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CHILDREN'S BOOKS

Where to
find Galileo's
middle finger

There is something particularly
gratifying about a book that equips
its reader with an air of instant
erudition, while going into no
depth on any subject at all.
Wonders of the World's Museums is
just such a book. “I wanted to
write... a treasure map for you to
| discover some of the most
incredible museum exhibits on the
planet,” Molly Oldfield explains in
| the introduction. “It doesn’t matter
| whether you get to see them in
person or not; reading about them
| will let you uncover their magic.”
What follows is a whirlwind tour
| through the treasures of 43
| museums of varying fame. Some of

and in this elegant study of
10 different specie:
the gull to the guillemot,
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instance, has "Edwardian
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gled up in the trial, she
:nds to a new plane of
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drama is reminiscent
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Emily Bearn enjoys this
whirlwind tour of the great
" o’ ofry oot FreaSUTe the exhibits may be familiar: the
| museums strangest treasures | hivie whale skelcton N EStdons
| Natural History Museum; Anne
| Frank’s diary in the Anne Frank
Museum in Amsterdam. But others
are more offbeat. There is an entry
| for Galileo’s middle finger, which is
| exhibited in the Galileo Museum in
| Florence, and for a colossal squid,
with eyes 1lin wide, housed in the
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Museum of New Zealand, as well
as for Winston Churchill’s red
velvet siren suit, made by “a very
expensive tailor in London called
Turnbull & Asser”, and now in the
Cabinet War Rooms.

Oldfield does not try to be
funny, which is unusual for a
children’s writer these days.

There are no gimmicky cartoons,
and no attempts at lavatory

| humour. “The sewers of Paris
used to be cleaned with giant
balls like this one,” reads a
refreshingly stony caption next to

| a picture of a cleaning device

| from the Paris Sewer Museum.

Some of the nuggets of wisdom
in this book are of the sort that
children used to absorb from

- school textbooks. But if we are to
believe a recent survey, only one
in 10 teachers still uses textbooks

in lessons, as schools increasingly

steer pupils towards the internet
instead. This depressing statistic
makes reference books such as
this one all the more to be prized.




