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A Slice of the City in Cross Section i 7 sind dud ol

1t is the centerpiece of Boston's new Children’s Musewm. By Lois Craig
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remote and secretive, the Boston Children's Muscum has.

built an enthusiastic audience for what's mside, what's be-
hind, what's under and haw it warks. Today, the muscunt's new
quarters in a refurbished 1888 brick and timber warchouse on
Boston’s watcrirant provide the expansion of space and funds to
take this point of view 1o the scale of a remarkable participatory
exhibit called City Slice

Before their cyes, underfoat or overhead, visitors experience a
threesstory exhibit of a house, street and yard with cross section
wviews that reveal changing needs and design issucs over the cen-
tury from Victorian Boston to the present. Like an urban arche-
alogical dig, City Slice expascs hidden systems, discontiaued sys-
tems and complex, inferconnecting systems—startmg with those
designed first and then modificd or rephaced hy evalving urban
Iife styfes and technology. Visitors can literally enter this Xeray
picture 1o explore the “Grandparents House,” furnished and
decorated to recall the way its inhabitants have lived.

Back in the eardy 1960s, Michacl Spock, muscum director,
instalfed the fisst “What's Tnsde?™ exhibir in o small house-
wined-museum in the Jamaica Plain neighborhood of Boston. Tn
the confinres of o wall and a freestanding cube were mopnted
sliced-in-hall and opened-up everyday elcments of toaster, wash-
ing machine, toiler, thermostal, car engine, sewer pipe. This pop-
ulat attempt 1o break through exhibit case scttings cveatually
went into storage 10 make way for other experiments that tackled
the traditionally static quality of muscum presentations. Exhibit
planning was based on the assumption of testing and refinement
For later full-blown installation in Jarger quarters.

This year the Children's Muscum and the Muscum of Trans-
portation moved from outlying locations to share o renovated
am-town warchouse and an updated philosephy abnut erties. "The
story both muscums want ta tell,” said Spack, is about the ciry,
10 help people understand it and learn bow to manage it and use
it for their own cducation ™ Muscum Whaef demonstrates the
Iessons learned The ground floor features a urban mix—

I n a world of places and processes that often seem ever more

Ms. Craig is a writer and historian 1 Boston.




Much that is usually buried is revealed,

two commercial restaurants and shared Llobby and museum store
An extenor glss elevater, which scrves both muscums, offers
magniticent views of the harbor and city skyline. Ona larger
scale, the transformation of the 144,000-square-foot industrial
building has boosted the city’s wateefront developrment and
prompted a pew interest from developers in a once-dormant
warehouse arca.

Inside, the two museums have ¢ach designed permanent ex-
hibits that emphasize a city focus, The Muscum of Transparta-
tion contributes Boston—A City in Transit, which traces the
development of teansportation through modern umes. The Chil-
dren’s Museum has reassemibled some carlier exlubits in City
Slice, a new and striking ¢ontainer for learmng about the city.

To archiwer and City Slice designer John Sloan, ATA, went
the challenge of avcommodating the functions and bulk of a
life-size Victotian mansard cottage with its bascment, atric,
first floor and adjoining street 1o the existing structure of the
warehousc, then sorting out what parts went to X-ray exposure
Advice for the building intricacics of a structure that 1ypically
would have had no architect and no plans came from historian
Max Ferro, To Sylvia Sawimn of the Children’s Museum staff went
the rask of furnishing the house to show how grandparents lived
nof cut in half.

Up to 10,000 children and their parenis visit the pew Chil-
dren’s Museum each week. And City Slice 13 a crowd pleaser.
Peeting through the deliberately exposed framework, one visi-
tor said, 1 think they shoukdn't finish it. 1¢ looks great the way
it is." Children line up for the fmntly puilly pleasure of clamber-
g around inside “real” telephone and sewer manheles. The
grown-up “kids" mutter and exclaim their way through the
memaory-evoking spaces of the grandparents’ house where the
basement accommodates a clunky caal furnace next te its later
ojl and gas countérparts, where the Kitchen attests to the cra of
the jee box and the parlor o the tadio that once beamied fireside
chats to worried listeners,

For the patiently curious, there is an education to be had in
the evolution of winng, roofing. plastering, carpentry, plumbing,
masonty. These trades have star billing in City Slice. Duct work
usually buricd within walls is revealed; remnants of gas piping
stand near the newer knob and wbe wiring and the still Tater BX,
Romex and Greenfield clectrical systems. Nincteenth century
plasteting s pecled back to reveal the borsehair scratch coat, the
brown cout and the finish coat. An attic display traces the
changes from wood 10 wire lath and then sheetrock. Rough-sawn
2xds with wire-cut nails accontmodate later changes made with
today’s smooth, so-called 2xds that actually measure less. From
the backyard one can examing the exposed mechanisms of an old
window without sash gord or weight, a later window with cord

From top, the grandparenis cellar, with R202-
fike coal jurnace. and the parlor, where 'Grand-
father” tines it a floor-mode! radio. (Costimes for
chifdren are stored in the attic.} At right, the
kitchen sink,
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Above, aview into the kiichen
Facing pave, the cut-away hedroom
(actualiv off limits to children) wirk
aview ite the Kitchen, aind above,
the vitie.

The slicing extends beneath streel level,

and weight, and a sull laler window with a pncumatie spring
system. Plumbing shows the changes from galvanized to brass to
plastic pipe. Carpentry can be seen (rom hand-cut to mall work;
the exposed rabbited-stringer and cut-stringer stairs can be
comparcd.

Eventually, the halved toilet seen through the hause framing
will flusk into a pipe opened to reveal the route from bathroom
to sewer. Home-canned goods will appear o basement shelves
The yard will sprout 2 full-size tree. An empty wall next o the
now cutin-hall Volkswagen Bug will dsplay the facade of a
triple-decker house to place the exhibit into the visual context of
a typical strect,

The most anticipated conung atteaction is “earth slice,” 2
below-grade cross seetion of the street. Here visitors will be able
1o examing in salety the armature and concrete construction of a
tunned that will contain a seven-foot scetion of a subway car.
The Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authonty will provide—
for slicing—a 19351 car from its Blue Line system.

In time, 2 graphics systern, funded by the National Endaw-
ment for the Arts, will assist guides in explaining the intricacies
of City Slice Slides and movies will show what tradespeaple can
really do—scldomeseen peeformances that during installation
atteacted an admiring audience from the construction workers
employed on the warehouse renovation. The smoothly finished
rosette on the parlor ceiling will be seen evolving through its
many stages of application by skilled plasterer Caleb Jackson,
The alter-hours, voluateer work of Bob Beal will demonstrate
the intricacics of tefephone cable splicing. Manholes, which in
the real warld have been precast for the Tast decade and a half,
will b shown taking form ynder the trowel of Eddie Dailey, a
mason who repactedly built half of the manholes in Boston and
camy out of relicement to do one last manhole for humanity.

Atribute to the authenticity of Cily Slice was the reported
appearance m the sewer manhale of the vnly rat ¢ncounteeed
during the entire work on Muscum Wharl, Here was a rat who,
inside ar eutside, recognized a proper manhole. Two-legged visi-
tors will recogmze that City Slice, like the museum itself, implics
that the city can be undecstood and managed And acquiring
competence with what's inside and how it hnm::m can lead 10
the ervcial questions why? and what il? T









