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The paper describes work undertaken by the Authors between 2007–2009 at the 
Manchester Museum. It involved conservators and education curators collaborating to 
ensure that young learners had access to the whole range of the Museum’s collections. 
The Authors developed and piloted a project aimed to find out how ten-year-old school 
children could develop their understanding of archaeology and the processes of the 
museum itself — making visible the usually invisible structures that underpin selection, 
display and interpretation of artefacts. The project that this paper explores in further 
detail was called ‘The Museum of Me’ and was linked directly to the year long exhibition 
at the Museum, Lindow Man a Bog Body Mystery. 
 
Lindow Man is a well-preserved 2000 year old bog body found in Lindow Moss near 
Manchester in 1984. The body resides at the British Museum. In 2008 it was loaned to 
the Manchester Museum for the third time, previous exhibitions having taken place in 
1987 and 1991. The Museum decided to approach the display differently this time by 
exploring the different meanings that the body has for different people. Seven 
individuals contributed their perspectives; they included archaeologists, the peat diggers 
who found the body, a Druid priestess and a woman who was a schoolgirl in Lindow 
Moss at the time of the discovery. The Museum relinquished its narrative authority in 
favour of a more poly-vocal and relativist approach, which acknowledges difference and 
questions ‘received wisdom’.1 
 
The project ‘The Museum of Me’ was premised on a constructivist approach to learning 
and followed the approach developed by the Exhibitions Team at the Manchester 
Museum. Pete Brown, then Head of Learning and Interpretation at the Museum explains 
this ethos: 
 

In terms of the educational benefit, there are strong arguments for a more constructivist approach 
to exhibition making: the “Idealist Alternative", as Black calls it.2 
Constructivism is based on the premise that knowledge does not exist independently of the 
learner: it is formulated in the mind. It might come as a shock to people used to the ‘transmission’ 
approach: indeed some visitors to the Lindow Man exhibition were disturbed by what they 
interpreted as lack of focus and direction.3 

 
The ‘Museum of Me’ was developed with a primary school in Rusholme, south 
Manchester, two miles from the University. An ethnically rich community, the school had 
previously worked with the Museum’s Learning Team. In the project discussed here, the 
Lindow Man exhibition was used as the starting point for the two artists commissioned 
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to work with the Authors, Daksha Patel and Paul Pickford, to explore in depth notions of 
time and identity. They developed their ideas in keeping with the Museum Learning 
Team’s ‘principles of learning’. These principles include working collaboratively, 
encouraging freedom of choice and developing a multi-sensory, imaginative approach 
to engage children in their learning. The multi-sensory aspect of this project was of 
particular importance and the activities focused on privileging often underused senses 
such as smell and touch. 
 
 
Touch: philosophy, politics and practicalities 
 
The loss of physical contact in western society has led to a more passive experience of 
the world, where touch is secondary to vision. 4  Historically the senses have been 
ranked in relation to their degree of intimacy — taste and touch, in direct contact with 
the world, are lowest, followed by smell and hearing, with vision as the most detached 
and superior; vision has dominance over the other senses, particularly in the museum 
setting. Michalski comments, ‘If use of the object involves hearing, smell, or touch, i.e. 
any sense beside sight, it tends to the pejorative functional. If use of the object involves 
sight alone, the object is of a “higher” function’.5 The implication being that touch is 
associated with childish and unsophisticated behaviour.6 
 
The French philosopher Luce Irigaray examined how Western reason is premised on 
the suppression of sexual difference. She writes specifically about looking: 
 

Investment in the look is not as privileged in women as men. More than any other sense, the eye 
objectifies and it masters. It sets a distance, and maintains a distance. In our culture the 
predominance of the look over smell, taste, touch and hearing has brought about an 
impoverishment in bodily relations.7 

 
This mastering gaze, where women have been excluded from looking, has been shown 
by Irigaray to have been detrimental to both sexes. It has certainly had a negative 
impact on the way young children (often regarded in the feminine) have been 
considered in our culture. The word ‘impoverishment’ sums up too the traditional 
experience of many young children inside a museum (or anyone else who is unfamiliar 
with the Western cultural taboos of museum behaviour or unable to comply with them).8 
 
Another dimension of the development of this ‘ocularcentric tendency’ is explored by 
Candlin.9 She demonstrates that it is the modern age that has brought us the physical 
distance encountered in museums; cultural rather than individual maturity. This goes 
hand in hand with museums becoming more broadly accessible, particularly to the 
working classes. But she also notes that paradoxically, connoisseurs and museum 
professionals have always relied on touch in their work. However, their touch is 
embedded in professional practice and is therefore acceptable. At the end of her paper, 
Candlin suggests that we apply the museum professional model of touch to all visitors, 
especially in a learning context; extending the skills museum staff take for granted to the 
public, ‘to inform the critical, contextualised interpretation of objects’.10  The Manchester 
Museum has, in fact, already been working in this way for several years within its 
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learning programmes; giving children opportunities to handle and investigate objects 
directly. There was also a flurry of workshops, research and publications on the topic of 
touch and object handling in museums around the time of this project.11 
 

 
Fig. 1. Pressing objects into clay. The Manchester Museum, 2007. 

 
Physical touch on its own and for its own sake is not enough; it may in fact devalue the 
museum learning experience and make it routine, less special. Although the ‘wow 
factor’ for visitors given the opportunity to touch ‘real’ museum objects can be a good 
starting point, handling must come within a context: what can we learn about the object 
from touch? How does it inform our ideas about its history, manufacture and 
significance? Importantly, this is not about a ‘touchy-feely’ experience for its own sake; 
experiencing artefacts holistically will lead to a fuller understanding and appreciation. As 
Hein describes it, not merely ‘hands on’ but ‘minds on’.12 We require some information 
and interpretation to do this. We also need to be taught how to interact with these 
objects to get the maximum out of them (and keep them intact). On the other hand, we 
do not necessarily have to physically take hold of objects to attain meaningful access. 
Close proximity, an opportunity to examine closely and discuss objects, can provide 
insights and create an intimacy that is more informing then casual touch. So when we 
talk of touch and handling, we are not referring only to physically picking up an artefact, 
but to the broader sense of intimacy that comes from a meaningful close encounter with 
objects. 
 
Modern museums often ‘at once evoke the dream of possession and evacuate it’.13 This 
frustration is often at the heart of the complaints that teachers make when working 
within museums, on their own, without recourse to an education programme that 
includes hands-on activity. In a recent research project, special needs teachers in 
Manchester voiced the need for more handling and less reading and listening.14  
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The Authors would argue, however, that it is not only special needs children, but also 
most children and most adults who experience this dream of possession frustrated.  
Whatever the politics of touch, the thread running through these arguments is that touch 
is central to our understanding of the world. Opening up opportunities for children to 
experience objects through a tactile approach encourages them to see the museum 
space as a sensual space where questioning can take place. In our fast moving, rapidly 
changing world, touch slows down the almost instant acquisition of knowledge to a 
process of investigation and the act of touching allows us to understand an object more 
fully. Tactile sensations can reach us ‘indirectly through the eyes’, according to Yi-Fu 
Tuan, the Chinese-American geographer. Seeing and tactile sensation are so closely 
wedded to each other that even when we are looking at a painting it is not clear that we 
are attending just to its visual qualities.15  
 
So the intimate encounter in the museum requires a multi-sensory approach, where the 
tactile is of equal importance to the other senses. To achieve this holistic experience a 
team of individuals committed to this ‘active touching’16 is an essential requirement.  
 
 
Working with artists 
 
In ‘The Museum of Me’ project the question of ‘active touch’ was considered 
collaboratively with children, artists, education and collection curators, conservators and 
teachers in school. Working with artists in the context of making visible the process of 
the museum enabled the children to experience through different senses their 
understanding of archaeology. Each element of the project involved direct physical 
contact with objects. A constuctivist approach to learning allows old enquiries to be 
raised in new ways. ‘Within museums the stage is set for anything to happen — to 
experience things anew.’17 
 
The first element of the project developed around ‘A Storyboard of Life’. Animation artist 
Paul Pickford worked with each child, investigating certain moments in the child’s life 
that was of particular significance. Birthdays (the day of their birth itself), holidays and 
house moves all featured large. These special moments were then collated into 
storyboards, where children experimented with narrative images. The conversations 
around each storyboard enabled children to create images that focused on emotionally 
complex areas and allowed the concept of time to be explored in a way that was both 
reflective and engaging. Each child’s storyboard was treated with equal respect and the 
poly-vocal approach that underpinned the Lindow Man exhibition was mirrored in this 
first stage of the project.  
 
Pickford commented on the storyboard process, ‘As adults we weren’t dictating or 
controlling the process. We didn’t have all the answers. However we were co-operating 
and contributing to reach solutions. Pupil voice was demonstrated to be as important as 
adult.’18 
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Working with printmaker and photographer Daksha Patel, ‘time’ was considered through 
the investigation of the changing activities and objects encountered through each child’s 
day. Toothbrushes, cornflake packets, lunch boxes, toys, wrappers, soft toys, gloves 
and other ephemera were collected together to form the material for discussing the 
traces left over a 12 hour period. Thinking about the loss of these objects (as things left 
behind, often in cupboards, in bins, in landfill) would become the starting point for 
thinking through the collections of archaeological objects at the Museum. The objects 
were recorded in journals and each small collection discussed in detail: what they 
represented, when and why they were used. At the first stage the chosen objects were 
pressed carefully into rolled out plaques of clay, the impressions forming a trace of each 
object and its relationship to other objects (Fig. 1). The pressing and lifting of each 
object was discussed by the children in detail — the first stage of thinking through the 
way objects can disintegrate but leave a trace. Deeply immersed in their activity the 
working area was named by the children ’the clay artist’s table’. Lynch sums up the 
importance of this type of work: 
 

Constructivist approaches to learning have long understood that passive touching is limited in that 
it can yield only a flow of stimuli which are difficult to identify. In order to learn we actively need to 
‘do’ things with objects, as Winnicot19 reminds us; to use what is available to us in exploring our 
world – to ’play’, in much the same way as an artist does with available materials.20 
 

Label writing then began, with these elements forming a unique interpretation system. 
The previous week they had discussed the function of a label, both within the context of 
a shop and a museum, and reflected upon who the label was written for (writing for 
audience). Each label was designed to present information about their plaque to family 
members and other children within the school. In ‘Noodling Around with Exhibition 
Opportunities’ Elaine Gurian discusses the importance of inclusive label writing, 
 

Even for the writing of label copy there are techniques that can promote inclusion or exclusion. If 
the label writer believes the audience is composed of receptive students, and the information he or 
she wants to pass on is genuinely good for them, then the label writer will assume the role of a 
teacher transmitting information. The audience will be viewed as a passive but obedient recipient. 
The audience’s only choice then is to read or not read, to be willing or recalcitrant. […] The role of 
teacher is not the label writer’s only possible stance. He or she can choose instead to be co-
conspirator, colleague, preacher or even gossip columnist. Altering the label writer’s role might 
cause the audience to change its behaviour as well. For example, if the writer sees the audience as 
partner, then perhaps the audience might participate like a partner.21 
 

This ‘partner’ approach is reflected in the texts the children created for their exhibition of 
plaques. The labels contained memories triggered by the objects the children pressed 
into each thin layer of clay. A plaque of shell imprints was tagged with, ‘we go to the 
seaside and my nana asks us to get her some shells. Me and my brother made 
sandcastles together. For decorating we scatter some shells on the sandcastle’. Twigs 
and flower petals embedded in another clay plaque decorated with zigzags (staircase 
image) was labelled, ‘When I woke up me and my mum can smell lovely flowers. Then 
we go downstairs and my mum drops me at school […]’  All the plaques recorded in 
visual terms the connection between objects and memory, and took into account the 
passage of time within a day.  
 



Object and Identity in a Digital Age, CHArt TWENTY-FIFTH ANNUAL CONFERENCE 
Birkbeck, University of London, 12–13 November 2009 

 

© Irit Narkiss, Helena Tomlin and CHArt (www.chart.ac.uk) 2009 

Within the classroom we tried to nurture an atmosphere of open discussion and trust 
between the artists, children and teachers that would allow stories about the objects to 
flow. This was in keeping with the consructivist ethos that was at the heart of our 
original plan. Hilde Hein develops this idea: 

 
Objects are like comets — clouds of dust with a tale. Most have many; it is impossible to collect a 
story-less object. The event of an object’s being collected interrupts one narrative and initiates 
another. Without their stories we could not recognise objects at all and would lack words to refer to 
them.22 

 
Patel concluded that the clay pieces that preceded the making of the labels were related 
directly to pupils’ own life memories and experiences and this gave them a particular 
power. She reflected on how they began by choosing objects and talking about their 
choices and how this ‘thinking time’ had enabled them to move easily towards making 
the clay pieces. This in turn involved further informal discussions; ‘a different kind of 
dialogue happens when you are making and talking’. The narratives behind each piece 
‘were given time and different contexts’ in which to develop and this, she felt, allowed 
the group to have ownership of their label. 23  In the introduction to this paper the 
importance of Hein’s ‘minds on’ concept was also discussed. The label making activity 
had involved a grappling with the complex and numerous ‘stories’ that had emerged 
during the workshop process and had required  the children to develop their narratives 
in what Patel describes above as their ‘thinking time’. 
  
In the original discussions with teaching staff at the school the Authors considered a 
focus on ‘lost’ objects and reflected on the importance of tracking the movement of 
people across time and space through the location of objects. For collections curators, 
and archaeologists in particular, these evidence based procedures form a key part of 
professional practice. The preparatory art making with Patel and Pickford gave children 
a ‘way in’ to understanding the time consuming work of archaeologists and 
conservators. It was used to introduce the children to the Museum’s collecting process, 
encouraging them to question where objects come from and how they are cared for 
once at the museum. 
 
Exploring in the museum 
 
The second part of the project was based within The Manchester Museum. It became 
an intense collaborative process where children and museum staff were invited to share 
and exchange ideas. Beginning with the Lindow Man exhibition each child was invited to 
make a layered drawing of how the objects might look in 100 years. This resulted in a 
series of unusual drawings in the children’s journals that focussed on details of objects 
that would become further corroded or worn. Images created of the bog body in 
particular showed this further deterioration.   
 
After making their drawings children were taken through the stores and goods lift up into 
the Conservation Laboratory where a minute’s silence was invoked in order to focus 
attention on the sights, sounds and smells of this particular space. Comments from the 
children in their journals included, 
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‘The smell smells like an experiment room!!’ 
‘I can’t hear anything apart from a buzz’ 
‘I can see bison and lots of bones’   
 

At this stage teachers, children and artists were introduced to the Museum‘s 
conservation team and the Curator of Archaeology, Bryan Sitch. The group spent an 
intensive morning investigating a stone Roman altar that had recently arrived at the 
Museum from a rescue excavation in the Castlefield area of the city and became 
intrigued by how the object had arrived in the laboratory and its material qualities (Fig. 
2). Questions included, 
 

‘Could we lift it up? 
How far in the ground would it have been? 
Where would it have been kept? 
Is the orange mark blood? 
Why is there a hole in the top?’24 

 

 
Fig. 2. In the conservation laboratory, examining Roman altar with Curator of Archaeology, 

Bryan Sitch (right) and artist Paul Pickford. The Manchester Museum, 2007. 
 

 
The particular interest in the material qualities of the objects in the laboratory stimulated 
an intense debate about the history of the objects. The process of making meaning had 
begun. Crew and Sims argue in their essay ‘Locating Authenticity’, ‘Authenticity is not 
about factuality or reality. It is about authority. Objects have no authority. People do. It is 
people on the exhibition team who must make a judgement about how to tell about the 
past. Authenticity-authority enforces the social contract between the audience and the 
museum […].’25 
 
Previous research with groups of children from the same primary school a year earlier 
had highlighted the importance of touch in the encounter of the young learner with the 
object. Handling objects allowed for a deeper understanding of the history and journey 
of each individual object. There is certainly a renewed interest in the politics of touch, as 
discussed earlier but some scholars, according to Howes are still suspicious of sensual 
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culture; observing a slide into ‘a morass of emotion and desire’.26 Our work in the 
Conservation Laboratory for the ‘Museum of Me’ allowed children to experience the thrill 
of sensing ‘what it would be like to be an artefact’s original owner’27, since they were 
able to pick up and examine a number of objects in the process of being examined or 
cleaned by the conservation team. Written and visual records in the children’s journals 
highlighted a particular interest in the processes of conservation and underlined how 
this exposure could help children to understand the effects of time on artefacts.  
Referring to a Roman mortar bowl (mortarium), one of the children wrote, ‘It has a 
stamp on to show who made it! They [the conservators] have to wear gloves to protect 
[it]….because they have oil [in their hands] which will damage it.’ Another wrote, ‘100 
years later it will turn to dust and will blend into mud’ [this description was accompanied 
by a scattering of dots representing dust]. Some children were ready to pass opinion on 
conservation materials and their qualities, ‘Some foams are stronger than others…but 
that isn’t strong enough [to support the object].’ 
 
As have been indicated at the beginning of this paper the ‘intimate encounter’ in the 
museum requires a multi-sensory approach, where the tactile is of equal importance to 
the other senses. In the Conservation Laboratory this ‘active touching’, so key to a 
constructivist approach to learning, was fully embraced by both the children and their 
teachers.  

 
The Museum’s Herbarium provided children with a different perspective on the ageing 
process. They spent time with Leander Wolstenholme, then Curator of Botany, 
examining plants that had a connection to those used during the Iron Age for medicinal 
purposes. The herbarium sheets were taken out of the solander boxes so that they 
could be examined close up and smelt. Back in the Museum’s Discovery Centre 
children made herbal remedies using similar fresh plants — mint, thyme, garlic and 
basil, creating their own potions after spending time smelling and chopping them. They 
used basic instructions from Roman recipes researched by the Curator of Archaeology.  
A week later, when the children returned to their potions, they found them smelling and 
looking rather different. The experiences both in the Herbarium and in the Discovery 
Centre allowed children to make what Classen describes as an ‘imaginative link with 
storied ancient peoples.’ 28 This experience allowed the children to understand how 
museum objects ‘lose’ qualities over time and are transformed by the way they are kept 
and presented. 
 
The exhibition at school — ‘The Museum of Me’ 
 
Artists, teachers, children and learning curators worked collaboratively to reflect upon 
their experiences together in the exhibition they created, ‘The Museum of Me’. The 
exhibition which took place in the hall and classroom at the school looked at how 
objects from their own lives would become the archaeological material of the future.  
They used the design of the Lindow Man exhibition as a model on which to base their 
own ideas and critiqued the way the show had been put together, making numerous 
notes on the interpretation and design. The issue of ‘touch’ was high on their list of 
questions, and when designing their own displays were concerned that a ‘touch’ area 
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was at the centre of the room. However, their experiences of working in the 
Conservation Laboratory also informed their thinking and their fragile clay plaques were 
laid out with an explanatory label indicating the fragility of the material to parents and 
other children. In this area the visitors were asked not to handle the objects on display.  
The result of their in depth experiences working alongside museum conservators and 
curators allowed them to differentiate between artefacts and the risk factors that are 
attached to their safe display. Two children remarked, ‘We don’t want visitors to touch 
[our clay pieces]. The clay pieces could fall over if they did and they are too valuable’ 
(Fig. 3). 
 

 
Fig. 3. Some of the clay plaques on display at school in 'The Museum of Me', 2007. 

 
An analysis of the startling range objects created for the exhibition (clay plaques, 
sculptures of everyday things in mod roc plaster, representing the children’s 
understanding of the slow addition of accretions, and storyboards, all highlighted their 
engagement in the process of understanding the ageing process. Nicholas Addison, 
arts educator at the Institute of Education, University of London, argues the case for a 
‘truly liberating pedagogy’ that would provide an opportunity for children to examine ‘the 
relationships between their own lives and the dominant order’ and suggests that 
children need to have a sense of themselves in history, a process that would develop 
their analytical and interpretive faculties as well as the potential for agency.29 It is this 
development of interpretive skills that marked out ‘The Museum of Me’ and allowed the 
children to take ownership of the project. 
 
During the design process of the ‘Museum of Me’ problem solving was abundantly in 
evidence and there was a great deal of discussion about the complex display of the 
Lindow Man exhibition. The interactive excavation box in the exhibition space provoked 
attention and comments, with one child reflecting on the need for people to be doing 
things in exhibitions, ‘You can use all your senses [...] instead of being caged up’.  This 
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recalls Lynch’s description of artists working in museums, and confirms our original 
hypothesis that children can learn more effectively through a multi-sensory approach to 
museum collections: 
 

[…] artists working in museums having much in common with diaspora communities, with children, 
and with all those with whom the touch taboo is unfamiliar — an obstacle to creativity to learning 
and communication about the world and about the self in the world. It is active touching that is 
integral to the emotional, creative exploration of objects and therefore, of ‘learning’ itself. It 
involves, for the most part, the actual ‘holding’ of objects.30 

 
Children worked collaboratively to create an installation that included poems about the 
potions they had made (the original museum mixtures had lost their smell), a ‘feely tub’ 
(containing their mod roc objects), a large central display of their clay plaques and a 
slide show of their own digital photographs documenting the process. Patel recorded 
the making of the exhibition in her journal, 
 

The children were given the basic ingredients for designing an exhibition (shoe boxes and brown 
paper) and this was a great example of children using their imagination to construct their own 
learning. As a facilitator I simply stood back and watched as the exhibition was arranged and 
rearranged by the children according to their own systems and sense of order. […] The teacher 
commented that the children had taken charge of the exhibition design, she had simply helped 
with some practicalities. The process of taking ownership of learning and constructing their own 
learning had continued after the project — a valuable outcome.31 

 
By taking ownership of their project and creating stories for their objects, and for those 
at the Manchester Museum, the children had explored the complex area of 
interpretation in modern museums. Elaine Gurian discussing the important concerns 
facing museums in the twenty first century suggests, 
 

The larger issues revolve around the stories museums tell and the way you tell them. Objects, 
one finds, have in their tangibility, provided a variety of stakeholders with an opportunity to fight 
over the meaning and control of their memories. It is the ownership of the story, rather than the 
object itself, that the fight has all been about.32 

 
The children had revealed what Gurian describes as the ‘intrinsically motivating aspects 
of objects’.33 They worked in a framework that put a real-world problem (creating an 
exhibition of their own) at the heart of their project. The posing of ‘real-life questions’ 
motivated learning and this aspect of the work, linked to social collaboration (working in 
teams and in equal partnership with the artists) resulted in many instances of children 
helping each other to solve problems. Other key factors in the project’s success 
included the privileging of choice about topic and method and the modelling strategic 
thinking rather than providing definitive answers. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
‘The Museum of Me’ project allowed children to make strong connections between the 
production process of a large archaeological exhibition in a museum and the design and 
production of their own exhibition at school. Such an intensive experience — working in 
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a collaborative group on equal terms with museum specialists and artists — engaged 
children with the everyday concerns of professionals working with material culture. 
During the run of the project they were able to make links between the deterioration of 
objects they encountered in museum display cases and the conservation laboratory and 
their own collections of objects, whether a bunch of herbs or a much loved toy from 
early childhood. Importantly, their investigations gave them new insights into the power 
of the curatorial voice and the way meanings are made and enable them to understand 
how authority is played out within the interpretive texts of the museum. Working 
alongside artists and learning curators they were able to experiment with a series of 
texts (label making and poetry) that interpreted their own collections through 
acknowledging their own responses. Seeing these processes in action was an 
empowering experience, giving children the confidence to develop their stories and 
validating their feelings about their own identity. They also immersed themselves in 
investigating the material qualities of the objects in front of them. Unlike the current 
trend in archaeology and anthropology that emphasises theorising about materiality and 
material culture34, these children showed a genuine interest in the real and material 
world. 
 
As we have discussed, the children’s critique of the museum had at its centre an 
analysis of how touch and inspection inform that process; traditionally, the domain of 
curator and so important to learning. ‘The Museum of Me’ provides evidence that by 
making the processes of the museum visible, an understanding of the curator’s role can 
be gained, allowing children to understand that the selection of objects and the texts 
that accompany them impact on the meanings made by displays and exhibitions. The 
Manchester Museum’s insistence on a multi-sensory approach to learning highlights the 
prohibition of touching in many museums, which is only true for visitors. The real issue, 
as Candlin suggests, is extending the privilege of touch to benefit visitors, not just 
curators.35  In this discussion the Authors have advocated for increased access to the 
real thing, connecting children directly to objects. The physical, sensual encounter is the 
launch-pad to intellectual and emotional access. 
 
November 2009 
 
CHArt editorial note 
 
This paper has been reviewed by Anastasia Filippoupoliti and by David Prytherch in 
September 2011, and was subsequently revised by the Authors. CHArt wishes to thank 
both reviewers for their insightful comments. 
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