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In Portugal, accessibility is generally regarded as being restricted to people with 

impairments, namely people who require a wheelchair, those with sensory impairment 

or those with Special Educational Needs. These are considered minority groups whose 

demands cannot be heeded in detriment to the common good, and thus major 

investment in accessible venues is overlooked. This is especially striking in museums, 

galleries and similar historical places. Portugal is, unfortunately, at the tail end of 

Europe, as far as museum accessibility is concerned. 

Disregarding the importance of the senses in daily life can be historically 

explained. Pallasmaa states that “[o]ur western industrial culture is undoubtedly 

dominated by vision and the proliferation of visual imagery and information [what] 

Italo Calvino calls (…) ‘the rainfall of images’ ”.1 Until the eighteenth century, it was 

the senses of hearing, touch, smell and taste that governed human life and the situation 

changed with the emergence of the modern world, but also due to the invention and 

dissemination of the press: “[t]he shift from oral to written speech was essentially a shift 

from sound to visual space”.2 Therefore, sight turned into the dominating sense, 

together with the fact that youth, health, physical strength and success could be 

worshipped and confirmed by means of the eyes. 

In terms of museums, the same tendency occurred. The first visitors to the 

seventeenth and eighteenth-century museums were privileged enough to be allowed to 

touch their objects, since this practice was regarded as a means of interpreting: “[t]he 

seeming ability of touch to annihilate time and space give it a particularly vital role in 

the museum where so many of the exhibits were from long ago and far away. Touch 

helped bring the museum to life”.3 The nineteenth and twentieth centuries, though, 

altered this state of affairs and the prohibition, which so many of us have come across, 

is ubiquitous in modern galleries and museums. 

However, a shift in paradigm has occurred in recent decades, with many relevant 

examples from around the world, where museums and curators emphasise the 

importance of a convergence of all the senses and encourage visitors to engage with the 

art or artifacts on display through hearing, smell and touch, namely active touch or 

haptics. This is in line with the concept of multisensory communication upheld by the 

Portuguese scholar Josélia Neves, the accessibility designer and manager of the 

Portuguese “Museu da Comunidade Concelhia da Batalha” (Museum of the Council 

Community of Batalha).4 This museum was opened to the public in 2009, in a small 

town called Batalha, around 100km from Lisbon. It is the result of a project coordinated 

by the City Council of Batalha who intended to design a space where the history of this 

community could be discovered without neglecting physical access, mobility, comfort, 

security, autonomy, multimodality, continuity and creativity. 

The museum comprehends a variety of accessibility resources, which have been 

carefully designed to cater for the needs of a wide range of visitors, such as foreign, 

national, children and people with impairments. We shall focus on the resources 

designed for three groups of visitors. People who are visually impaired are provided 

with directional lighting, multimedia kiosks (with options of enlarging and high contrast 

texts in large print), numerous hands-on experiences and an audio guide. For those who 



The Museum and The Senses 

 

3 

are blind, with a view to ensuring an autonomous visit, there is a sensory trail on the 

floor, Braille displays, a multimedia kiosk with a screen reader, audio guides and space 

for guide dogs. For the deaf and hard-of-hearing, the following are made available: 

video guides in Portuguese Sign Language, films with closed captions, texts and space 

for the deaf guide dog. Finally, those with Special Educational Needs are offered clear 

language texts based on pictograms, game and exploration activities, kinesthetic 

experiences and guided visits. 

The added value of this small museum lies in its permission to touch the pieces 

on display. Visitors may touch a great number of pieces, the first of which is the tactile 

map of the museum at the entrance. It is then and there that we are offered the audio 

guide and explained the use of the dataton pickup equipment and the sensory trail. 

Along the visit, there is the opportunity to access a limestone block with fossils and a 

number of replicas for a stegosaurus tibia, three human skulls from different moments 

in history, a tomb stone, a balcony marble stone and a weight and measure system. 

The variety and number of these accessible resources are still rare when visiting 

many mainstream museums in Portugal; however, the experience offered by “Museu da 

Comunidade Concelhia da Batalha” enhances accessibility at all levels and for all 

visitors. Sense convergence not only engages visitors, but also transfers the museum 

visit to a completely different dimension, enabling a more complete, multisensory and 

holistic experience. 

Owing to this, the museum has been granted several awards, namely the 

Kenneth Hudson Award of the European Museum Forum, in May 2013. The Museum 

of the Year Award, in June the same year, and more recently, in December 2014, the 

honorary prize for the Most Accessible Council in Portugal, promoted by the 

Portuguese National Institute of Rehabilitation. 

 

Notes 
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