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Sensory Heritage: Olfactory Dimensions of Epidemic
Experiences in MuseumNarratives

The presentation explores the potent yet underrepresented olfactory narratives
associated with historical plague outbreaks, offering innovative frameworks for
multisensory museum interpretation. By examining artistic and literary repre-
sentations of plague-related smells, this research illuminates how overwhelming
sensory experiences shaped both individual perceptions and collective social re-
sponses to epidemic disease.
Historical accounts reveal a complex olfactory landscape during plague out-
breaks: the distinctive odours of illness and bodily fluids, the unmistakable scent
of decomposition, environmental markers like rodent infestations, and inten-
tional olfactory interventions such as ceremonial incense and purification fires.
These sensory elements created a distinctive ‘smellscape’ that profoundly im-
pacted psychological states and cultural practices during crisis periods.
This research positions olfactory experience as a critical yet underutilised inter-
pretive tool for heritage institutions seeking more immersive and emotionally
resonant visitor engagement. The presentation will demonstrate how carefully
contextualised olfactory elements can transform traditional museum narratives
about epidemics from purely intellectual exercises into embodied, multisensory
experiences that foster deeper historical empathy and understanding.
Drawing from interdisciplinary approaches in sensory studies, medical humani-
ties, and contemporary museum practice, this work advocates for thoughtful in-
tegration of olfactory dimensions into exhibition design, educational program-
ming, and digital heritage initiatives. The presentation concludes with practical
considerations for museums seeking to incorporate sensory experiences while
maintaining ethical standards and accessibility for diverse audiences.
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