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ABSTRACT

Elephants, Cuckoos, Horses, and Me (Elefanti, cuci, cai §i eu) is an exhibit made
in Romania in 2017 to draw attention to the absence of a children’s museum
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in the country. This article is a subjective account of the creation and devel-
opment of this exhibition, written by two of its curators. It aims to give an
example of curatorial and educational museum practices involving the young

public’s interaction with artefacts in exhibitions or museums.

The Tosif Hertea' toy collection was donated recently to the Romanian non-
governmental organization Asociatia Da’ De Ce® (I Wonder Why? Associa-
tion). The result was an exhibition of original artefacts dedicated to children
and their careers. The article traces the evolution of the exhibition concept:
adapting the design and wayfinding to different locations; addressing differ-
ent categories of public; and adding or subtracting artefacts and stories. The
exhibition Elephants, Cuckoos, Horses, and Me was displayed in Romania in
three different cultural spaces for six months in 2017 and visited by almost

4000 children and adults.

Introduction. Theoretical background

ince the 1980’s, museum education

and visitor research studies have

seen considerable growth in Western
countries. One result was the development
of children’s museums and increased
interest on the part of traditional museums
in offering special exhibits and programs to
children, mostly living history museums,
art and natural history. In Romania, after
2000, we see well trained specialists opening
the way to informal education and museum
pedagogy. More recently, some Romanian
museums have become committed to their

young public as they include not just in their
missions, but also in their practices, the
development of programs and exhibitions
for them. Step by step, these museums are
becoming children friendly by: setting
up a permanent exhibition or workshop
room; training or hiring specialists in
early learning; researching the collection
to make it accessible to kids; purchasing
new artefacts; creating new exhibitions and
graphic design; working together with and
becoming involved in the community.

Some characteristics of childrens
museums:

- They address young patrons up to
12 years old and provide contextual and
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1) Romanian
composer and
ethnomusicologist.

2) Asociatia Da’ De Ce
is based in Bucharest
and is known for

the cultural projects

it carries out in
Romanian museums
to coordinate youth
activities in traditional
exhibition spaces.
Their goal is to bring
the museum closer to
its youngest visitors
through programs and
installations.
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3) Definition provided
by the Association of
Children’s Museums

(ACM).

4) Please Touch
Museum in
Philadelphia, U.S.A.
opened in 1978 and,
having undergone
along process of
self-improvement,

it can now claim to
be “internationally
recognized as a leader
in ‘purposeful play’.”

5) One example is the
Children’s Museum of
Indianapolis, which
has developed and
refined its family
learning initiatives
and strategies and
become a case study.

interactive exhibits that are intended to
stimulate educational experiences for
children and families. “Many maintain
permanent early-childhood exhibits that
are appropriate for infants and toddlers”
(Colbert 2011: 606).

- They are part of strategies of cultural
development for urban revitalization. A
survey by the Association of Childrens
Museums concluded that 33 percent identify
themselves as flagships in downtown
revitalization projects (Colbert 2011: 606).

- They are complex “playgrounds.” They
focus traditionally on play as a means
of supporting childrens learning and
development. For these institutions, play is
a very serious thing. It has a learning value.*
Children’s museums don't share the same
definition of play and how it connects to
learning and this is one reason why children’s
museums are so diverse (some have play at
their core, some not).

- They carry out research focusing on
exploring the role of adults in these early
learning experiences. As a result, we see
the support given to adults accompanying
children in museums: indoor or outdoor,
during planned educational activities for
families or during free access in the museum
environment (Wolf & Wood 2012: 5).°

- In general, they “seek to demystify
the adult world, to help children acquire
or shape special skills, attitudes and
knowledge concerning the world around
them. Children’s museums strive to meet
these goals by immersing young patrons in a
unique, leisure/learning environment filled
with multisensory, participatory exhibits.
Here, the child assumes the role of keeper of
the keys, master of the locks. The child is in
complete control” (Judd and Kraft 1997: 22).

In some traditional museums, we see
a transition from hands-oft to hands-on
displays, from non-tactile to interactive
displays. There are exhibition areas with
“please touch” labels. Museums launch
scavenger hunts or open their “treasure
chests” for their most curious audience:
the children. We associate this also with a

change in the way otherwise restricted areas
in the urban environment are approached.
Open houses in various institutions,
schools, archives or museum storage
rooms, or open kitchens in restaurants,
are all aimed to provide access to the
“laboratory;” the mystery zone where secrets
are kept. We understand this openness as a
social tendency to soften the isolation, the
alienation or even the obstinate search for
privacy of the urban dweller.

The exhibition

We consider Elephants, Cuckoos, Horses, and
Me to be a different exhibition about toys as
it brings together familiar, culturally shared
objects and novel objects. The elephants,
cuckoos and horses in the title are familiar
animals from the child’s world, but the last
name in the list, “Me,” introduces an element
of ambiguity and childish language: it could
be me as in anyone who reads it, or it could
be some new entity. In the exhibition, the
visitor discovers many more animals than
the title would let on, and that “Me” is a
novel creature from the story Little I-am-
me (Das kleine Ich bin ich) by Mira Lobe.
Finally, everyone can build a toy that didn’t
exist before.

There are children’s museums which
exhibit toys as a representation of
childhood, and others where toys are the
museum’s props. Our exhibition is different
because it shows all types of toys together:
handmade and mass-produced, old and
new, toys belonging to both Romanian
and international folklore, some with a
name, some from a game, some made
by children, some made of plastic and
others environmentally-friendly, some
damaged and others very fragile, etc. This
apparent hodgepodge invites the visitors
to differentiate among the toys, by sorting
them, using them or inventing stories,
according to their age group.
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The project brings something new to
the Association’s portfolio and also to the
museum field. First, as far as we know, there
were few such donations made in Romania
in recent years. Further, Elephants, Cuckoos,
Horses, and Me is the first Romanian
exhibition featuring heritage objects geared
towards and available to children, as well
as exhibition material to support adults
accompanying children.

Second, some of our team members
are interested in researching childrens
views of their museum

care of all that is old, but also the care of new
toys as they have the chance to make their
own, inspired by the ones on display.®

The exhibition Elephants, Cuckoos, Hors-
es, and Me was shown at ARCUB, Hanul
Gabroveni in Bucharest (8-30 June 2017),
717 visitors (352 children and 365 adults)
and four educational programs; The Eth-
nographic Museum of Transylvania in
Cluj-Napoca (1-17 September 2017), 999
visitors, five educational programs; and The
Muresianu House Muse-

experiences and more
precisely, ~in  what
experiments they found
most engaging (Piscitelli
2001: 271).

Third, knowing that
Romanian  exhibitions
in general make little use
of technology despite
the big demand in this
sense from the young
audience, the exhibition
dares to rely on the
intrinsic complexity of
the toy as a type of object
and on the scarcity of
multimedia. There are

um-Stefan Baciu Memo-
rial House [Muzeul Casa
Muresenilor-Casa Stefan
Baciu] (26 September —
7 December 2017), 2,253
visitors, of which ap-
proximately 400 partici-
pated in the twenty-two
educational programs.
In2018, the exhibition
was displayed in one
of the most prestigious
cultural  centres  for
children in Europe, the
Galerie Hrou (Gallery to
Play) in Sladovna Pisek,
in the Czech Republic.
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no ostentatious means
of display, few museum
props, and some art installations, and there
is little contextualization.

Finally, from our adult perspective,
we believe that we placed the public in a
familiar setting, allowing them to reflect
on, understand and distinguish between
the different displays, as well as grasp the
heritage aspect of the everyday objects.

One of the adult visitors commented:

In the first place, being an interactive

exhibition for children on a cultural subject, it

is an opportunity to familiarize children with
this type of manifestation in preparation for,

the organizers hope, the future opening of a

children’s museum. Further, it is an occasion

to familiarize children with the idea of old
toys—especially the care of old toys, and the

Exhibition Poster. Graphic design by Gheorghe losif.

The centre is famous
among its young visitors
as a place for them to master. Therefore, all
exhibitions are interactive and dismantled
as soon as they become obsolete and unsafe
for children. Our exhibition, titled Sloni,
kukacky, koné a JA in Czech, had to adapt
to these conditions. The exhibition design
was consequently upgraded.” The fragile
toys could be looked at through glass
panes by opening drawers. One exhibition
prop aimed to be the introduction and to
embody the title: a rotating cube with the
four compartments for horses, elephants,
cuckoos, and me, a showcase designed to
symbolically frame the toys. We unified
the graphic design and created a new
informational package: the intro panel, the
topic panels for each station, the stories, and

211

6) Andrei Manea,
“Bucuria MEA,
bucuria LUI... Bucuria
TURUROR!” (My joy,
his joy... everyone’s
joy!), Artistu (blog),
2017, June 7, http://
www.artistu.ro/
jurnale/jurnal-de-
tatic/bucuria-mea-
bucuria-lui-bucuria-
tururor/.

7) Raluca Bem
Neamu and Irina
Hasnag Hubbard,
team members,
collaborated with
Sorin Chirica

from Nod Maker
Space workshop in
Bucharest to create
new props and
fumniture. Nod Maker
Space is a dynamic
ecosystem that
welcomes designers,
artists, engineers,
inventors, freelancers
and entrepreneurs.



