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When I first entered the exhi-
bition space in the Children’s 
Museum of Manhattan, I was 
immediately drawn to a large 
pastel-colored tree stump 
that seemed to be emerging 
from the wall. As I moved 
closer, I realized that it was 
created from fabric—each 
piece carefully layered over 
the next in a swirling shape 
that mimicked tree rings. As 
I moved my hands over it, I 
could feel the smooth texture 
of the fabric while also expe-
riencing the topography of 
the tree created by the size 
and shape of the fabric itself. 

Moving through the exhibition, I was 
lured by my 4-year-old son into a small 
maze. The entrance was through a hole in 
a brightly patterned piece of Spandex— 
black yet covered with bright green and 
orange plants. I followed my son inside 
to find that the maze walls were also 
beautifully patterned. The maze was 
constructed so that you could push on the 
fabric walls and feel the give of the Span-
dex. Small holes were cut into it at various 
places that suggested points of entry/exit, 
the fabric stretching and reforming to 
allow people (both children and adults) 
to fit through.

It was after this experience—climbing 
out of the maze through a hole in a beau-
tiful Spandex wall —that I realized the 
exhibition was perhaps more than I had 
expected. The elements of the exhibition 
suggested something different than what 
you might find at a traditional children’s 
museum. They were artful and aestheti-
cally joyful. The more time I spent in the 
space, the more I came to see: a beautiful 
burrow of steel and rattan, filled with soft 
pillows that you could climb into… white 
cylinders hanging from the ceiling that 
enticed you to look inside to see small 
cylindrical spaces filled with reflective 
colors… two locked cubicles that  

When children 
experience art 
exhibitions created for 
them, they will come 
to learn that museums 
are spaces for them 
and that we as adults 
care enough to create 
such spaces.  

resembled artist studios—artwork 
hanging on the wall, tables to work at, art 
materials present. 

This exhibition, Inside Art, was unlike 
most that I’ve encountered in children’s 
museums. It was a beautiful mix of 
contemporary gallery, artist studio, and 
interactive space with artful materials 
you could manipulate. All works on view 
were created by contemporary artists, 
some specifically for this exhibition—and 
the children who would interact with it—
and some not, representing an authentic 
vision of the artists’ work. The cubicles 
were actual studios of two contemporary 
artists who had come to the museum to 
make and teach art throughout the week, 
serving as artists-in-residence. 

The exhibition reminded me of Yayoi 
Kusama’s original Obliteration Room 
(2002). Though this work has been recre-
ated multiple times since, its conceptual 
birth was as an interactive art experience 
for children associated with the Asia Pa-
cific Triennial of Contemporary Art at the 
Queensland Art Gallery in Australia.

Traditionally, art exhibitions are not 
created with children in mind. Often un-
derstood as a kind of sacred space, exhibi-
tions display artworks that are hung too 
high for children to really explore and are, 
in essence, untouchable. A sense of quiet 
and calm permeates these galleries. They 
do not overtly communicate the sense of 
joy, fun, and playfulness with which many 
young children experience the world and 
engage in artmaking and learning.    

With those thoughts in mind, I wonder 
what art exhibitions like these—those 
that invite participation, interaction, or 
just deep looking—communicate to the 
young children who experience them. 
The art is not created specifically for 
children (the results being true examples 
of the artists’ own practice), but children 
are invited to experience and engage 
with the work. For example, Tamara 
Kostianovsky’s Rosewood Root on view 
encourages visual and tactile interaction, 
yet her other works (which are very sim-
ilar) live in galleries where viewers must 
simply look.  

For me, these kinds of art exhibitions fos-
ter spaces that are artistically authentic, 
yet also created specifically for children. 
I believe that, through experiencing art-
works in ways that are natural and joyful, 
children will come away with a deeper 
sense of what artistic practice and inquiry 
could look like. 

Additionally, when children experience 
art exhibitions created for them, they 
will come to learn that museums are 
spaces for them and that we as adults care 
enough to create such spaces.  

The curatorial text panel in Inside Art 
notes, “We believe that all children de-
serve exposure to sophisticated, beautiful, 
and complex art and a chance to develop 
their own creative voice” (Rios, 2020). I 
certainly agree. 

FInd out more about this exhibition 
online.1

References
Kusama, Y. (2002). Obliteration room [Art instal-

lation]. Queensland, Australia: Queensland 
Art Gallery.

Rios, D. (2020). Inside art [Exhibition].  
Children’s Museum of Manhattan. 

1 https://cmom.org/exhibitions/#inside-art

  


