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A Commentary on the temporary exhibit at the National Museum of Wales, Cardiff: The Tim Peake Spacecraft Exhibition. 

There is little denying the educational benefits of museum exhibitions. Packer (2008: 33) suggests that museums have an irrefutable education value which contributes to the life-long learning of a community. Museums, and their exhibitions, furthers the experiences which would satisfy their visitors (Chan, 2009: 173). This commentary will focus on the Tim Peake Spacecraft Exhibition currently on display at the National Museum of Wales, Cardiff. It will identify the methods of exhibition used and provide a critical analysis from an educational perspective.
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Fig.2. Virtual Reality display board. (Nye, 2018).
Fig.1. Tim Peake’s Spacecraft, National Museum of Wales. (Nye, 2018).



The exhibition is on display at the National Museum of Wales, Cardiff from the 15th November 2018 to the 10th February 2019. A free exhibition, what is most interesting about it is that, not only are the artefacts on display within recent memory, the exhibition also provides a combination of technology, including Virtual Reality, alongside a more traditional method of display (Figure 2).  
Compared to several exhibitions on display in museums, this specific exhibition actively uses both electronic and tangible methodologies that engage a younger target audience. The National Museum of Wales provides exhibitions, such as the Natural History of Wales, which uses such combinations to engage a wide variety of individuals. However, it must be remembered that the exhibition in question is a touring exhibit. The museum it is currently situated in has little or no influence of its design. However, this does not detract the quality of the methods of engagement; these technological methods will be further examined over the course of the commentary.
The exhibition is not large, consisting of two conjoining rooms. The displays are not overfilled with artefacts, therefore not overstimulating the visitors. However, this may be due to the special context of the exhibition (Figure 3); allowing the museum to be the very place in which, as Lehmbruck in 1974 states, behaviours and perceptions are intertwined. 
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Fig.3. Display cabinet showing a lack of overcrowding of artefacts. (Nye, 2018).



What is also interesting is that the artefacts and events date from within living memory. The majority of visitors will remember the events from 2015; therefore, are able to actively engage with what is exhibited. This, with the use of Virtual Reality technology and interactive touchscreens (Figure 4), provides for an exhibition which can not only be considered literally “authentic” (Belhassen, Caton 2006: 854) but also allows participation. This is seen in the exhibition’s promotion in the entrance hall of the museum. Signs to the exhibition are the first item to draw visitors’ attention with the gift shop supporting the exhibition; space themed souvenirs enticing both children and adults. There are stalls around the emporium from astronomical societies; the community as a whole is being engaged and communicated with. Furthermore, photographs are encouraged which again allows the visitor to retain a souvenir of their visit; a stark contrast to some exhibitions which disallow photographs due to the nature of the artefacts on display.  
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Fig.4. A touchscreen information point in use. (Nye, 2018).


The largest benefit of this exhibition is that it is suitable for children; allowing a wider audience to be engaged and encouraging children and adults to actively interact with the heritage on display. However, there are negative aspects. The size of the exhibition, and the number of artefacts on display, have already been discussed. This, as has been mentioned, could be considered an advantage. However, due to the small number of artefacts, it could result in people failing to actively involve themselves with the exhibit. Nevertheless, the exhibition does provide unique interactive experiences with the use of Virtual Reality for anyone over thirteen years of age, as can be seen on the Virtual Reality display board (Figure 2). This would suggest that the exhibition is not inclusive to all age groups, if it were not for the other interactive aspects of the display. For example, the spacesuit which children are able to try on (Figure 5) that is located near to the physical spacesuit worn by British Astronaut Tim Peak (Figure 6).  If compared to exhibitions, such as the Greece: Minoans and Mycenaeans exhibition at the British Museum (British Museum, 2017), the Tim Peake Spacecraft exhibition appears far more likely to engage and educate a wider audience. 




[image: ][image: ][image: ] Fig.6. Tim Peake’s spacesuit. (Nye, 2018).
Fig.5. Children playing with the interactive spacesuit. (Nye, 2018).

Fig.7. The webpage for the Tim Peake’s Spacecraft exhibition. (National Museum of Wales, 2018).


There is a stark contrast between the style and suitability of the exhibition itself and its online counterpart. Figure 7 is a screenshot of the website page from the National Museum of Wales website. The harsh black text on a white background is far from child friendly, with the language being used aimed at an older audience. The photograph of the capsule, visible on the website page, is designed in such a way that only half the capsule can be seen; an artistic licence being taken. Although the information boards of the museum exhibition itself is predominantly black text on a white background, the font that is used, in conjuncture with the variety of font sizes provides a more child friendly approach (Figure 8). Furthermore, the images on the information boards show the articles in their entirety rather than a promotional photo to entice parents. The website itself has a polished appearance; making it clear that online the museum aims to address the parents of the children whom they wish to engage. There are no links to any webpages which could offer a child-friendly approach. However, social media is actively used with links to sites such as Facebook and Twitter to name a few. Therefore, it is clear that the museum is acknowledging the shift in online technologies (Kidd, 2011: 65) and is addressing the fact that the majority of the visitors now have an extensive online knowledge, despite the stark contrast of suitability towards children between the exhibition and the website. 
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Fig.8. Exhibition display board showing child-friendly nature of the exhibition (Nye, 2018).



In conclusion, from this commentary it can be seen that the exhibition has been designed to engage a broad range of ages from an educational perspective. A comparison between the webpage of and the exhibition itself notes how the two very different types of display are altered to appeal and interest the age range the museum wishes to address. Such attempts to engage can be clearly seen in the methods of exhibition chosen, which has been critically discussed. 
The Tim Peake Spacecraft exhibition is one that is most engage and offers a combination of physical and electronical technologies to educate and appeal to its audience.
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