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Awe in the museum: casting light on the role of the curator
Marzia Varutti

Center for Affective Sciences, University of Geneva, Geneva, Switzerland

ABSTRACT
Most discussions of awe in psychology and philosophy refer to
experiences of this emotion occurring in museums; however these
discussions tend to focus solely on the exhibit (e.g., the art
masterpiece) as the emotion elicitor, overlooking the spatial
context of the exhibition – hence overlooking the role and agency
of the curator. Engaging with this oversight, I argue that curatorial
intervention is crucial to emotion elicitation in museums and
should be accounted for in analyses of awe in these spaces. I
substantiate this argument by engaging with interdisciplinary
theory on awe, and showing how curatorial intervention can act
on awe determinants: vastness and the need for accommodation,
and connected states of attention. The aim is to cast light on the
role of the curatorial in experiences of awe in museums, and
through that, contribute to a better understanding of this emotion
in the fields of museum studies and museum practice.
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Awe in the museum

Awe is a mysterious, powerful emotion. It has been defined as ‘the feeling we experience
when we encounter vast mysteries that transcend our understanding of the world’
(Keltner 2023). We experience awe when we feel overwhelmed, transcended by some-
thing that we perceive to be greater than ourselves – an art masterpiece, a landscape
or a newborn baby (Keltner and Haidt 2003). Psychologist of awe Kirk Schneider (2017,
105) holds that ‘the sense of awe has rich potential to reform the very building blocks
of modern industrialized society’; his words resonate with those of another psychologist,
Michelle Shiota (2021, 87) who synthesizes the findings of recent research: ‘awe has been
found to promote a heightened concern for others – feelings of connectedness, humility,
helping of strangers, proenvironmental attitudes, and behavioral intentions’. Along
similar lines but from a different disciplinary standpoint, political theorist Jane Bennett
(2001) postulates a link between experiencing enchantment and motivation for ethical
behaviour. By revealing our responsiveness to what surrounds us, awe can make us
feel deeply connected to other human beings and to the planet. Indeed, awe has been
credited for nourishing ‘our capacities to cooperate, form communities, and create
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culture that strengthens our sense of shared identity’ (Keltner 2023). In divisive, challen-
ging times when we are called to overcome factionalism and come together as societies
to collaborate towards common goals such as the containment of global epidemics or
ecological survival, the ability to cultivate awe takes up a renewed importance.

Museums are precisely places where we can cultivate awe. Museums hold special
affective potential as they ‘have the power to enchant and in so doing, they stand as seed-
beds for human generosity, ethical mindfulness, and care for the world at large’ (Perry
2019, 354). Awe has been at the core of the museum experience since the very origins
of this institution as sixteenth century cabinets of curiosity. Awe continues to be relevant
in museums today due to its documented positive effects on learning (Valdesolo et al.
2017) and well-being (Anderson et al. 2018) and more broadly the emotional support it
offers in times of global ecological, health and societal crises (see Chirico and Gaggioli
2018 for a review of the literature).

In spite of the potential benefits of awe, the dynamics through which visitors experi-
ence this emotion in museums – or, seen from the analytical perspective of this paper,
the dynamics through which this emotion is invoked in museums – remain poorly under-
stood. This appears to be the case within the heritage sector at large: ‘enchantment
effects are simultaneously well-recognized yet poorly understood amongst archaeologists
and heritage specialists’ (Perry 2019, 354). Yet Bennett (2001, 4) argues that enchantment
‘can be fostered through deliberate strategies’. This combination of nebulosity and
agency invites an inquiry into the dynamics of awe experiences in museums.

In the fields of museum studies and practice, awe is an emerging area of interest. In
recent years, studies of awe have been conducted in art and science museums (Luke
2021; Price et al. 2021); these are empirically centred, quantitative analyses of visitors’
emotions. These studies are producing insights that pave the way to the theorization
of awe in museums, that is, the development of a theory of awe. Understanding visitors’
reactions, however, is only half of the task, the other is accounting for the work of curators
in assembling the various exhibition elements: objects, texts, images, digital and physical
environments1 – and its role in the production of exhibitions that affect us. More specifi-
cally, I use the phrase ‘curatorial intervention’ to refer to the broad set of decisions (and
related actions) having an impact on the exhibition (that is, all the decisions informing
visitors’ experience, from objects’ selection to their interpretation in the panels and cap-
tions, to the way they are physically presented). Therefore, the term ‘curatorial interven-
tion’ encompasses here the collaborative work of the composite group of museum
professionals (collections curators, conservators, exhibition designers, museum educators
among others) who take part in such decision-making. I use the phrase ‘curatorial inter-
vention’ to capture the manifestation of curatorial agency (following Levine 2021).

This article aims to contribute to the study of awe in museums by drawing on advances
in psychology in view to lay the foundations of a theoretical perspective on awe in
museums that integrates and accounts for the place and role of the curator in the elicita-
tion of this emotion.

Experiences of awe occurring in museums have served as exemplifications of this
emotion in a range of disciplines, including art history, psychology and philosophy; in
these studies, museum objects, and notably artworks, are cited as the quintessential eli-
citors of awe (e.g., Elkins 2005; Freeman 2014; Kelthner and Haidt 2003; Shiota 2021;
Winner 2018).2 However, problematically, these studies tend to focus solely on the
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exhibit (often an iconic painting or sculpture) as the awe elicitor, overlooking the spatial
context of the exhibition (and the museum at large), and therefore overlooking the role
and agency of the curator.

There is awareness among psychologists (Tinio et al. 2014) that a museum visit is much
more than the sum of the experience of individual artworks, and that a complex set of
interacting factors, the ‘museum effect’ (Smith 2014), is determining the overall
museum experience:

It is the entire visit that is the unit of analysis here as opposed to any one particular work of
art. (…) for many visitors, it is the museum itself (or the special exhibition) that underlies the
nature of an exceptional visit; it is the museum that produces the effect. (Tinio et al. 2014, 214,
emphasis in the original)

However, even in psychology studies that acknowledge the complexity of the museum
experience and set to study it in its entirety and diversity (as in Rodriguez et al. 2021 for
instance), the curatorial intervention continues to elude analysis. This is possibly the
result of perceiving the curatorial intervention as lying beyond the scope of psychological
analyses, usually focusing on the study of visitors’ emotional responses. This explanation is
suggested by explicit calls from psychology to complement their analyses by investigating
curatorial intentions (Rodriguez et al. 2021, 10). This makes sense, as museums qualify as
pertinent and exciting foci for studying awe across disciplines: they offer an empirical
vantage point that affords unique methodological approaches. For instance, it has been
pointed out (Schneider 2017, 104) that quantitative studies of awe in psychology tend
to fail to take into account ‘the deeper, experiential aspects of awe that resist articulation
by quantitative assessment’. To grasp theses aspects, phenomenology-inspired qualitative
approaches are suggested by virtue of their capacity to generate a ‘poetically informed,
subtly detailed description of how awe is lived’ (Schneider 2019, 103). Museums can
provide relevant empirical contexts for this kind of qualitative studies of awe, as they
provide in situ opportunities for observing, describing and analysing awe in its most inti-
mate, lived expressions – among both visitors and museum professionals.

Building on these considerations, I suggest that curatorial intervention is crucial to the
elicitation of awe in museums – and therefore it is likewise crucial that we turn our scho-
larly attention to it. To substantiate this argument, I first engage with interdisciplinary
theory on awe and its determinants, and subsequently show how curatorial intervention
can act upon awe determinants. My reflection is informed by the following questions:
what do experiences of awe in museums entail? Can findings from affective sciences
help us understand experiences of awe in museums? And conversely, given that ‘as
much as psychology can shed light on what happens in museums, it can also learn a
great deal from the perspective of museum scholars’ (Tinio et al. 2014, 197), what can
the museum standpoint contribute to interdisciplinary investigations of this emotion?
These questions provide the motivation for pursuing this article’s objectives: (i) engage
with key findings and insights on awe emerging from affective sciences (mainly psychol-
ogy of emotions), and (ii) begin to develop the concept of awe in museological terms by
casting light on and examining the agency of the curator. The broader hypothesis upon
which these objectives rest is that affective sciences theories of awe can help us better
understand how this emotion plays out in the context of museums, and by extension
how museums (their objects, environments, storytelling) affect visitors; and conversely,
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a better understanding of museums and their collections can engender more pointed
approaches (including methodological) to the study of awe across disciplines.

Methodologically, I draw on auto-ethnographic research methods (Behar 1996; Butz and
Besio 2009; Ellis and Bochner 2000) aiming to capture and critically reflect uponmy own cog-
nitive and affective responses to different display approaches. My responses to museum dis-
plays are informed by my individual positioning: as a museum studies scholar, my
interpretation of displays is inevitably filtered through my professional interest in museum
theories and practices I have been exposed to. However, when approaching a museum,
rather than a museum scholar, I am first and foremost a museum visitor who wishes to
be moved by the visit. Academic thinking only unfolds in a second moment, when rational-
ization and analysis come into play. My very first reactions remain ‘affective’, in the sense of
being immediate, spontaneous, pre-cognitive and pre-personal (Massumi 1987, p. xvii). The
emotions felt during a museum visit influence my overall experience. This includes my
immediate bodily reactions in the exhibition space (for instance a sense of ease or discom-
fort, of being drawn towards, almost pulled in by the display, or conversely distancingmyself
from it) as well as the meaning that I begin to weave in my mind as I take in the various
exhibition elements (for instance visual stimuli might direct my gaze and movement in
the exhibition space, leading me to pay more attention to specific elements). My emotional
responses will also affect the post-visit: my interpretation (where my ‘academic identity’
comes into play as I draw on museum theory concepts and recollections from other
museum practice) and meaning-making (through analysis, comparison, inference etc.)
Emotions also shape my memories: what I will retain from the visit, what emotional
valence I attach to those memories, and how I will integrate them in my lived experience,
and my personal and professional identities. It is this wide, deep-reaching, capillary
influence of emotions, framing and imbuing every aspect of the museum experience, that
I wish to capture through auto-ethnography and carefully examining my own emotional
responses as a tool to glean research insights (for a discussion of affect as method see
also Varutti 2021).

A terminological note: as this article contains references to both affect and emotions, it
may be useful to clarify the distinction between the two. Affect is taken here to denote,
very broadly, ‘an emerging, unspecified state of pleasant/unpleasant arousal’ (Plantin
2015, 2). Affect has been described as a subtle shift in consciousness from one state of
being to another (Baker 2015); such shifts are thought to lie at the origins of emotions
(Bencard 2014, 30). If affect refers to the mental ground from which emotions stem,
the latter occur once the realization of being affected has set in, and we are able to ident-
ify and label our emotional response, that is we become aware that we are happy,
relieved, or fearful. I mostly refer to emotions in this article; whenever the term affect is
used, it is meant to encompass emotions (affect as both the shift in consciousness and
its recognition as emotion).

Awe: defining an elusive concept

In psychology there has been a recent revival of interest towards awe (Schneider
2017).3 The definition of awe as ‘the feeling we experience when we encounter vast
mysteries that transcend our understanding of the world’ (Keltner 2023) rests on two
key elements: a sense of vastness, and a need for accommodation. These were
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identified as the two defining features of awe in a field-defining article by psychologists
Keltner and Haidt (2003). The analysis of awe in museums developed in this article is
framed by Keltner and Haidt’s work. The authors (2003, 303–304) explain that ‘vastness
refers to anything that is experienced as being much larger than the self, or the self’s
ordinary level of experience or frame of reference’. Importantly however, the element of
vastness has been detailed as ‘a characteristic of the phenomenon of awe – but not in
terms of the triggering stimulus but in terms of what the beholder makes of it’ (Weger
and Wagemann 2021, 1387); therefore feelings of vastness can be linked to the
response to an object or event eliciting awe. The concept of accommodation draws
on the work of psychologist Jean Piaget and refers to the ‘process of adjusting
mental structures that cannot assimilate a new experience’ (Keltner and Haidt 2003,
303–304). In other words ‘a phenomenon stretches our cognitive capacities beyond
what can be mastered out of already existing knowledge structures, hence leading
to a broadening of available mental representations’ (Weger and Wagemann 2021,
1386). Psychologist Michelle Shiota (2021, 86) explains that awe is ‘the moment
when we’re faced with a blank space in the model of which we were unaware, or
we are reminded of a gap in understanding so vast we can never possibly fill it’.

Taken together, vastness and the need for accommodation engender a ‘small self’, that
is, a diminution, a shrinking of the sense of self when confronted with the awe-inspiring
object (Bai et al. 2017; Weger and Wagemann 2021). In the words of cultural historian
Peter De Bolla (2012, 159) ‘it is almost as if my Self lacks consistency or precision’ as a
result of being completely absorbed into the source of awe. Shiota (2021, 86–87,
drawing on previous studies) explains this phenomenon in these terms: ‘we feel small
– personally insignificant in response to an awe-eliciting stimulus. Our minds detach
from the mundane problems and concerns that typically hold our attention. We feel
the presence of something greater than the self, but also part of it – identity expanding
to include connection with humanity and living beings in the self-concept’.

Awe entails a letting go of efforts to understand and letting oneself be engulfed in the
present emotional experience, becoming one with the object of observation. In awe, we
are overwhelmed, surprised, elated by something incomprehensible or sublime (Galla-
gher et al. 2015, 29; Reinerman-Jones et al. 2013, 298). Awe therefore implies both aware-
ness of our incapacity to understand, and acceptance, we let go of understanding, we give
in to what is beyond us.

Awe is a multi-faceted feeling combining positive and negative emotions; whilst we
tend to associate awe with positive experiences (‘life-changing’ moments engendering
uplifting feelings), it can also relate to frightful, confusing or otherwise upsetting experi-
ences, therefore engendering negative emotions (as for instance witnessing a powerful
force such as a volcano eruption, Weger and Wagemann 2021).

Beyond these affective nuances, what denotes awe is a state of elevated attention; I
discuss this in the next section.

A suspended (In)attention

The encounter with a source of awe produces the effect of jolting us out of passive recep-
tivity and into full alertness (De Bolla 2012; Shiota 2021). We may feel temporarily over-
whelmed as we try, unsuccessfully, to make sense of the amazement. It has been
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argued that the state of alertness engendered by awe is tinged with its opposite: distrac-
tion. Peter De Bolla (2012, 159) expresses it in these terms ‘a form of inattention (…) a
heightened state of perception yet at the same time lacking focus’. Psychology studies
show that during awe experiences our minds are not passive, but actively engaged in
gathering as much information as possible (Shiota 2021, 86).

Howmight this ambivalent state come into being? Building on the dual criteria of vast-
ness and need for accommodation discussed above, it could be argued that in awe we
experience a temporary overload and misalignment between our sensory perceptions,
cognitive abilities (striving, and failing, to make sense of those perceptions) and emotions
(feeling overwhelmed or humbled, in connection with feelings of small self). The
interpretation of this unfocused attention as a misalignment of sensory, cognitive and
emotional experiences draws in part on anthropologist Alfred Gell’s theory on the tech-
nology of enchantment (1992). Gell predicates that the technical difficulty inherent in
the making of objects that elicit awe is actually a form of intellectual resistance: the
beholder struggles to understand how those objects came into being, and the failed
attempt to understand leads to the conclusion that some kind of ‘magic’ is at play
(1992, 49). Gell’s theory resonates with psychology’s need for accommodation; for Gell,
value, appreciation, and the feelings of being overwhelmed emerge from the ‘mismatch
between the spectator’s internal awareness of his own powers as an agent and the con-
ception he forms of the powers possessed by the artist’ (1992, 51–52 [sic]). This momen-
tary overload and mismatch of stimuli (and ensuing feelings of unsettledness and
confusion) bring about a state of heightened attention that cannot have a resolution:
whilst attempting to make sense, stretching our mental frames, searching for accommo-
dation, we are suspended, as if temporarily under a spell. This state of suspension is key to
awe experiences: awe engenders a change in pace, it forces us to slow down and pause.
Shiota (2021, 86) reports that when in awe ‘we experience time as moving more slowly
and that some cardiac activity supporting physical exertion dials down’. When in awe,
we slow down the pace of the thinking and become one with the external stimuli, all
our senses are absorbed into that moment of pointed, yet diffused attention; the
object/subject divide is temporarily elided.

What happens when we transpose these considerations to the context of museums? I
turn to this in the next sections.

Emotional entanglements in museums

Ever since the Renaissance, museums and their collections have been eliciting emotions
in the context of ‘affective encounters’ (Varutti 2021): encounters where affect is elicited at
the intersection (and as a result) of the power of museum objects, the museum itself
(through its exhibitionary apparatus and curatorial intervention) and the subjectivity of
the perceiver (for a cultural-historical discussion of these processes see Smith 2014).
We know that the objects that end up in a museum collection are special, they encapsu-
late fascinating stories and have been witnesses of extraordinary persons and events; it is
not surprising that we talk of ‘charismatic’ (Wingfield 2010), ‘powerful’ museum objects
(e.g., Dudley 2012; Edwards et al. 2006). The affective potential of objects is amplified
by the museum mise-en-scène, that is, by curatorial contextualization, a calibrated
synergy of exhibition narratives, sensory stimulation and scenography, which all
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contribute to create a certain atmosphere, ‘the in-betweenness of objects and subjects’
(Bjerregaard 2015, 74). Exhibition features such as texts, images, lighting, architecture,
layout and juxtapositions can significantly amplify the emotional resonance of objects
by creating affective atmospheres (Bjerregaard 2015; Dorrian 2014; Varutti 2022). For
instance museologist Andrea Witcomb (2013) shows how affective exhibition approaches
can be efficaciously deployed in historical collections in order to promote new forms of
historical awareness and more critical engagements with the past. This is achieved
through ‘affective curatorship’ (Varutti 2022), including affective strategies of interpret-
ation, that is, strategies of display activating and inviting ‘sensorial, embodied forms of
knowledge that express themselves through feelings in response to the material, aes-
thetic, and spatial qualities of the exhibition/interpretation’ (Witcomb 2013, 256).

Through what is displayed (and how) museums can influence visitors, their thoughts,
emotions and sometimes, actions. Indeed, emotions are so central to museum’s engage-
ment with the public that the phrase ‘pedagogy of feeling’ (Witcomb 2015) has been pro-
posed to precisely capture the pivotal role that emotions play in learning processes. As a
result, in museums, notions of citizenship, modernity, ethics (among others) are being
substantiated and disseminated as part and parcel of the production of both individuality
and sociality. Museums, and heritage at large, are then venues where our sense of indi-
vidual and collective identity, our relationships with the past and aspirations for the
future, are being not only narrated, materialized, and envisioned, but also experienced
through the senses and embodied engagements, and therefore felt as a wave of
emotional resonance (Tolia-Kelly, Waterton and Watson, 2017).

Given their power, museums have been associated with ideas of magic: ‘this magic
consists of both the relatively calculated enchantment of museums – the architectural
and aesthetic exhibitionary strategies used to attract the visitor – and also the magical
excess provided by objects’ (MacDonald 2005, 212–213). Yet importantly, museums
offer a reassuring, non-threatening kind of magic as they are largely perceived as author-
itative, reliable, trusted institutions4 and therefore by extension, safe places for emoting.
This is particularly relevant to awe, often accompanied by fear or even dread, yet this
appears not to be the case when awe is experienced in museum settings (Price et al.
2021, 159).

Since Renaissance cabinets of curiosity or Wunderkammer, curiosity, wonder5 and awe
have been central to the experience of collections. What elicited these emotions were
exotic, never-seen-before artefacts and natural specimen brought to Europe by seafarers,
traders and missionaries scouring the far reaches of European empires (Arnold 2016;
Evans and Marr 2006). Awe and wonder were at the same time the triggers for the collec-
tion of spectacular objects and the desired responses to them once displayed in theWun-
derkammer, a dedicated room with purpose-built cabinets. The Wunderkammer might
include wooden cupboards with close and open shelves, drawers of different sizes,
secret compartments, built-in devices sometimes disguised by tromp-l’oeil paintings…
what was on display, accessible to the view, was as important as what was hidden. As his-
torian and critic Stephen Greenblatt (2004) noted, part of the fascination of the cabinets
lied in the mystery of what was not visually accessible but lied hidden in the many com-
partments and drawers. These cabinets had curiosity built into their very physical struc-
ture, they were designed to entice visitors’ curiosity, invite inquisitive, exploratory
engagements and build up the anticipation and awe of the discovery.6 The shared
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experience of awe (one can imagine, hardly contained by the visitor and complacently
observed by the collector) contributed to cement social relations and social hierarchy:
what was on display – and what was meant to cause awe – were not only the objects
per se, but also the might, the power, the cultivation and the social status of the collector.
In other words, ownership of the wondrous object was in itself a cause of awe. It is only
later, from the late seventeenth century, with the emergence of public museums that we
assist to what Stephen Greenblatt (2004, 552) has called ‘the transformation of the experi-
ence of wonder from the spectacle of proprietorship to the mystique of the object’.
Experiences of awe in museums today continue to carry a potential for bonding visitors
in ‘communities of awe’ (Feuchtwang 2011, 74). As such, these shared emotional experi-
ences perform a social function: they help individuals to make sense of, adapt, and
respond to contemporary challenges whilst strengthening societal bonds (Bai et al.
2017). In the current context of multiple global crises, these opportunities are more
than ever valuable.

Making the curatorial intervention visible

As mentioned, psychology studies and theories of emotions often refer to instances of
awe in museums but do so with a narrow focus on the exhibit (often an art masterpiece)
and the subject-object relation, with the result of neglecting the context of the exhibition,
reduced to a mere backdrop. In part, this is the consequence of the fact that psychology
studies of awe are largely based on interviews and surveys7 in which visitors themselves
identify the sources of their emotional experiences in the properties of artworks (referring
for instance to the artwork’s scale, realism, or attention to detail), giving much less con-
sideration to their contextualization (for instance panels, labels, scenography and the
atmosphere of the exhibition room, in this sense also Luke 2021, 53–54).

This is not surprising. From visitors’ point of view, curatorial contextualization is sup-
posed to be invisible, it is an aim of curatorial intervention to make itself discreet in
order not to interfere with the aesthetic experience (Bal 2006) – this approach is most
evident in the ‘white cube’ exhibition paradigm. In addition, contemporary museum visi-
tors have largely internalized and naturalized curatorial conventions (such as the use of
neutral or harmonious background colour schemes, or labels with essential artistic
details) which are simply expected to be at play, and therefore fail to pierce visitors’ atten-
tion. The implication is that the reliance of psychology studies on visitors’ accounts contrib-
utes to short-cut awareness of the curatorial. Yet clearly, curatorial intervention is present.

In curatorial practice museum professionals extensively leverage their power to elicit
specific emotions (such as awe or empathy, see Gokcigdem 2019), yet often we overlook
the curatorial apparatus deployed to this aim. For instance, Sara Perry (2019, 358) writes
about a series of tools used in cultural heritage settings to promote emotional
engagement:

frameworks for practice (including design, development, and evaluation) [which] range from
the more conceptual (e.g., Witcomb’s [2015] ‘pedagogy of feeling’, Smith’s [2014] ‘registers of
engagement’) to specific, actionable triggers of affect, such as engaging people in acts of reci-
procity, imitation, replication via verbalization, roleplaying, personalization of experience,
legitimate decision-making, humour, challenge, thinking through body-related themes,
active listening, agonistic debate, and dialogue.
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This list largely focuses on modes of interaction with visitors. Without question, these are
relevant to understanding the dynamics of visitors’ emotional engagement. However, this
neglects what precedes engagement with visitors: the agency of the expository agent in
the conceptualization and staging of the display. This calls for the analysis of the very act
of showing, and the corollary scenographic and intellectual devices that frame the
encounter with the exhibits, and henceforth their reception and interpretation.

Paths to awe in museums

As mentioned, experiences of awe are defined by a sense of vastness combined with
an incapacity to fully grasp the source of awe; these states engender a particular kind
of attention where alertness is both heightened and suffused. That curatorial inter-
vention can affect attention is a truism: capturing, directing, and sustaining visitors’
attention are the very rationales of curatorship and exhibition design. Here I want
to argue more specifically for the power of curatorial intervention to act on the deter-
minants of awe: feelings of vastness, need for accommodation, and related states of
attention.

A connection between curatorial intervention and the determinants of awe, to my
knowledge, has not been explicitly drawn before. Museology and curatorial studies
offer a range of theoretical concepts that help us grasp how exhibitions may act on vast-
ness, accommodation, and attention. I am going to substantiate this argument through
three museological concepts and related exhibition approaches: resonance and wonder
(Greenblatt, 2004), and curatorial interference (Bal 2006). Specifically, I draw on the con-
cepts of resonance and wonder to illustrate how curatorial approaches can prioritize alter-
natively visitors’ need for accommodation or feelings of vastness, and I will then use the
concept of interference to show how curatorial decision-making can affect visitors’ atten-
tion.8 The aim is not to identify display approaches conducive to awe; these remain highly
subjective experiences that can be encouraged but hardly controlled. The aim is rather to
show the range of action, the forms, and the ethos that curatorial intervention can take in
order to facilitate (or otherwise influence) experiences of awe. Through this, my ultimate
goal is to support my argument for the need to bring the curatorial into sharper focus in
studies of awe in museums.

Resonance display approaches and the need for accommodation

Resonance display approaches are characterized by a focus on contextualization. For
instance, the display may provide information about the social and cultural history of
an exhibit, its social and cultural meanings, contexts of creation and use, and the
social relationships that developed around it. Contextualization is provided by the
synergy of texts, images, scenography, digital platforms, the very selection and juxtapo-
sition of exhibits and the overall atmosphere created by exhibition design and architec-
ture. Contextualizing display approaches emphasize what Stephen Greenblatt has
called resonance, that is

the power of the displayed object to reach out beyond its formal boundaries to a larger
world, to evoke in the viewer the complex, dynamic forces from which it has emerged and
for which it may be taken by a viewer to stand. (2004, 546)
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The information provided by resonance display approaches responds to visitors’ need for
accommodation, the need to make sense of what is on display by integrating it into their
existing frames of knowledge.

I have previously written about my encounter with a special museum object, a bronze
cat from Ancient Egypt in the collections of the British Museum, where the artefact was
the focus of a small exhibition in 2007–2008 (Varutti 2021).9 I was deeply affected by
the encounter with this artefact in ways that qualify as awe. Strong feelings initially
arose from the sight of the artefact and the appreciation of its formal properties
(design, form, proportions) and were sustained and enhanced when I learnt more
about it, that is, when I could engage my need for accommodation. The bronze cat
was displayed in a single glass case in the middle of a small exhibition room entirely
devoted to this exhibit. All around it, along the walls, large glass cases provided contex-
tualizing material: panels elucidated the religious significance of cats in Ancient Egypt and
explained the advanced bronze casting techniques and skills deployed in the making of
this artefact; scientific analyses and X-ray fluorescence revealed colour pigments, material
composition and internal structure. Whilst the contextualization did not fully satisfy my
need for accommodation – even after taking in all the information provided in the exhibi-
tion, I still could not grasp such perfection of forms – the information increased and
qualified my admiration for the artefact and its maker(s). In other words, the contextua-
lization (denoting a resonance display approach) addressed my need to understand the
artefact (acute since I have no expertise in Ancient Egypt archaeological material),
yet also enhanced my feelings of awe as I found myself going back and forth between
observing the artefact and absorbing information about it, letting my gaze gradually
become more focused, as my vision became ‘enskilled’ (Gowlland 2009; Grasseni 2007)
thanks to the insights gained through the contextualizing display material. The display
enabled this back and forth of attention: the conditions were in place for me to experience
initial awe (to be surprised and become absorbed into the presence of this charismatic
artefact), for me to learn more and make sense of its charm on me, and for my gaze to
transform. It was not just a matter of shifting from one perspective to another (aesthetic,
technical or historically contextualized; cognitive or affective) but rather of letting each
perspective build on the other: letting contextualization amplify my initial awe and
being urged by my awe to read and learn more in order to grasp the wondrous artefact.
Curatorial intervention in this case only partially answered my need for accommodation:
the artefact continued to transcend my understanding, its affective power being ulti-
mately (un)explained by invoking a kind of magic at play (following Alfred Gell), which
only contributed to amplify my awe response.

Invoking a sense of vastness through wonder display approaches

As a complement to engaging visitors’ need for accommodation, curatorial intervention
can encourage contemplative states that may engender a sense of vastness. This is facili-
tated by what Stephen Greenblatt has called wonder-inspired exhibition approaches, that
is, approaches centred on ‘the power of the displayed object to stop the viewer in his or
her tracks, to convey an arresting sense of uniqueness, to evoke an exalted attention’
(Greenblatt 2004, 546). Wonder display approaches emphasize the charismatic aura of
objects by singularizing them, for instance exhibiting them in an individual glass case
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or exhibition room, using strong, precise lighting to sublimate their formal properties.
Wonder exhibition approaches create rarefied atmospheres conducive to contemplation
and aesthetic admiration, as exhibits seem to ‘emerge’ from seamless backgrounds, made
quiet and unobtrusive by thick carpets and neutral or dark walls. Wonder displays empha-
size the technical virtuoso and artistic genius of the artist or artisan maker. The display
becomes a tool in Alfred Gell’s theory on the technology of enchantment: visitors are
moved by the technical skill and artistic virtuosity of the artist to such an extent that
they cannot but feel surpassed by the artist. The sense of artistic and technical inferiority
that stems from such awareness generates feelings of admiration and fascination. The
display (and not only the artwork, as Gell originally postulated) becomes a ‘trap’ in
which visitors ‘fall’ (Gowlland 2021) as they cannot fully grasp the agency of the maker
(here amplified by the agency of the curatorial) which largely transcends their own abil-
ities (Gell 1998, 71). Wonder display techniques combine with exhibition design to create
specific atmospheres, that is, environments that carry ‘a spatially extended quality of
feeling’ (Bielh-Missal and Lehn 2015, 238). These feelings may be echoed and further
amplified by other exhibition elements such as exhibition texts, images, digital tools
and architecture. The interwoven effects of these exhibition elements and their potential
to elicit emotional responses in visitors exemplify what I have called affective museology,
that is, museological approaches that specifically aim to emotionally affect visitors (Varutti
2020, 2022). Exhibition approaches focused on wonder are not confined to the display of
specific object categories such as artworks. Ethnographic, historical or scientific items may
also be exhibited in ways that recall Greenblatt’s ‘wonder’ codes, as can be observed for
instance in the permanent exhibition of ethnographic collections at the Musée Jacques
Chirac, Paris (former Quai Branly; see Price 2007) or in the arresting display of zoological
specimen and wet collections at the Museum für Naturkunde Berlin (see Wade 2022).
Nonetheless, wonder exhibition approaches are most evidently at play in museum dis-
plays of masterpieces and iconic artefacts; I single out one of these for the analytical pur-
poses of this discussion.

Let us consider the bust of Queen Nefertiti at the Neues Museum in Berlin. This extra-
ordinary artefact is exhibited alone in the impressive North Dome Room (or ‘Nefertiti
Dome’) a round room with high, decorated and frescoed walls and ceiling that remind
the architecture of the Ancient Roman Pantheon. The Nefertiti Dome is located at the
end of an array of stately exhibition rooms; this location allows for a suggestive play of
perspectives: the bust can be seen from afar, framed by multiple decorated stone
arches and doorframes. This long perspective builds anticipation and a sense of rever-
ence, as the bust appears to preside over the line of galleries, overlooking the stream
of visitors. The round opening in the dome ceiling bathes the room in natural light; the
interior is painted in jewel tones that match the pigments on the bust: deep blue,
forest green, burnt red and ochre. Nefertiti’s bust is encased in a large glass case,
erected on a stand that positions it just above eye level. The angular black contours of
the imposing glass case fit squarely with the geometric patterns on the floor and draw
visitors’ attention towards the central glass column.

Whilst there are bookshelves of volumes devoted to Nefertiti’s bust (aptly so, for an
object carrying an history that stretches from Ancient Egypt to contemporary Germany)
as well as a sea of websites offering information, imagery, virtual tours and 3D models
of the bust,10 the contextualization offered in situ is minimal. The only other objects in
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the room are two panels with essential information in German and English, mounted on
semi-transparent supports that almost fade into the background, and a bust replica that
can be freely touched. Both panels and replica are discreetly positioned on a side, close to
the wall. If visiting at a quiet time, the guard is probably the only other conspicuous pres-
ence in the room, no further elements will distract visitors’ attention from the iconic arte-
fact. The power of this object, journeying across centuries and continents, is palpable. The
sculpture’s chiselled cheeks, the perfect arch of the eyebrows, the flawless completion…
how were the pigments chosen and mixed to obtain such a perfect skin tone? How did
the artist model such ideal proportions? How could limestone and stucco be shaped to
exude such grace? We may frantically look for explanations, yet standing in front of it,
we can only let ourselves be in the presence of something that surpasses our understand-
ing and imagination. Granted, not all visitors might respond in this way; some visitors
might just give the bust a glance, take a snapshot and walk on. The salient point here
is the effort that has been put in the curatorial contextualization of the museum object
in order to amplify its affective reach. The bust of Nefertiti is a masterpiece no doubt,
but her charismatic effect owes much to its immediate surroundings: an architectural
structure and a curatorial framing carefully designed to magnify emotional impact.

I have juxtaposed two archaeological artefacts, the Egyptian bronze cat and the bust of
Nefertiti, to illustrate respectively resonance and wonder display approaches. For the
bronze cat, the contextualization was comprehensive, acknowledging and addressing
(at least partially) visitors’ need of accommodation; conversely, contextualization was
minimal and focused on engendering awe in the case of the Nefertiti bust. The reverse
might have been possible: Nefertiti’s bust might have been richly conceptualized, and
a minimal, awe-inducing layout might have been chosen for the Egyptian bronze cat.
An object’s potential to engender awe can be heightened or compressed through cura-
torial strategies. This is also true for the quality and levels of attention of visitors. I turn
to this point in the next section.

Awe, attention, and curatorial interferences

As mentioned, enhanced attention is considered a key determinant of awe experiences. In
this section I wish to cast light on the potential of curatorial interventions to act upon visi-
tors’ attention. To this end, I frame the discussion within an exhibition experiment per-
formed by cultural theorist Mieke Bal. Curatorial intervention may be downplayed, but
cannot be done away with; this is the dilemma that Bal (2006) seized at the heart of
the display of art objects: it is impossible to provide a ‘purely’ aesthetic, un-mediated,
out-of-context encounter with the displayed object, and therefore it is impossible to com-
pletely erase or hide curatorial mediation. In the face of this, Bal’s proposition is to move
away from attempts to hide what she calls the ‘expository agency’ (the curatorial respon-
sibility and accountability for the display) in order to actively engage with the ‘interfer-
ences’ created by curatorial intervention, enlisting them as working tools, even
emphasizing them, as doing so – crucially for our discussion on experiences of awe –
heightens visitor’s attention.

In an exhibition experiment at the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen in Rotterdam, Bal
(2006) set up to make curatorial decision-making explicit and disrupt a series of unspoken,
naturalized rules that underlie exhibition practice, such as an overarching theme that
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gives unity to the exhibition, a coherent juxtaposition of objects and texts, equally spaced
paintings along the walls and harmony between colours in the paintings and back-
grounds. For instance, in Bal’s exhibition labels were used inconsistently: some exhibits
(such as household goods) were accompanied by extensive interpretative texts, whilst
others (paintings and prints) had none. This inconsistency aimed to unsettle visitors’
‘comfort’; in Bal’s own words, she (2006, 535) ‘sought to denaturalize the institution of
label itself so that those that were there would be read’. Similarly, a painting with red
colours was mounted on a crimson screen; the juxtaposition of two clashing tonalities
of red created a visual dissonance – a misalignment of sensory perceptions – aimed to
enhance visitors’ attention by creating an aesthetic friction. In the same vein, Bal juxta-
posed a seventeenth century Dutch painting (the cornerstone of the exhibition) with
everyday household goods carrying depictions linked to the scene of the painting. This
mix of high-culture and mundane artefacts was meant to create intellectual inconsistency
through the disruption of conventional museum taxonomies. Bal’s experimentation
shows that by ‘interfering’ to de-aestheticize artworks and subvert exhibition rules, cura-
torial intervention can act upon visitor’s attention (a determinant of awe) and bring visi-
tors to see the exhibition with fresh eyes: as Bal puts it (Bal 2006, 535) ‘all these rules
conspire to neutralize, indeed naturalize, exhibitions. And comfort counters the act of
looking’. This kind of curatorial intervention enforces a change of pace in the viewing
and leverages on sensory dissonance in order to enhance visitors’ attention and need
for accommodation: visitors are made to feel unsettled enough to pay closer attention
to the display. As Bal (2006, 537) noted: ‘there are no limits in the integrated domain of
cognition and affect to what an exhibition can suggest to its publics’. Her experiment
is recalled here as an illustration of precisely how the curatorial can ‘interfere’ with cog-
nitive and affective responses. Granted, enhanced attention per se unlikely leads to experi-
ences of awe in museums. Nonetheless, by causing visitors to look carefully and look
differently, curatorial intervention can create wholly new perspectives, it can disclose
and magnify the awe-inspiring potential of exhibits. Similarly, by slowing down the
pace of the visit, it can open up a mental and affective space in which emotions can
emerge, expand, unfold and be fully experienced.

Closing remarks

I have argued that in an exhibition, the curatorial intervention, the objects on display, the
exhibition space, and the visitor, come together and interact in the creation of subjective
affective experiences. Emotions arise from encounters at the intersection of these
different exhibition elements and agencies. When looked at micro-scale, these encounters
are actually dialogues, they involve a back-and-forth between the subject, the source of
awe, and the surrounding environment informed by curatorial intention.

I have aimed to substantiate my argument that curatorial intervention plays a crucial
role in the elicitation of awe in museums by showing howmuch leverage it has on the key
determinants of awe: the sense of vastness, the need for accommodation, and a particular
kind of diffused attention. I hope this article and its core argument act as invitations and
springboards for future research of awe in museums (or for that matter other emotions)
through the prism of curatorial work, bringing into analytical focus its role and place in the
ability of some exhibitions to elicit powerful emotional responses. Specifically, more
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research is needed to examine more closely the connections between curatorial actions
and each determinant of awe and produce evidence of how these processes interact
with each other to shape awe experiences in museums.

This is a worthwhile effort, as with an enhanced awareness of the dynamics of awe,
museums can become even more exciting empirical sites for the study of awe and the
multiple agencies that contribute to engender this emotion in visitors. And conversely,
for museum studies, understanding better awe brings about a better understanding of
the interrelations between collections, museum environments and curatorial intervention
– how they mutually constitute and enhance each other. This may help us understand
why exactly museums continue to be places where we experience awe to begin with,
and how museums might capitalize on this in order to provide even more emotional
support to their public in increasingly challenging times.

Notes

1. I understand ‘the curatorial’ as a work of creative assemblage, echoing Hans Ulrich
Obrist’s proposition that ‘the task of curating is to make junctions, to allow different
elements to touch’ (2014, 1). Choosing to use this term is also a way to emphasize the
potential rewards of self-reflexivity in curatorial work (in line with Tinius and Macdonald
2020, 36).

2. Earlier still, the connection between feelings of expansion of the mind and artworks was dis-
cussed by 18th century Irish philosopher Edmund Burke in his essay on the sublime (Burke
[1757] 1990).

3. Any terminological discussion of awe needs to be prefaced by a note on the limitations of
placing the analysis within a given linguistic context. What in the English language is
termed ‘awe’ will be variously translated in other languages, accruing in the process
different nuances of meaning. Definitions of this concept cannot therefore claim universality;
most of the literature and reflections developed in this article stem from the Anglophone
context and are therefore to be received with awareness of the inherent linguistic limitation
and cultural relativism.

4. See https://www.aam-us.org/2021/09/30/museums-and-trust-2021/ accessed September
2023.

5. Awe and wonder are not synonymous (psychology studies reveal the subtle differences
between the two emotions, see Weger and Wagemann 2021). In this article however, for a
sake of simplicity I use them interchangeably as they are both relevant to the arguments
put forward.

6. Whilst the literature on cabinets of curiosity as a cultural historical phenomenon is extensive,
there has been relatively less research focusing on the physical structures of cabinets of curi-
osity and their impact on viewing and signifying practices, as well as emotions. Useful discus-
sions of these aspects can be found in Weston (2009) and Bowry (2015).

7. For an overview of qualitative research methods used to investigate feelings of awe among
museum visitors see Luke (2021).

8. These three curatorial approaches are proposed as paradigms here, they are an oversimplifi-
cation for the sake of the argument. Most exhibitions entail various combinations of these
and other approaches.

9. Divine Cat: Speaking to the Gods in Ancient Egypt, exhibition at the British Museum, November
2007 – January 2008. Details on the Gayer-Anderson cat: https://www.britishmuseum.org/
collection/animals/gayer-anderson-cat

10. See for instance https://artsandculture.google.com/story/_AWhSnxV4cRAIw and https://
www.smb.museum/en/museums-institutions/aegyptisches-museum-und-papyrussammlung
/collection-research/bust-of-nefertiti/, both accessed September 2023.
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