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Foreword

Hsuan L. Hsu
University of California, Davis, United States

As aliterary scholar, I often return to two very different points of reference for
the dynamic and compelling entanglements between memory and the senses.
Marcel Proust’s madeleine exemplifies how remembered smells and tastes can
remain “a long time, like souls, ready to remind us, waiting and hoping for
their moment, amid the ruins of all the rest...[bearing] in the tiny and
almost impalpable drop of their essence, the vast structure of recollection”
(Proust 1934, 57-8). In Beloved (1987), Toni Morrison offers a more expansive
account of involuntary memory that can transcend the scope of individual
lives and generations

If a house burns down, it’s gone, but the place—the picture of it—stays,
and not just in my rememory, but out there, in the world. What I
remember is a picture floating around out there outside my head. I
mean, even if I don't think it, even if I die, the picture of what I did, or
knew, or saw is still out there. Right in the place where it happened....
Someday you be walking down the road and you hear something or see
something going on. So clear. And you think it’s you thinking it up. A
thought picture. But no. It’s when you bump into a rememory that
belongs to somebody else. (Morrison 2004, 43).

Proust and Morrison’s novels describe vastly different scenarios: on the one hand,
a joyous recollection of childhood memories while sitting down for tea; on the
other hand, an account of material sites of traumatic “rememory” haunted by
slavery and infanticide. When read together, they illustrate both the profound
sensorial dimensions of memory and the uneven consequences of these sense-
based memories for differently situated subjects and communities.

To the extent that memory is entangled with sensory experience, it is located
outside our brains, distributed across the affectively charged textures, landscapes,
and atmospheres of our everyday lives. Memory takes place in bodies, but also
in space and time: as we learn from these essays, it is mediated by the songs,
colors, and scents sustained through amateur bird-breeding; the synaesthetic
effects evoked by stories and poems; the hybridized seasonings of a postcolonial
kitchen, the specific sounds and smells recalled by individuals walking through
a Hong Kong market; the cold breeze that triggers a past trauma; the shape and
texture of Italian ceramics; the unruly sensory hauntings of atrocity trials that
exceed the narrow parameters of legal proceedings. This collection’s stunning
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range of case studies demonstrates the affordances of research methods attentive
to the complexities of sensory experience: its individual and cultural variations, its
nonlinear temporalities, its opacities and incommensurabilities, its susceptibility
to suggestion, its tendency to elude or exceed verbal description.

The Senses and Memory offers a fascinating cross-section of scholarship on
the interconnections between place, memory, materiality, and sensorium. These
connections are increasingly vital—and endangered—in our contemporary
moment, when projects of colonization, sensory “bureaucratization” (Jones 2006,
15), digitization, agnotological erasure!, marketing, gentrification, climate control,
mass culture, and sensorial prohibitions endeavor to homogenize and rationalize
sensoria. Struggles over public space, monuments, material culture, and
infrastructures are, among other things, struggles over sensory habitus (Bourdieu
1977, 72-95) and collective memory.

Working across a striking range of disciplines and cultural contexts, the
contributors to this volume interrogate diverse cultural and material sites
where sensorial memory is enacted and contested, including private homes,
public heritage sites and memorials, collective performances, museums,
abandoned buildings slated for urban redevelopment, and digital remediations
of live events. They contribute to scholarly conversations that interrogate how
memory relates to topics such as multimodality, new materialisms, trauma,
and technology. They explore how methodologies—including participant
observation, literary criticism, visual analysis, and immersive and embodied
fieldwork—can attune both researchers and their subjects and students to the
shifting textures of memory and sensation.

For me, reading these essays brought into focus the importance of the
senses—and of aesthetics as a study and practice of the senses—as a site of
social, political, and environmental struggle, and of interpersonal and cross-
cultural encounter. While critiques of the rational, disembodied, universal
subject at the heart of Enlightenment “common sense” elucidate what is at
stake in efforts to hierarchize and rationalize sensory experience, it is also vital
to attend—as many of these essays do—to “uncommon senses,” or “illiberal”
(Chuh 2019, 22) sensory encounters that resist or refuse liberalism’s sensorial
norms. What are the implications for memory studies of Jacques Ranciere’s

1 On “agnotology,” see eds. Proctor and Schiebinger; for a discussion of intersections
between agnotology and sensory studies, see Spackman (2023, 13-14).

2 David Lloyd, for example, argues that racist discourse is “determined by an aesthetic
philosophy that founds the idea of a universal common sense and its space of
articulation, the public sphere” (2018, 91).

3 This phrase echoes the framing of the biennial sensory studies conference, Uncommon
Senses, convened at Concordia University.
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understanding of aesthetics as a “redistribution of the sensible” (2013, 40, 42)
that unsettles arrangements concerning who/what is perceptible and who/what is
not? Reading memory through the slippery, fluid, subjectively inflected,
unpredictable, and sometimes difficult-to-verbalize mediation of the senses,
the essays that follow make a powerful argument for the ethical and political
potentialities of unruly memories that can exceed the parameters of Al
algorithms, courtroom proceedings, and the ocularcentric and dehistoricizing
sensory predispositions of commercial social media and urban development.
In a conjuncture marked by climate crisis, neo-Fascist and settler colonial
assaults on history and public memory, and the sharp increase of virtual
interactions in the wake of Covid, these essays raise provocative questions
about what kind of future we want, and how we might dwell on what the
philosopher Byung-Chul Han (2017) terms “the scent of time”—a slower, sensuous
experience of temporality that refuses capitalism’s ecologically devastating
drives towards speed-up and virtualization.

Together, the essays collected in this volume make a compelling case for
memory studies and sensory studies as interconnected fields that demand
innovative, interdisciplinary approaches to research and pedagogy. Just as they
elude state efforts to present reductive, official versions of history and collective
memory, embodied memories exceed the bounds of academic disciplines and
methodologies. The topics and research questions featured throughout The
Senses and Memory—which span a range of social and historical contexts, as
well as material and representational mediations—propel these essays across
multiple disciplines including anthropology, narrative, material culture, legal
studies, architecture, psychology, media studies, philosophy. The volume will
no doubt help energize future collaborations that expand on the interdisciplinary
connections and insights developed here.
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