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Museum spaces and experiences for children – ambiguity and
uncertainty in defining the space, the child and the experience

Jo Birch

Department of Landscape, University of Sheffield, Sheffield, UK

ABSTRACT

Museum designers, curators and educators have traditionally emphasised
children as a group of learners but children are also experiencers and
players. Exploring frameworks of understanding, based on packaging and
person matter intra-actions of new materialism, leads me to propose the
development of an imaginative alternative to the learning rhetoric. An
alternative lies in thinking collectively about children’s and adult’s
museum experiences, offering: a rarely considered presentation of adults
and young children as alike and a much-needed unpackaging of the
adult–child binary. In proposing a challenge to the generalisability of
children’s museum experience, an emphasis is placed on ambiguity and
openness of experience. I suggest that matter is acknowledged as
agential for children, as for adults and children may more freely be
understood as humans entangled with the nonhuman andwith each other.
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1. Introduction

This paper is structured around the idea that we face a particular ‘problem’ or situation that is rel-
evant for the design of museums for children and for thinking about children’s experience of
museums. This problem is centred around a difficulty with over-packaging of the child as distinct
and separate from adults and embedded within this problem is an undercurrent of children being
defined as a group of learners (Falk 2015; Mayfield 2005; Hackett 2014). For scholars of social studies
of childhood and of children’s geographies, the value of this paper is in urging recognition of the
museum as (yet another) space in which children are problematically packaged according to per-
ceived differences. A wake-up call is offered – to question how far we have come since acknowledging
the manifold ways in which children have been negatively packaged and othered in public space
where they are not wanted or wanted only as a certain kind of body. Those spaces have included:
the street (Matthews, Limb, and Taylor 2000; Woolley, Hazelwood, and Simkins 2011) and neigh-
bourhood and residential spaces (Malone 2002; Skelton, Gough, and Brown 2013). Also valuable
to childhood and geographical studies is the consideration of children’s museum experiences in con-
junction with and as similar to adults’ experiences. This is not supported for removing children’s
voices or limiting exploration of children’s experiences. Rather, children’s geographers are invited
to revisit earlier notions of separability of child and adult (Lee 2005, 20), and be reminded that emer-
gent sociologies of childhood were never intended to keep children and childhood out of mainstream
social and cultural debates (James and Prout 1990, 24). This paper may also raise questions about the
extent to which academic disciplines and sub-disciplines are complicit in over-packaging children
and childhood, reminding us of how and why we study ‘children’s’ geographies.
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The approaches and suggestions made in this paper redress how rarely children’s experiences in
museums are considered beyond a focus upon children’s learning and how seldom children’s and
adult’s experiences are considered collectively. The problem and ‘solutions’ I discuss have emerged
from analysis of others’ qualitative research and theory, drawn from an interdisciplinary collection of
museology, anthropology, spatial design and urban planning, as well as geographies and sociologies
of childhood. Within this analysis, I present examples of international design research, on which I
have collaborated, that have been re-read through a fresh perspective of museums thinking.

After stating how museums are defined within this paper, Section 3 attends to the concept of the
packaged child, offering some examples of how children are knottily conceptualised in museum
spaces. A notion of the child as an ‘experiencer’ or one who bodily experiences is proposed, as a chal-
lenge to the common premise of the child as learner above all else. However, if the body and the
experience are foregrounded in the name of child-friendliness, I propose that this problematic packa-
ging can occur in other ways. Section 4 is concerned with thinking differently about museums to
reduce packaging by means of viewing both children’s and adults’ museum experiences. In order
to do this, I draw on aspects of new-materialism and posthumanism. When visitors’ ‘immersions’
in doing and being with matter (Heft 2003) are explored, something of the human (child or
adult) can be de-centred from stories of museum experience, which in turn subverts notions of
the human as a central and stable actor, be it adult or child. If childhood is seen, instead, as ‘a rela-
tional category’ (Wells 2015, 15), then I suggest adulthood can be viewed similarly with the possi-
bility for expectations of childhood and adulthood being shifted as we consider both alongside
each other. Section 5 focuses on the nature of relations between people, space and matter suggesting
that museum design and planning attend to sensory aspects of ‘atmosphere’ (Böhme 1993; Bjerre-
gaard 2011) and ‘intra-actions’ (Barad 2007) as ways to offer ambiguity in experience, i.e. less know-
able and translatable, yet potentially playful. Examples which attend to these qualities are cited from
museum studies and from design research.

The paper concludes with a call for un-generalisabilty or ambiguity of museum experience –

something a person may have outside the prescribed adult–child identity and package. The value
in the ambiguity of museum experience lies in emphasising sensory and bodily encounters with
space and matter, moving away from prescriptions of written texts and learning matter that keep
children within a learning trope and/or keep children’s and adults’ spaces and experiences polarised.
I suggest a relaxation of the adult–child binary within museum thinking and practice and, impor-
tantly for future research and thinking, make a case for discontinuing a long history of othering chil-
dren through spaces and activities designed ‘for’ them.

2. Defining museums

In this paper, I use a broad definition of museums. Firstly, I include museums which are non-profit;
open to the public, a public service and which have collections and exhibits (Dillenburg 2011, 9). The
International Council of Museums (ICOM 2007) has a similar definition, but also uses the adjective
of ‘permanent’ which disallows the inclusion of travelling and pop-up museums. I do not give
examples of impermanent museums within this paper but see it as useful if they are drawn into
understandings of what museums may be. Where Dillenburg and the ICOM emphasis public, not
all museums are set up as public services so a broad and international understanding would also
add the increasing number of museums and galleries that are private (Wei 2015). I incorporate
art galleries, which are included in the definition from the UK Museums Association (1998), an
organisation which places an emphasis upon the importance of collections. Collections, however,
are not always emphasised in ‘children’s museums’ which may have a stronger ‘fun’ and activity-
led element. This can cause debate around children’s museums’ status as a ‘proper museums’. May-
field asserts children’s museums are ‘not adult museums’ nor are they defined by having collections
(Mayfield 2005, 181). I very much acknowledge children’s museums as museums in this paper,
though later go on to highlight problems with conceptualising children’s museum experiences as
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so different from adults’. Finally, included in this paper’s definition is a range of museums which
visitors might interpret as having some aspect that is ‘for’ children right through to those museums
for which children are an unnoticed or forgotten part of society. It seems possible that museum ven-
tures and communities might self-define their spaces and practices, bearing in mind the words of
Costall and Dreir (2006, 7) when they say that ‘classificatory practices are themselves rather special
kinds of activities, often subservient to other ends in practice’. Next, I turn to ideas and constructions
of children when they do visit museums.

3. The packaged child

3.1. An uneasy shift from the child as a learner to the child as an embodied experiencer?

The child, in public space, it seems is always subject to the multiple constructions which adults
impose upon her. In trying to break away from the concept that the child is a learning and developing
mind, new thinking about the child as a body in museums is potentially helpful. I note, in particular,
that children are likely to be considered as certain kinds of bodies – a learning body or a monstrous
body liable to be in the wrong place.

Museums research is beginning to ask what we might ask and know about children’s bodies and
embodied perspectives. Consultative and participatory research can provide a broader picture, as this
example illustrates:

…we worked with them [the parents and children] and invited them to come to the museum and have a look
around. And we discovered so much […] And their visits… they photographed things round the museum, the
children, who were about 3 years old, photographed things from their point of view and the director of the
museum was really shocked. He said: ‘but they can’t see anything… just the undersides of the shelves’. (Carrie,
designer and museums consultant)

The above extract is from an interview with ‘Carrie’. In the interview with Carrie, I hear her tell of
visiting a museum space with a group of parents and children aged 3 and 4. Carrie was interviewed as
part of a research project: Designing with Children, a Leverhulme funded project, (on which I
worked as Research Associate), that sought to understand architects’ and other spatial designers’
experiences of designing with children. The project entailed interviews with 15 other spatial
designers (only Carrie designed museum spaces), about their experiences of designing with children,
followed by 4 case studies involving focused ethnography with 5 architects and 35 children. Methods
included interviews with children and designers alongside the use of filming and researchers’ obser-
vational notes in order to closely document dialogue between adults and children. Full details of
methods and spaces designed may be found in Birch et al. (2017a, 2017b). The project took a
new novel approach in that it was grounded in design and architecture as a process, as dialogue
and as an activity rather than built thing or outcome.

When children are acknowledged users of space, organisation of space for accessibility and ease of
use is a familiar design concept. It is often thought about in terms of museum exhibits: user-friendly
hand height and eye height for young children, open and available for small hands. What Carrie
reveals above is that the museum content, at that time, was thought to be inaccessible for the
young children. The children’s photographs revealed what they could see, or perhaps what they
could not see around the museum (see Kirk 2013, 2014 who discusses children’s use of cameras
in museums). It is possible that the young children wished for the exhibition content to be organised
better for their bodies, as did three- and four-year-olds exploring a skeleton bike as part of a bones
exhibit in Dockett, Main, and Kelly’s (2011, 25) study: ‘Can you make a smaller one for me? My legs
couldn’t reach the pedals’ (Liam).

Common sense and kindness might tell us that we ought to present museum objects at the right
height and usable to account for children’s bodies in terms of size and height, but what I suggest
should be questioned, is the extent to which ‘child-friendly’ positioning of museum artefacts and
opportunities for embodied engagement accounts for children as learning bodies (only). The rich
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work of Piscatelli and her colleagues places great emphasis upon young children’s experiential and
physical museums experiences yet still calls attention to children’s bodies as learning bodies (Pisci-
telli 2001). The thinking behind experiential museum exhibitions is that somatic multisensory
experiences become memorable for children (Weier and Piscitelli 2003, 22) and that ‘children
learn best’ this way (Piscitelli and Penfold 2015, 279). But how much can we think of children’s
bodies as being the museum experience itself?

Helpful are participatory research findings which can reveal a broader picture of children’s embo-
died perspectives that are untethered to a learning trope, for example, revealing how children’s
movement in the Australian Museum, Sydney, leads to:

[…] pleasure from some of the more mundane aspects of the museum, such as climbing the wide marble stairs,
and peaking through the railings in upstairs galleries can feature as important, and very much spatial, aspects of
museum visits. (Dockett, Main, and Kelly 2011, 26)

In the next extract documenting participatory research with young children at Discover, a children’s
story centre in East London, the researcher reveals her encounter with children’s physical engage-
ment with museum spaces that led to design quite unfocused on museum-content learning:

We discovered other aspects which we had not anticipated, which we incorporated into the final designs. For
example, we saw how much children enjoyed peep-holes and smaller spaces to squeeze through; as a conse-
quence, we developed different sized entrances and windows… (Cave 2010, 98)

Hackett’s research, concentrating on ethnographic observation, rather than consultation or partici-
patory interview techniques, adds much to a nascent area of work around embodiment which war-
rants further attention. In her 2014 paper, Hackett’s focus is young children’s walking and running
around museums as central to children’s perspectives of the museum, their placemaking and chil-
dren’s communicative practices. Hackett (2016) describes children’s embodied practices during
observed museum visits: running fast; wandering independently; going on searches with and without
other people; drumming repeatedly and dancing within museum spaces.

Yet in museum spaces, children’s embodied practices, and those of their family or guardians, are
not always recognised with such open-minded enquiry, often being judged to be out of kilter with
institutional mores. Take, for example, a 2014 British media report which presented a story of a
9-year-old child who had been photographed lying down, fitting herself neatly within two child-
sized blocks that form the lower two ‘steps’ of a ladder-like sculpture (Hewitt 2014). The child clearly
ignored any canonical value of the piece (Costall 2014). The artefact on display was an artwork by
Donald Judd ‘Untitled 1980’, a ‘10 million dollar’ piece, at Britain’s Tate Modern. The media report
of how she ‘clambered onto’, or was ‘crawling all over’ the sculpture drew visceral comment from the
museum, parent, art and cultural communities. A variety of discussions about children’s ‘places’ and
‘behaviours’ within museums were presented with a general disdain for the notion of child-friendly
or as a journalist, Ivan Hewitt, suggested, the ‘child-centred philosophy’. It is, for him, at the heart of
the problem:

This is the absurdity we’ve reached, thanks to the child-centred philosophy that now rules the discourse about
how public spaces should be organised. Many people seriously hold the view that making children conform to
the adult quiet of museums is a form of child abuse, which should be subverted at every turn. They must be
allowed to run around freely, run their sticky fingers over the Shaker furniture or Chinese bronzes, and
drink the babycinos thoughtfully provided by the museum café. (Hewitt 2014)

Children in this way are still conceptualised as awkward bodies, as demanding, as: ‘out of control,
uncontained, unpredictable, leaky: they are, in short, monstrous’ (Shildrick 1996, 2 cited in Goodley,
Runswick-Cole, and Lyddiard [2016, 3] who see this descriptor as matching not only social construc-
tions of women, but also of children and disabled people). ‘Monstrous childhoods’ suggests Blaise
can be ‘those that are not normal, innocent, sanitised and decontextualised’ (Blaise 2016, 618). Blaise
was referring to both sculptural taxidermy artworks of young and foetal animals and the encounters
with such artefacts within an exhibit, ‘Phantasmagoria’ in 2014, at the Art Gallery of South Australia.
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Yet these understandings of monstrous childhood are portrayed in Hewitt’s report of the girl who
climbs on the sculpture and in Hewitt’s understanding of child-centredness. Hewitt’s response
reads like a manifesto for re-working values that would confine children to spatial ‘islands’ such
as play spaces (Qvortrup 1994). Twenty years later, in Hewitt’s (2014) article, children are still por-
trayed as ‘a polluting presence […] seen to be challenging the hegemony of adult ownership of public
space’ (Matthews, Limb, and Taylor 2000, 281). Part of this adult ownership is, of course, in the form
of economic ownership and children, despite the barrage of advertising aimed at them, are essentially
in a position of little or no consumption. Yet Hewitt also fears a consumerist children-in-museums
culture, worrying that exhibits might be, for children,

[…] brought down to the kids’ level […] in much the same way as they think of Disneyland or Hamleys or the
kids channels on TV: something adjusted to their needs when they were kids, and therefore to be left behind as
quickly as possible, as they head towards adulthood. (2014)

These kinds of cultures, then, are seemingly trivial and impermanent and quite disconnected from
the real and significant stuff of museums (Latham 2015). Yet, in a sense, Hewitt echoes something
suggested by Aitken – the burden of children’s ‘being’ children is a weight of ‘responsibility and sepa-
rateness’ (Aitken 2008, 19). Children themselves can feel this, wishing to be disentangled from
others’ constructions of childhood desiring to:

distance themselves from the category of children altogether through, for example, the use of other terms such
as ‘people’, ‘little children’, ‘babies’ and ‘kids’. These were categories to which they did not see themselves
belonging. (James, Curtis, and Birch 2007, 95)

3.2. Othering children with child-friendliness

Developing Aitken’s notion around the responsibility of separateness, I propose a rejection, or at the
very least a deep questioning, of the phrases ‘child-centred’ or ‘child-friendly’ in a museums context.
In the case of the child on lying on the sculpture, these phrases serve to politically divide adults who
can be left to feel both uncertain about rights to public space and judged for children’s bodily engage-
ment with space.

Whilst not well used in museums literature, ‘child-friendly’ is elsewhere discussed in terms of:
care, communities, therapy, society, communications tools and research methods. In terms of
space and place, there is a small body of work related to hospitals (Birch, Curtis, and James 2007;
Lambert et al. 2014) and rather more that discusses outdoor environments, city neighbourhoods
and urban environments (Kyttä 2004; Whitzman and Mizrachi 2012; Malone 2013). I argue that
the too-muchness of the child-friendly term serves only to ghettoise children from both adults
and from other children of different ages. One person’s ‘oasis for children’ (Cave 2010, 89) is another
person’s problematic and partitioned ‘archipelago of “safe” spaces in a sea of adult-centric space’
(Fincher and Iveson 2008, 107). The work of Whitzman and Mizrachi is useful here. It lies outside
museums thinking and is grounded in fields crossing children’s geographies and urban policy and
design. I highlight their finding that children often prefer spaces that are not specifically designed
for them and because of this, the authors caution against confining children’s spatial needs to
‘specific and limited child-cages’ – such as skate parks or play areas in outdoor public spaces (Whitz-
man and Mizrachi 2012).

One of the greatest dangers of working with the child-friendly template is that it over-simplifies
and packages up adults and children separately ‘as something totally quantified, measured and
defined to the last detail […]’ (Bakhtin 1984, 58 cited in Frank 2005, 965). The concept of the pack-
age (Bone and Blaise 2015) is effective here to reflect on to what extent museums do or do not do.

Whilst Bone and Blaise discuss packaging of a human from quite a particular perspective, there
are messages of caution we can draw from the over-simplified and normalising processes of packa-
ging of humans – of children in this papers’ context – that happen when we use terms such as child-
friendly. Bone and Blaise (2015, 23) talk about the identity of the human being erased when a child is
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(re)packaged as a refugee or asylum seeker. Identity deletion is a feature of Hewitt’s branding of chil-
dren, (and associated supporting adults) as problematic ‘others’ within museums and broader society
(Braidotti 2013). Within the museum setting, the welcome, accepted brand and package is the child
as intelligent learning body.

And in order to be known, to be perceived as a figure that can be ‘seen’, a person or thing must be put in to the
categories of the other, categories that reduce, finish, consummate. We see not only ourselves, but the world, in
the finalizing categories of the other. (Holquist 2002, 84)

Next, I consider how thinking differently and thinking collectively about children’s and adults’
experiences in museums might offer a route to unpackaging of children.

4. Thinking differently about museums experiences to unpackage the adult–child
binary

James and Prout (1990, 24), in stirring up the beginnings of the new sociology of childhood acknowl-
edged that it would be an error to take theorising of childhood out of mainstream sociological
debates. We can soften some of the problematic partitioning of children’s and adults’ experiences
(Lee 2005; cf. Johansson 2012) by turning to some current discourses of adults’ and children’s
engagements with museum matter and asking just how firmly fixed are the differences between
adult and child experiences?

A perspective comes from of Dudley’s work on museum materialities. Dudley argues that
museums tend to overprovide text and meaning for (adult) visitors rather than concentrate on
the object-audience encounter. We are familiar with the more dominant narrative around museums
expecting even young children to be engaging with written text and literacies (Cave 2010, 82, 100),
but Dudley infers that this affects adults too. Whilst adults are often expected to interact with the
traditional written interpretation of museum objects, for Dudley, it was the matter, the large bronze
figure of a horse, that acted as text:

The horse was green, over a metre high, and stood considerably higher still as a result of its plinth. I was with
utterly spellbound by its majestic form, it’s power, and, as I began to look at it closely, its material details: its
greenish colour, its textured surface, the small areas of damage. I wanted to touch it though of course I could
not – but that did not stop me imagining how it would feel to stroke it, or how it would sound if I could tap
the metal, or how heavy it would be if I tried to pick it up. I was, in other words, sensorially exploring the
object, even though I had to intuit and imagine rather than directly experience most of the encounter. (Dud-
ley 2012, 1)

Dudley’s presentation of this encounter places an emphasis upon the object’s ‘power to fixate’ (Clif-
ford 1985, 244) and this power, it seems, was not diminished by the absence of interpretive written
text nor the restrictions around touching it. Rautio suggests that children too are likely to have such
an experience with children displaying an:

[…] aesthetic-affective openness towards material surroundings: an attentiveness to and sensuous enchantment
by non-human forces, an openness to be surprised and to grant agency to non-human entities. (Rautio 2013,
395)

For Rautio, these are not necessarily ‘special’ qualities that children possess. Children are thought to
anthropomorphise objects with ease (Nieuwenhuys 2011), yet in previous works, Rautio notes how
adults are moved by non-human matter and may communicate their relations to the non-human
world in sensuous, affective and anthropomorphic ways. Adults too conceptualise non-human
elements with abilities to feel and act (Rautio 2011, 112).

Other adults’ recollections of being moved by matter and recognising its agency are told by
Latham’s interpretive phenomenological study of the ways in which adult museum visitors experi-
ence ‘real things’ on display in museums. ‘Steve’, a museum visitor in Latham’s study, in discussing a
perfume bottle within a Titanic exhibit, notices it still has a little liquid inside. He states how reading
about it or seeing it in a book or online is not the same experience as being with it in the museum: ‘If
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you’re physically there, it’s almost entrancing – it’s like, this is here, this is in front of me’ (Latham
2015, 10). ‘Paula’, from the same study, assigns an animate quality to the paper money in the exhibit
stated that it ‘should have degraded […] so it had a way of living even though it should have been
destroyed. That’s why I found it interesting’ (2015, 11).

In recognising the agency of museum matter, perhaps adults are rupturing the ‘stable and
restricted adult subjectivity’ that is expected of them (Johansson 2012, 112). Or perhaps it is less
complicated – it happens as a shared human experience. Another shared experience between adults
and children can be noticed in the ways that height, majestic form and power impress (Ahmed 2004,
6). This effect upon Dudley is felt in similar ways by very young museum visitors. In Dudley’s vign-
ette, the bronze horse is introduced to us, being significant first for its size. It is worth noting the
number of museum studies which have discussed how large objects are memorable and significant
for young children too (Kindler and Darras 1997; Piscitelli and Anderson 2001; Anderson et al. 2002;
Kirk 2014). Whilst the young children in those studies did not state, or were not expected to state,
reasons why scale mattered, adults have been found to feel the magnitude of something in a museum
contributing to its ‘realness’ (Latham 2015, 7).

Dudley’s interaction, not in the affective response but in the sensorial exploration feels akin to
Wurtak’s observed interaction between a wandering four-year-old and bowl of brightly coloured
polished stones within a museum’s ‘Discovery Touchroom’. Unlike Dudley, the four-year-old is
able to handle the items:

The wanderer can’t resist and stops to run her fingers among the smooth stones, carefully lifting and then let-
ting them slip through her fingers. She does this over and over again, mesmerized by the colours, the silky feel of
the stones and the delicate noises as they fall. (Wurtak 1987, 17 cited in Kirk 2014, 32)

Of course, we only know the adult construal of the child’s experience here and we cannot compre-
hend the child’s reflection upon of her own experience, but both observations seemingly show how,
for both Dudley and the girl:

[…] encounters with the world seem nearly automatic and habitual, and the experience of a boundary between
the self and the world is negligible. We are ‘simply’ immersed in situated doing and being. (Heft 2003, 151)

5. How we might ‘unpackage’ the child and adult – thinking about what is in
between person and object

I now move on to consider how we might further unpackage the child by thinking more about
museum engagements – in particular through a breaking down of the boundary between self and
world, as Heft suggests or, as I propose, by giving attention to what is in-between.

The previous section’s descriptions of adult and child interactions with matter such as bronze,
glass, paper and stone, are not described in the context of specific learning or educational frame-
works. Instead of the object being ‘the primary experience of exhibitions’ (Bjerregaard 2011, 76), I
propose a consideration of what Bjerregaard (2011) and Böhme (1993, 114) term: atmosphere.
This atmosphere is an ‘in betweenness’ or ‘relation between environmental qualities and human
states’ (Böhme 1993, 114). Perhaps Böhme would see the environment and human as separate
while Barad might see them as indistinct, as entities that ‘emerge through their intra-action’
(Barad 2007, 33). In other words, in a museum context, a Baradian viewpoint would suggest that
we should concentrate upon the phenomenon or the relationship between the person and the object
rather than the two as separate.

A statement of the similarities between Barad’s intra-actions and Bjerregaard’s in-betweenness or
atmosphere is something new I bring to museums and other spatial discourses. They may have dif-
fering ontological bases, yet I suggest that there is potential for museums thinkers, designers and
practitioners to draw on one these ideas in planning for children’s and adults’ experiences in
museums. These theoretical standpoints offer a shift away from the museum as learning space
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towards museum as an experiential place that fosters relationships between and across people and
things.

5.1. In-betweenness in practice

As an example of how these ideas are manifest within museum practice, Bjerregaard’s account of the
Villa Sovietica is valuable. Bjerregaard highlights how this exhibit, of Soviet everyday objects at
Musée d’ethnographie de Genève in 2009, focuses upon atmosphere or in-betweeness rather than
the objects themselves. Curators, without particularly knowing what they wanted to say, ‘dissolved’
objects’ status by emphasising space and methods of viewing. For example, the exhibit has ladders to
climb and view furniture which is otherwise hidden behind white cloths. In another section, a mag-
nifying glass is set within a door to a closed room housing a rotating toy car. These descriptions
sound like they could be part of an exhibit set out with children in mind but no mention is made
of a specifically adult or child audience. The atmosphere created and connections between object
and viewer and are purposefully embodied yet offer personal interpretation, mystery and ambiguity.

The importance of ambiguity or uncertainty in spatial design is highlighted by Juhanni Pallasma,
renowned Finnish architect and thinker – with a particular interest in sensed and embodied artistic
and architectural practice. He suggests the power of uncertainty in maintaining and stimulating curi-
osity advocating ‘a growing capacity to tolerate uncertainty, vagueness, lack of definition and pre-
cision, momentary illogic and open-endedness’ (Pallasma 2009, 111). Uncertainty, as a theme,
appeared many times in architects’ discussions of children’s involvement within the Designing
with Children study. In particular, Susanne, architect from the German case study, bases most of
her collaborative design workshops on the principle and practice of atmosphere. Her participatory
workshops with children that we observed and those that she does more broadly with her practice
Die Baupiloten are founded on the idea that atmosphere, though imprecise, may be more knowable
than concrete and tangible features of a place or building. Atmosphere is understood and commu-
nicated through visual modes in her work – using magnified photographs of matter and through
models and collages (Hofmann 2014, 30). She uses atmospheric visualisations in order to find a com-
mon language between spatial designer and participants/space-users, be they children or adults. In
an interview for the project, she described the uncertainty and imaginative elements associated with
doing this:

Well we never go the straight way but we always try to make creative detours with the children and try to trigger
their imagination and work on purpose outside their everyday life. Because, really, design-wise I don’t have an
idea before… I have a feeling [when] if I go to a space that it has to open up […] (Susanne, architect)

For all the architects we spoke to within our study, the single stand-out characteristic which they
valued in doing design work with children was children’s openness to possibility (Birch et al.
2017a). This parallel’s Olsson’s (2013, 231) idea that ‘children actually display a veritable taste for
creative thought and that what they really do is to go on a hunt for that which glimmers’. In stating
what adults notice about the ways in which children go about their lives, there is a temptation to
identify these ways as ‘children’s special qualities’ and that this proves children as distinctive from
adults. I argue that this is not the case. Instead, what happens is that scholarly and societal habits
of separating out children’s and adult’s behaviours and environments lead to an assumption: that
describing children as something means that adults are not this thing, for example, that adults are
not playful, nor open to the possibility.

Notions of play, atmosphere, ambiguity as well as spatial and sensory qualities are all features of
an example I next highlight from sensory (museum) studies. An exhibit described by Wiseman
(2010), in writing of the Indians of the Rainforest exhibition, at the Copenhagen Museum of
World Culture alludes to a potential for the (adult or child) visitor to experience the museum in
ways that recall both play and the body:
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The physical and sensorial model of the exhibition is essentially that of the playground. In this respect, it is
singularly effective in triggering the adult visitor’s somatic memories. It somehow allows the visitor to break
with normal bodily habits and this, in turn, contributes to a sense of being in an unfamiliar environment.
(Wiseman 2010, 251)

The architect-designed exhibition offers little by way of explanation and text is limited to mythology
and metaphor rather than history or science. Wiseman describes the pathway through the exhibition
as ‘deliberately labyrinthine which draws in the visitor but avoids imposing a fixed itinerary’ (Wise-
man 2010, 251). Amid zones crudely defined as: Household, Nature and Transition, a huge video
installation of a waterfall, over 10 metres wide preceded by light and sound before the visual element,
observes the curatorial aims for the provision of multisensory and relatively unexplained experience.
The lack of emphasis upon explanation may be judicious, in attempts to avoid presumption around
either learning or connection with the past through museum artefacts which is disputed by Bjerre-
gaard (2011, 76) and by Tolia-Kelly (2016). A sensory museology is risky, however, as Wiseman
points out, criticisms of this kind of museum experience arise because of departure from the tra-
ditional emphasis of the ‘real’ in museum artefacts. Yet I suggest that museums might be interested
in making a deliberate place for the unknowable, for the ambiguous, because the distinction between
person and object may be somewhat dissolved. A space that is more ambiguous and less stable and
prescribed may better support a de-stabilising of the adult–child binary.

A final example of a place for the unexplained, comes from some Australian Museum exhibits
described by Dockett, Main, and Kelly (2011, 25). When a dinosaur exhibit wears a set of pearls,
3-year-olds are open to this capricious curation of diverse agential elements (Bennett 2010, 23)
and the ‘foolish’ (Bennett 2010, xiii). Dockett and her colleagues, in actively digging deeper into chil-
dren’s suspension of reality, received children’s statements in the research journals they were given,
imagining if ‘a lizard ate me’ or ‘2 hyenas ate 2 men’. These are reflective of the states of play, risk and
imagination which were conjured up between those children and the artefacts and spaces they
encountered. Kirk (2014, 157) and Feder (1989) have observed a combination of fear and fascination
in children’s museum engagements. In these examples, we can see howmuseums might align with an
understanding of curiosity as risky (Phillips 2014, 2352), as transgressive and ‘a rejection of the
known as inadequate, incorrect, even uninteresting’ (Benedict 2001, 4).

6. Conclusion – acceptance of the ambiguous and ungeneralisable

I have presented what I consider to be a problem or theme of interest associated with thinking about
children in museums: conceptualisation of children in museums on the basis of their dissimilarities
from adults is, I have argued, unhelpful. It contributes to an uncomfortable packaging of the child
which serves to continue a long history of ‘othering’ and ‘excluding’ children. Notions of children’s
museums or child-friendly museums or exhibits do not, I believe, address this problem. In response,
I have presented examples of where children and adults can be thought to share ways of engaging
with objects and spaces – with adults and children both being attentive and capable of ‘sensuous
enchantment’ (Bennett 2010; Rautio 2013, 395). These suggestions are important in making a
case for returning to the idea that adults’ and children’s separability is only partial (Lee 2005, 20).
A significant implication of this paper is that through it, I propose that future research reaches across
disciplines and draws up research questions and methods that better address this partial separability.
I also suggest that what is needed is a continuation of new materialism’s theoretical and practical r
(e)positioning of bodies with (other) matter. This means attendance to relations between the two –

what might be called intra-relations, in-betweenness or atmospheres that happen in museums.
Finally then, I offer a way of ‘doing’ children in museums, both in research and curatorial practice

– through ambiguity of museum experience to allow more mutable concepts of (adult and child) per-
sonhood. At first I thought that a ‘disassembling of the fixed-ness of narratives’ (Bennett 2007, 37;
Tolia-Kelly 2016, 907) might be done via a ‘personalisation’ of museum experience yet personalisa-
tion is an unhelpful term and could be better replaced by ‘matterisation’, with the human ‘no longer
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at the centre of the action’ (Pickering 1995, 26). Ultimately, I reject a neat and alluring one-word
term, instead more broadly proposing that individuals – adults or children, separate or together –
be offered opportunity for personal, not universal, encounter with museum space and objects.
The encounter may be special, intimate, subjective; it may happen to be relational or collective in
the context of other people.

Both children and adults can experience museums through atmospheres of ambiguity, not just
through learning-focused texts and interpretation, but through sensory and bodily encounters
with space and matter for these are valid ways of knowing and instruments of comprehension (Mer-
leau-Ponty 1962, 235).

Ambiguous, non-generalisable interaction between human bodies and non-human matter have
been happening for a long time within childhood theory, child care and education practice. Nichol-
son’s (1971) theory of loose parts within early childhood studies spoke of embodied possibilities,
flexibility and openness. But what if playfulness and openness of interpretation were more embedded
within children’s and adults’museum experiences? Children and adults, in museums, would both be
an undefined kind of monstrous, both ‘becoming-imperceptible’, self-inventing ‘in interaction with a
material, social, and discursive environment’ (Colebrook 2014, 47, 48; Taguchi, Palmer, and Gustafs-
son 2016, 706), choosing ways to move from tangible worlds to the possibilities of imagined or vir-
tual ones (Bennett 2001, 111).
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