include, but are not limited to, gender, race, nationality, sexual orientation, age, social class, religion, dis/ability and so on.
2. What experiences do I have? Have I stayed in the same place? Or have I travelled?
3. Who have I come into contact with and how has that changed me? How did different people experience me? 
4. Are there traces of my maker’s hands? Or knowledge? What sort of power relationships went into my production? 
5. What are the sociocultural identities I share with my beholders?
6. What have I witnessed? Have I been used in colonial agendas? Or power struggles? 
7. What do I know to be true of my world? 
8. Where is my ideal position? Where do I want to be? Who is my ideal beholder? 
9. Where am I my true self? 
10.  Am I gendered?
11.  Am I emotional? 
12. Have I been forgotten and discarded? And why? 
13. Do I represent a collective or an individual? 


FOR THE BEHOLDER: 
1. Where do you know from? What is your educational background? What epistemic assumptions are explicit or implicit in the way you do your research/how you approach such an artefact? How do your ‘ways of knowing’, theoretical approaches, or research approach explicitly address racism, ableism, cisheteropatriarchy, and other oppressions?
2. What are my different social identities and how significant is each identity to where I am in the world? Social identities can include, but are not limited to, gender, race, nationality, sexual orientation, age, social class, religion, dis/ability and so on.
3. What experiences do I have? And how does this change the way I understand an artefact? 
4. Is this artefact new to me? Or familiar? What assumptions do I make of it? 
5. How does my gender, or approach to gender and sexual orientation affect the way I encounter this artefact? 
6. What stage of life am I and how does this affect my way of being in the world? 
7. What senses am I more attuned to? What others do I dismiss?
8. How do my abilities and disabilities affect my interaction? What about my own weight, height, or body consciousness affect my interaction?
9. Do I need others to interact with this artefact? And if so, what are the power dynamics with the others who are engaging with this artefact? 


III. CREATIVE EXERCISES
1. POEM: imagine you are an artefact and create a poem in the first person related to your positionality statement
2. JOURNAL ENTRY: consider yourself a historic beholder looking at an artefact, write a journal entry based on your positionality mapping and consider how you’ve encountered this object in a particular location at a particular time. 
3. AN OBJECT’S JOURNEY: based on positionality statements from different points in an object’s life, write short diary entries in that object’s journey. You might want to start from the material’s point of view from its conception, to the artist/craftsperson who made it, to the trader who sold it, to the person who bought it, to the servant who cleans it, to a visitor who saw it. How does the object shift and change? 
4. ABILITIES: consider how you interact with an artefact using only one sense, or reducing others? For example, how do you interact with an object blindfolded? How might you engage with an artefact without touch or the use of your hands? Or you might consider height: how do you engage with something if you are shorter than an ‘ideal beholder’?
5. OBJECT NARRATIVE: Write a short description of an artefact, written in the first person. Consider the following questions when writing your description: 
Who am I? 
Where did I come from? 
What am I made of? 
Who did I serve? 
Who made me? 
Where is my ideal setting? 
What function did I serve? 
What iconographies or styles characterise me? 
What power dynamics went into my making? Or my use? Or my collecting? 







IV CREATIVE EXAMPLES
Object Narrative
Leah R. Clark
Triptych, 1575-1600, Mexico, V&A Museum
“I am a small object, meant to be held in the hands, at only 8 cm high, and taken on a journey. On my outside, I carry Baroque floral details and could easily be mistaken for a European object. But open me up and study my materials and I tell a different story. My silver comes from mines in the Americas, likely mined by enslaved peoples. Open me up and you will find the scenes of the Passion, asking my beholder to reflect on the torment of Christ’s body; I seek a devotional response and an emotional response. If you move me, I come alive, as I am also made of hummingbird feathers, iridescent feathers that once belonged to small wings, that flicker and glow. My creator was an Indigenous Mexican, who had practiced the craft of feather mosaics, and was asked to translate his* skills to a new religious subject by looking at European prints imported into Mexico. He was guided by European friars on the subject matter, but his skills were already well honed. I travelled on the body of a priest as he made his rounds across his parish and as he tried to convert the local population.”

*I’m assuming that the artist was a male, but we have no information to confirm this.
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