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Freedom is not free: reflections on education, art and museums 

by Marta Inez Rodrigues Pereira 

 

Recently, I went to an artist’s talk at a museum. It was very interesting; the idea of the work was 

wonderful; the exhibition, fantastic; and I had plenty of time. But left before it ended. 

Taking children to museums is a wonderful way for them to learn. For one, it’s outside the 

classroom, an escape from daily routine (i.e. it’s fun), and it puts the child in direct contact with ‘the 

real thing’. In the specific case of art, a visit to a museum can teach a myriad of subjects, such as: 

perspective, proportion, optics, chemistry, physics, history, symbolism, psychology, politics, culture, 

diversity, evolution, ideas… 

 

 

O horizonte (horizon) (2016), by Eloá Carvalho
i
 

(all photos by me, unless otherwise stated) 

 

… and, why not, how to behave. Here I don’t mean children should be put into straitjackets or be 

severely punished if they step outside the line, I just mean they should learn to behave in a way that 

is appropriate to shared environments, respecting the museum itself and its objects, but also others 

who are there to appreciate their visit. 

But let’s move back to my visit. 

It was the opening of Rivane Neuenschwander’s exhibition O nome do medo | Rio de Janeiro (the 

name of fear)ii. The first installation of this project took place in 2015 at the Whitechapel Gallery, 

Londoniii. The project consists of workshops with children which later evolve into the manufacturing 

of capes representing their fears. 
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The talk took place in the exhibition room and was quite packed. Some of the children who 

participated in the project were there: it was a great opportunity to recognize their contribution, in 

addition to exposing them to participation in a ‘formal’ event. 

 

 

General view of the exhibition and talk: O nome do medo | Rio de Janeiro, by Rivane Neuenschwander 

 

The exhibition is beautiful; not only the idea is relevant and meaningful, but the final result is 

stunning. But I had problems listening to the speakers as the noise in the room became very 

disruptive. 

The kids, who were certainly unprepared for the situation and beyond their concentration time 

span, gradually started to play and talk among themselves. It became harder to listen and so other 

people began their parallel conversations as well. The museum caretakers, instead of silencing the 

children or taking them away at this point, just joined in the play, probably thinking it was a good 

way of distracting them. And the speakers, obviously disturbed by the noise, looked around, but did 

nothing at all. 

That is when I began to despair and feel an urge to ask the caretakers to hush those kids. 

In silence, I looked around at the capes, searching for relief in the artwork: I saw fear of being 

alone… but I longed to be with fewer people; I saw a cookie lion… and I realized I was about to roar 

with anger. I reflected for a few seconds. And then I left. 
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Ficar sozinho (be alone), Espírito (ghost) and cookie-lion capes (2017), by Rivane Neuenshwander 

 

So this is what I make of it: (1) Brazil is a country where extroversion is the norm, where partying is 

one of the cultural treasures and where explicit demonstration of one’s feelings is expected – 

loudness is seen as synonym to happiness, sadness or anger; (2) there is a worldwide tendency for 

children not to be restricted or reprimanded; and (3) Brazilians seem to interpret  discipline and 

order – as if anything in life could be achieved without them – as authoritarianism and therefore to 

be repudiated. The result is children in this country are brought up with no limits. 

I have often reflected on how much of this extrapolates one’s own freedom of expression into 

invading the others’ right to their own ‘space’. 

Teaching children to be quiet in the right moments is not the same as restricting the development of 

their personalities. Freedom is not free, we will always have to fight and sacrifice to guarantee our 

rights and we often need to restrict ourselves to allow others their freedom. Liberty of thought may 

even be a premise for creativity, but, I wonder, doesn’t even creation, when put into practice, have 

its restrictions, just as life itself? 

So, why not discuss the benefits of using a visit to a museum to teach our children respect? Why not 

discuss that learning to have limitations is important for the development of freedom? Why not 

discuss that creativity also involves knowing our limits? And finally, why not go to a museum to 

discuss that freedom is not free? 

Let’s make the best of educating our children. Let’s take them (quietly) to a museum. 
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i
 A depiction of school children visiting the museum, painting from the exhibition Todo Ideal Nasce Vago, by 
Eloá Carvalho, at MAM-Rio (Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio de Janeiro), Rio de Janeiro, from 3 Dec 2016 to 2 
Apr 2017: http://mamrio.org.br/wp/exposicoes/todo-ideal-nasce-vago-eloa-carvalho/ 
 
ii
 O nome do medo | Rio de Janeiro, by Rivane Neuenschwander, at MAR (Museu de Arte do Rio), Rio de 

Janeiro, from 21 Feb 2017 to 10 Mar 2017: http://www.museudeartedorio.org.br/pt-
br/exposicoes/atuais?exp=4509 
 
iii
 Children’s Commission 2015, by Rivane Neuenschwander, at Whitechapel Gallery, London, from 23 Jun 2015 

to 25 Oct 2015: http://www.whitechapelgallery.org/exhibitions/childrens-commission-2015-rivane-
neuenschwander/ 
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