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Sense of Touch 

We have a plenty of things in our surroundings that we get accustomed to, to the point 
that we never pay attention to their significance in our life. One such thing is the “sense of 
touch”. My fascination with the sense of touch began during my final year in undergrad. 
There are books that you read, and they kind of change your life, change the way you think 
and analyze the things around you; for me, it was “Eyes of the Skin” by Juhanni Pallassmaa. 
The book talks about the relationship of five senses with the architecture and our 
surroundings. It goes into depth about the importance of each sense, but more specifically the 
sense of touch and how it connects us, to the world that we live in, to the people we get in 
contact with, to literally anything that we touch; it is the most intimate sense of all.  
Pallassmaa has taken references from the works of Ashley Montagu who is known for his 
study of touch, and Bernard Berenson who was an art historian specifically known for his 
work on the renaissance painters. Berenson was the first person to coin the term “tactile 
values” in his essay “Florentine Painters of the Renaissance (1896)”. Bernard Berenson 
suggested that when experiencing an artistic work, we imagine a genuine physical encounter 
through 'ideated sensations'.The term ‘tactile value’ refers to the sensations that evokes the 
sense of touch while looking at a work of art. This quality can be witnessed in many of the 
Renaissance painter’s works and that is what Berenson mostly focused on. One of the 
examples given by Berenson, to understand the tactile values better would be of the 
comparison between Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus and Giotto’s The Ognissanti Madonna 
(Madonna Enthroned). 

 
 
 
According to Berenson, tactile value is not something that can be felt by a visual of 

Venus rising from the sea, because it is not realistic, in fact, it is evoked by this visual of 
Madonna seated on a throne occupying “real space”. We are more likely to experience tactile 
imagination through seeing things that are closer to the reality. Berenson in his essay about 
the Florentine Painters write, “Without volume, bulk, inner substance and texture, in short 
without the stuff of touch, the poetry, character, and plot of an art have no anchor in the 
world, no place for our imagination to take hold”. It is our experiences in life that evoke our 
tactile imagination. It is the same with the sense of taste as well, we usually have a stored 
memory of whatever we have eaten in the past; that memory can be evoked by just looking at 

The Ognissanti Madonna 
Giotto 1306 - 1310 
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The Birth of Venus 
Sandro Botticelli 1483 - 1485 
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a picture of that particular food and sometimes even thinking about it can arouse that memory 
of taste.  

Berenson mentioned at several points that Giotto was a genius when it came to the 
simulation of tactile imagination in paintings. So I started studying the work of Giotto in 
order to understand the idea of tactile values. Here are some of his paintings that helped me 
understand it better. I can feel the cloth draping from their bodies in all of these paintings, I 
can imagine the texture of the surfaces they are sitting on, I can feel the people touching, the 
mother holding her child, I can feel all these things by looking at these paintings. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Last Supper 
Giotto 1304 - 1306 
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St. Francis giving his Mantle to a Poor Man 
Giotto 1297 - 1299 
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Pentecost 
Giotto 1304 - 1306 
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Flight into Egypt 
Giotto 1304 - 1306 
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Marriage at Cana 
Giotto 1304 - 1306 
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Arrest of Christ (Kiss of Judas) 
Giotto 1304 - 1306 
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Bernard Berenson had very astounding theories regarding touch but unfortunately, he 
lacked scientific evidence to prove his point. Several articles that I have read, transition from 
the work of Bernard Berenson to the work of Ashley Montagu because of the lack of 
scientific evidence in the theories of Berenson. Montagu’s book called “Touching: The 
human significance of the Skin” was published in 1971 in which he majorly talks about 
different aspects of touch with regards to maternal touch, touch in human growth and 
development, touch in culture and contact, physiological aspect of touch, skin and sex, and 
the significance of touch. 

Montagu supported the claims made by Berenson as to how we “imagine we are 
enjoying physical feelings when we look at a painting or a sculpture”. Much like Berenson, 
Montagu also talks about how some great painters produce representations that seem more 
‘real’ than the objects they represent. In this regards he specifically mentions the work of 
John Constable, he refers to him as a tactile painter. In the chapter “Culture and Contact” of 
his book Touching: The Human Significance of the Skin, Montagu cites Robert Hughes words 
for Constable’s work: 

“His childhood was substance rather than fantasy: tactile memories of mold, mud, 
woodgrain and brick became some of the most 'painterly' painting in the history of art. The 
foreground of The Leaping Horse is all matter, and the things in it squidgy earth, tangled 
weeds and wild flowers, prickle of light on the dark skin of water sliding over a hidden ledge-
are troweled and spattered on with ecstatic gusto. This is the landscape of touch."  

Below are some of the works by John Constable to demonstrate the thoughts of Robert Hughes:  

 

 

The White Horse 
John Constable 1819 
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Salisbury Cathedral from the Meadows 
John Constable 1831 
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As for sculpture, Montagu talks about the work of Henry Moore who is known for his 
abstract sculptures. In his book, Montagu writes, “Another modern tactile sculptor is Henry 
Moore, the notable English versatilist. ‘For me,’ he has said, ‘everything in the world of form 
is understood through our own bodies. From our mother's breast, from our bones, from 
bumping into things, we learn what is rough and what is smooth’.” 
Here’s some of Henry Moore’s work for reference: 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Figura Destesa (Forma Esterna) 
Henry Moore 1953-1954 
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Composition 
Henry Moore 1933 
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Mother and Child 
Henry Moore 1936 
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While we are talking about the sculptures and three dimensional forms, in an article 
by Frances H. Herring, called Touch: The Neglected Sense, he mentions how the sense of 
touch has been neglected mostly in the European region and the evidence of that can be 
found in a lot of European writers’ works. Whereas, in Asia, the sense of touch is considered 
when it comes to aesthetics with regards to their pottery. Herring, in his article, writes that the 
art of the Orient is a prove that the Chinese pottery, jade and ivory are worked on with a point 
of view that they are to be held. He cites Warren E. Cox, writing in 1946 on "Chinese Ivory 
Sculpture" as following:  

 
“In my book on "Pottery and Porcelain" I spoke of the "tactile appeal" which a fine glaze has; that 
appeal which causes a Chinese collector to take a piece in his hands and run his fingers over it. The 
tactile appeal of old ivory is even greater than of an old glazed pottery. This is because, first of all, the 
surface is a carved one and not simply a melted one. The carver can work exactly the soft change of 
planes and subtility of curves he wishes.... But the tactile appeal of a piece of old ivory gains in another 
way: the touches of many hands over a long period of years impart a warm human quality that is hard 
to describe, but that certainly adds to its charm, and no amount of staining and rubbing can produce 
the same effect...” 
 

A writer on "Chinese Jade: The Sense of Touch," in an article appearing in Burlington 
Magazine for Connoisseurs (1940, pp. 192), makes an even more unreserved statement, 
suggesting cultural causes for our Western attitude to- ward touch, and possible subtle 
psychological effects:  

 
“In public collections visitors have little opportunity to appreciate the more subtle aspect of this 
beautiful material. It needs very careful lighting if it is to be seen at all . . . moreover the material, so 
cool to the touch, needs to be handled-one might almost say caressed-if one is to understand its peculiar 
virtue.” 

 
This provides an evidence as to how the Chinese pottery is more about the feel of the 

material, and how it caters to the sense of touch more than the sense of sight as compared to 
other artforms. Below are a few pictures to demonstrate the intricacy that was found in 
Chinese pottery and how it would have been a treat to be able to touch the vases.  

  Longquan celadon wine Jar with light bluish-green glaze,  
Song dynasty, 12th century; in the Victoria and Albert Museum, London.  

Image Source: Britannica (Web) 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Bernard Leach: vase 
Vase by Bernard Leach. 

JamesJen 
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A rare and large mottles dark green jade alms bowl. 
Qianlong period 1735 – 1795 

Image Source: Christie’s Gallery (Web) 

 

A Finely Carved Spinach-Green Jade Brush Pot 
China, Qing Dynasty, 18th Century 

Image Source: Christie’s Gallery (Web) 
 



Getting back to Montagu’s book, Ashley Montagu specifically talks about the relationship 
between the skin and touch. He refers to touch as the parent of all the senses because sense of touch is 
the first sense that is developed when a fetus is in its developmental stage. There is medical evidence 
provided that when an embryo is less than six weeks old, and hasn’t developed eyes or nose, it starts 
developing skin and is very responsive to the surroundings through that skin. Montagu mentions 20 
functions of the skin some of which are directly related to the sense of touch and simulations that the 
skin enhances, the rest of them are majorly related to skin being a protective layer and as a barrier 
between the organisms and the environment. Montagu also talks about different types of ‘touch’ and 
how the terminology is also used metaphorically, for example, when we say someone has a happy 
touch, we don’t mean their ‘touch’ is happy. What we mean by that is that they give off a happy vibe.  
Our "feeling" for others embodies much of the kind of experience which we have ourselves 
undergone through the skin. A deeply felt experience is "touching". Montagu specifically emphasize 
on how human existence is impossible without touch. It is, however, possible to live without other 
senses. A person can survive without vision or hearing but their existence diminishes without touch as 
it is felt through the whole body; one of the most important examples would be of Helen Keller, who 
became deaf and blind in infancy and her mind was literally created through the stimulation of her 
skin. One of the qualities of touch that is constantly mentioned by Montagu is that touch is not 
restricted to one small organ, it is spread throughout the body because of the skin. Skin is the largest 
organ in a human body. Touch is a basic behavioral need for human beings and animals just like 
breathing is a basic survival need. Infants are accustomed to developing better if they have been 
subjected to the sufficient amount of parental touch. And it is through social contact that we grow. If 
the need for touch is not satisfied, it may result in abnormal behaviors.  

Touch has been the most neglected sense in the history, although there have been 
times when the importance of touch was realized. Most of the historians and writers were 
very much influenced by the Plato’s hierarchy of senses. He regarded the sense of sight as the 
most important sense because it allows us to experience things from a distance, even Aristotle 
works around the same idea and so does Da Vinci. It was around 17th century that the sense of 
touch started getting some importance with regards to the close connection that it provides 
with things.  
 Touch is the most intimate form of communication that we know, a form of communication 
that we use to express our love, be it to our parents, our friends, family members, or partner, touch is 
what we use to express ourselves, through several gestures; hugs, handshakes, or even a simple pat on 
the back. While studying the sense of touch in this particular time when we are going through a 
pandemic that literally spreads through touch, I came to the realization that how in this time the 
biggest love gesture that we can do for our loved ones is to not to touch them and maintain our 
distance. It is almost surreal, not being able to touch the people we love, not being able to touch the 
things in our surroundings that we would mostly not think about; the railing of a staircase in a public 
place, doorknobs, handles, and what not. It is a very unconscious act, touching something, we don’t 
think much about it, but now, in these times, we have to be careful. Our ‘new normal’ demands us to 
wear masks and gloves as protective layers from the virus that has spread throughout the world.  
It doesn’t matter how suffocating the masks feel, we have to wear them in order to protect 
ourselves… 
It doesn’t matter if wearing gloves change the overall experience of touch, we have to wear 
then in order to protect ourselves… 
 As a creative, my art practice mostly consists of photographs related with some 
narrative. After analyzing my research on the topic of sense of touch in relation to the current 
situation, where we are mostly deprived of touch, where we have to wear gloves, as a 
protective layer on our skin, which itself is a protective layer on our body; I came up with the 
idea of producing this series of photographs based on the idea of how our experience of touch 
is being altered through a layer in between.  
 

 



Untitled 
Laiba Aslam, 2020. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I miss the touch of my mother’s hand 
I miss shaking hands with my father 

I miss the warm hug of a friend on a gloomy day 
I miss the simple pat on my back telling me it would be okay… 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I miss not caring about what I’m touching 
I miss not thinking about holding something in my hands 

 

I miss my mother’s hands stroking through my hair 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I miss the miss the time when all this wasn’t very exhausting I miss the time when my brain was at peace 

 



 

 
 

 
 
 

I miss everything from the simpler days…  

I miss the life that I used to have… 



 

 
 
 

Most of all? I miss the happy feelings that I used to feel. 
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