
131130

The V&A Museum of Childhood is home 

to the U.K.’s largest selection of children’s 

objects, including Victorian dollhouses,  

attendance medals and ancient stuffed an-

imals, along with costumes, paintings and 

archives that document the social history of 

childhood in 17th-century Britain. The mu-

seum encourages children to interact with 

the exhibitions and has more than 460,000 

visitors a year. Alice Sage discusses the uni-

versal allure of childhood objects, the qual-

ities that inspire an imaginative and playful 

upbringing and how her definition of family 

has evolved during her time as a curator.

What does a typical day at the museum 
look like? — No two are the same! When 

I’m planning exhibitions, my days are very 

busy doing research about objects in the 

collection. This might involve working qui-

etly in the library, visiting other archives or 

meeting experts and researchers at other 

museums. Then there’s the collections side 

of things. When we acquire objects, I like to 

meet with the donors and hear about their 

lives and their family history. I find that fas-

cinating. I think it’s a curator’s job to collect 

and save stories as well as objects. 

  

What do you think it is about childhood 
objects that make adults want to see and 
interact with them? — Objects have the 

power to transport us back in our own lives. 

It often happens that visitors are taken by 

surprise when they see toys that can bring 

childhood memories flooding back. But 

as well as that personal connection, these 

objects can demonstrate larger social nar-

ratives. For example, seeing the differ-

ence in clothing, education and healthcare  

between the rich and poor children of the 

past reminds us that we have to address  

inequality in the present.

  

How has your own notion of family 
changed since you’ve been working at the 
museum? — Childhood is a universal expe-

rience but no two are the same, and that 

makes it an endlessly interesting subject 

to study. I’ve become more aware of how  

contingent family life is on circumstances.  

I was so fortunate to be born into a relative-

ly well-off, stable home in Britain, where the 

state provided healthcare and education. 

This is a great privilege that meant I could 

spend my childhood mostly having a good 

time, learning about the world, exploring 

my interests and being safe and nourished. 

At the museum, I hear about many other 

types of childhoods. The idea of family has 

changed so much into a more open, fluid 

definition. This is a positive development 

that means the old nuclear family of hetero-

sexual parents with biological children isn’t 

the only way to create a context of love and 

support for youngsters anymore. 

Are there any elements of childhood across 
the ages that have remained the same? 

— I look after the archive, which includes 

school exercise books, drawings and stories 

written by children. While reading these ex-

pressions of imagination, what strikes me 

most is how children of the 1840s, 1900s or 

1960s are so similar. A sense of adventure, 

curiosity and creativity comes through every 

time, regardless of the fact that the chil-

dren’s choice of words might be shaped by 

their education and upbringing. So there’s 

that sense of a shared humanity, of the po-

tential for all humans to make creative work. 

What value do institutions such as the V&A 
Museum of Childhood add to how society 
understands and approaches family? — 

Childhood is such a culturally loaded con-

cept, so it’s important that we remember 

it’s a historically contingent idea. Whatever 

the current controversy or moral panic, in-

stitutions such as the Museum of Childhood 

are able to put these things in context and 

ask where these ideas and fears come from. 

Views on childhood change over time, and 

by taking a long view, we can understand 

our own lives and culture more deeply. 

 

Please tell us about your own family. — I’m 

the middle of three sisters, which means I 

had to share a lot when I was young! My 

parents worked long hours as they ran their 

own business, so I got very good at enter-

taining myself. My sisters and I spent a lot 

of time with our grandparents, so I devel-

oped a real interest in the past by listening 

to their stories. The women in my family 

have been great inspirations: They all have 

independent lives and interests and haven’t 

conformed to conventional gender roles. 

My mother had little time for cleaning and 

housework, and that’s definitely a tradition 

I’m continuing!

How did your family encourage your  
creativity? — There’s a danger in families 

of children being pigeonholed into certain 

roles. I always felt my older sister was the 

“arty” or creative one. I felt there wasn’t 

much space for me to explore painting 

or drawing, because that was her thing. 

What changed my mind was working with 

an amazing art teacher. He believed that 

every single student that came into his art 

room had something unique to offer, and 

he worked hard with each of us to find out 

what it was. I don’t think that many families 

can offer that kind of objective attention. 

The desire to please our parents and earn 

their love can get in the way of thinking 

about what we want and enjoy. If you feel 

that love depends on your constant suc-

cess, it can be frightening to fail. When my 

parents divorced when I was 16, I became 

freer to be myself and explore the world on 

my own terms. I realized that if I wanted to 

do something with my life, it was only me 

that could make it happen.

Are all children born creative? — Children 

who are free to play and imagine show us 

how creative we all can be. The psycho-

analyst D.W. Winnicott wrote a lot about 

the link between childhood play and adult  

creativity. “Happy are those whose feet 

are well planted on the earth and yet who 

keep the capacity for enjoying intense sen-

sations,” he wrote. Families can encourage 

this by giving children space, taking them 

seriously and through asking questions 

rather than telling them what to think and 

do. Curiosity is essential to creativity. REL
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Through her work at the V&A Museum  
of Childhood in London, this curator  
has developed a unique perspective on  
the way children are inf luenced by the  
environments around them.

— 
The idea of family has changed into 

a more open, fluid definition. This is a positive 
development that means the old nuclear family 
of heterosexual parents with biological children 

isn’t the only way to create a context of love and 
support for youngsters anymore.


