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ABSTRACT
In this explorative and collectively written paper, researchers and 
archivists from the research project Children’s cultural heritage — 
the visual voices of the archive ponder, wrestle with, confront, and 
dig deeper into what it means to preserve and include children’s 
own voices in archives. The authors acknowledge that child- 
produced cultural objects are historical landmarks and significant 
parts of national heritage. The article raises questions about where 
and how the ‘doing’ of what is here called children’s cultural heritage 
takes place, what it means to archive from children’s perspectives, 
and what aspects of children are saved during these preservation 
and archival management processes. To collect, preserve and pro-
vide access to heritage might empower and affirm individuals and 
subordinated groups of people who have not been seen or heard in 
the historical past, in the present, or in future pasts. Children, as 
a category, is one such subordinated group in heritage contexts. 
Adults therefore have a responsibility to empower children by 
strengthening their position towards other social groups, towards 
society and the heritage domain. This article provides insights into 
the challenges that heritage establishments face in taking children’s 
cultural heritage seriously.
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Introduction

Archives are normally adult spaces. They are created by adults, for adults, and house 
objects that are important to adults. Consequently, archives are not child-centred spaces. 
We seek to explore whether there are strategies for giving voice to the concerns of 
children in archives, and if so how this can be done. It is often difficult to find children’s 
own productions in archives: if they are kept at all, they are generally either hidden in 
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adult and family archive folders, or saved in singular folders to preserve a gentle memory 
due to a special circumstance, such as the premature decease of a young child.1

This collective paper sets out from the research project Children’s cultural heritage — 
the visual voices of the archive,2 which investigates the notion of children as cultural 
heritage producers and how and what transforms children’s cultural products into 
a heritage that can contribute to broadening knowledge about what it means to be 
a child at a specific time and place in history. The project aims to establish and develop 
children’s cultural heritage as a theoretical concept beyond adult romantic views of 
children often sprung out of adults’ apolitical memories of their own childhoods. The 
idea is to further structural concepts like childhood heritage and child lore.3 This project is 
being conducted in cooperation with the Swedish Archive of Children’s Art (SBBA) in 
Eskilstuna, Sweden. The archive only collects, registers, digitizes, preserves, and gives 
access to drawings, paintings, film, and digital images made by children and young 
people (aged 0–20 years). It is an independent, governmentally and municipally financed 
archive with a collection of approximately 700,000 images, spanning the period from the 
18th century to the present. The archive has made a special point of not calling the 
archived pictures art.4 In Swedish, it is called the Swedish Archive of Children’s Pictures; it 
is only in the English translation that the word art is used. The pictures are not defined as 
art in the sense of aesthetic judgements, and the archive never disposes of donated 
pictures.5 This approach was established from the beginning in 1977, when the archive 
was founded. The initiative behind the project stemmed from visual arts teachers, artists, 
and researchers who believed the documentation of children’s culture to be important for 
strengthening children’s position in society.6 There are more than 700 picture collections 
constituting the archive, consisting of pictures donated by, among others, private indivi-
duals (parents, grandparents), visual arts teachers, drawing competitions run, for example, 
by Save the Children or the former state-run Swedish phone company, and calls made 
directly by the archive itself. As a researcher, this means entering the everyday lives of 
children across time, age, and contexts.7

Preserving children’s cultural heritage means acknowledging that: firstly, child- 
produced cultural objects are historical landmarks; secondly, children are, and always 
have been, a significant group in our societies; and thirdly, children, like any other group, 
produce and re-produce the societies in which they live.8 The SBBA’s work meets all of 
these criteria. Therefore, the SBBA provides an important example of a children’s cultural 
heritage archive through how it collects, registers, digitizes, and preserves children’s 
heritage products.

The SBBA can be described as a community archive.9 An important function of many 
community archives is to provide representation and a voice for groups that are margin-
alized in archives due to their ethnicity, sexual or gendered identities, economic class, or 
geographical location.10 Similarly, SBBA is a community archive that represents those 
marginalized by age.

Children, as a category and group, are often clustered in relation to numerical 
age, including where culture is concerned.11 However, as an identifier, age gen-
erates heterogeneous groups. Therefore, it is unlikely that children and young 
people themselves would come together as a collective arguing for a shared 
children’s cultural heritage, or for the need to be given a voice in and through 
archives. ‘Ordinary’ community archives, on the other hand, are initiated by the 
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under-represented group itself.12 As this is not the case for the SBBA, we cannot 
be sure that children and young people necessarily feel under-represented or 
marginalized by heritage institutions. Many children will lack insights into the 
practices of archives, or what an archive can do for them and others. If children 
are not seen, heard, or found in archives, it will look as though an entire category 
of people have never expressed themselves culturally, or for that matter have ever 
even existed.

Archives are political spaces with the potential to empower and affirm individuals and 
groups of people who have not been seen or heard in the historical past, in the present, or 
in the pasts created in the future.13 By empowering individuals and groups, archives 
strengthen their position in relation both to other social groups and to society. This also 
has value for the wider society. Access to broadly representative and diverse archived 
empirical material creates a foundation for social and cultural justice. Accordingly, collect-
ing and preserving children’s cultural heritage strengthens children’s position as it gives 
them a heritage voice and creates opportunities for society to serve their interests.

The process of creating dedicated heritage institutions like the SBBA is one approach. 
However, the risk is that children’s heritage productions never become established within 
mainstream memory institutions. It does not matter how many child-specific archives are 
being set up, the process of singling out children and at the same time not including them 
as an indisputable group of cultural heritage producers within established taxpayer- 
funded cultural establishments might lead to the dual marginalization of children. 
Another challenge faced by the SBBA is how to make the archive relevant for children. 
Children today already make their own visual digital archives, which they share through 
social media or other digital platforms. This raises questions such as: who are archives of 
children’s cultural heritage for, and who should have access to the archived documents?

In this collective paper, researchers and archivists from the research project Children’s 
cultural heritage — the visual voices of the archive ponder, wrestle with, confront, and dig 
deeper into what it means to preserve children’s work and include children in archives, 
thinking both with imaginary children and children’s own voices. In this way, the article 
connects to recent ideas on inviting users as co-producers in mainstream cultural heritage 
institutions.14 Among other points, the authors raise questions about where and how the 
‘doing’ of children’s heritage takes place, how to make heritage digitally searchable for 
children, what it means to archive from children’s perspectives, how the collecting takes 
place, and what aspects of children we are saving. To do this while retaining hetero-
geneity, we have used a developed method of collective writing.

This collective writing is undertaken in harmony with the philosophy that research-
ers thinking together generate more complex and multiple knowledge than when 
thinking in isolation as individuals.15 Collecting multiple authors without the require-
ment for coherence, as we have done here, invites openness to differences and 
heterogeneities as well as courage to stay with uncertainties.16 The authors each 
approach the topic of this article from their own specific angle, either theoretically 
or empirically. The introduction has been written by Anna Sparrman and Johanna 
Sjöberg. The 500-word pieces have gone through a review process in which the 
involved authors have read one another’s contributions. This demonstrates that the 
collaborative knowledge-making is organized as a conversation between the authors 
with the goal of expanding our own and other researchers’ thinking.17 The open 

ARCHIVES AND RECORDS 3



reviewing process integrated into the article broadens the collaboration even further. 
Together, the authors have produced new questions to challenge the fields of heritage 
studies and child studies through exploring and establishing children’s cultural heri-
tage as a theoretical concept.

Children’s views on archives

Johanna Sjöberg, Linköping University, Sweden

During the spring of 2022, I met 78 children, aged 6–10, divided into 18 focus groups 
discussing pictures preserved by the Swedish Archive of Children’s Art (SBBA). One 
question I asked was what an archive is. It was clearly a difficult question, and compared 
to other things we talked about it sparked little interest. Many children became silent or 
hesitated when trying to answer, while others said they did not know what an archive is. 
Some still tried to form a definition, and as a collective they explained an archive as a place 
where things are saved. Parallels were made with storerooms and libraries, and they 
described them as furnished with boxes, cabinets, and shelves, holding pictures, folders, 
scrolls, journals, and paper. Usually the contents were defined as old, really old, but one or 
two participants also pointed out that the things did not have to be old at the time of 
collection. Even though the children found it difficult to define what an archive is, at times 
it seemed to be self-evident to them that the things preserved in archives are to be saved 
for the future. The things should be looked at or used for something later, possibly to be 
displayed to one’s future self or future children. Spontaneously, some children mentioned 
their own private collections, consisting of boxes containing drawings, used schoolbooks, 
homemade things, and photobooks kept at home. However, they did not reflect upon the 
existence of public archives or who might be running them.

Another question was what they think of as generally important to be saved and 
collected for the future. They then mentioned a large variety of topics, ranging from 
peace, nature, numbers, food, people, and animals, down to more easily stored materials 
like money, maps, photos, films, outdated mobile phones, books, furniture, sweets, and 
faeces.

When the conversation was steered towards children’s own culture, they did not argue 
for the increased preservation of child-produced culture.18 Yet, they were very positive 
about the fact that the SBBA collects children’s pictures and they were usually positive 
about the prospect of giving one of their own drawings to the archive. I asked the children 
what they wanted to save about children today for the future. Their answers can be 
summed up in the following list: children’s pictures and drawings, homemade creative 
works, clothes, toys, ‘sports gear’ that reveals what children ‘do in their spare time,”’ and 
texts, such as diaries and manuscripts of plays, written by children. In answer to my direct 
question, they agreed that it was also important to save children’s digitally made pictures 
and photos.19 This list can be seen as a child-generated request for what archives focusing 
on children’s culture should collect. As adults interested in preservation, we should 
seriously ask ourselves if the items on this list, and other aspects of children’s everyday 
lives and culture, are sufficiently represented in archives and collections, and how we are 
to meet children’s call to save things that are important to them for the future.
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Archiving trivial stuff

Yelyzaveta Hrechaniuk, Linköping University, Sweden

Children make stuff.20 Children make lots of stuff — from drawings to mashed potato 
monsters, to folded books filled with stories, to performances based on Frozen, to entire 
worlds in Minecraft. Some of it ends up taped to the fridge door, some is carefully saved on 
a hard drive, some eventually breaks, and some of it is thrown in the bin before it gets the 
chance to rot and stink. This humble, mundane, and seemingly disposable stuff was not 
really intended to be kept or especially archived for the foreseeable (and more distant) future 
as cultural heritage. Neither does it sit comfortably next to what is commonly considered 
worth preserving; children’s stuff just seems too trivial to be collected in large quantities, or 
even at all. Yet, with this piece, I would like to contribute to the discussions about the value 
of trivial stuff in archives and museums. In particular, I want to do so by thinking ‘with’ an 
example of when trivial objects are part of not-so-mundane, and extraordinary, situations.

Drawings, handwritten notes and letters, and cuddly toys constitute a large proportion 
of two museum collections that document the public response to the terrorist attack in 
central Stockholm in 2017. These objects were collected from the spontaneous memorial 
that sprang up on the site of the attack to commemorate the victims, and show the 
support and unity of Stockholmers. In a sense similar to the mashed potato monster 
spontaneously put together during a family meal, the commemorative objects that the 
public left at this spontaneous and temporary memorial were not really meant to be 
preserved for the future. Yet the frail drawings, notes, and weathered soft toys were 
carefully sorted and archived in order to document the event.

Juxtaposing children’s drawings made on an ordinary day with the drawings made to 
commemorate victims of a terrorist attack reveals a stark difference between the ways in 
which trivial objects may be valued. Museum studies have grappled with questions of 
value in relation to so-called contemporary collecting — collecting objects in current 
rather than past use,21 which are often taken for granted precisely because they appear 
familiar and commonplace. Rapid response collecting, of which documenting the after-
math of the terrorist attack in Stockholm is an example,22 brings the additional challenges 
of having to act quickly and to handle an overflow of stuff. Archiving overflows of 
children’s stuff certainly poses a number of challenges, not least in practical terms. But, 
as the example above shows, this can be handled in several ways; for example, by 
archiving a selection of tangible objects in combination with photo-documenting the 
perishable ones. This undertaking, however, requires professionals and institutions to 
consider children’s stuff, and the children’s practices and experiences of which it is part, to 
be valuable enough to become an aspect of our shared cultural heritage.

Collecting children’s pictures

Linn Köpsell, Karin Isaksson, & Maria Eriksson, the Swedish Archive of Children’s Art, 
Eskilstuna, Sweden

At the Swedish Archive of Children’s Art, we consider each picture to be a story. It 
contains information from, and about, the originator, and the language used in the 
storytelling is visual, in contrast to words. Children draw things that have happened in 
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their lives. They tell us about their thoughts, musings, and desires, their dreams and 
perceptions of what happens in the world, and about the popular culture they face. Their 
pictures depict things they do in school and in their leisure time; who they live or hang out 
with; how they interact with their surroundings; what they care about, and fight for.

One of our primary tasks is to collect drawings on contemporary subjects. Thus, we 
gather groups of children to make drawings as an assignment, with a thematic question 
to consider. These assignment drawings are often made by several children simulta-
neously. On these occasions, we acknowledge that small shifts in their surroundings 
can affect the outcomes of the picture-making, such as the words or images used when 
the task is presented.

In the collection What’s going on? Children’s thoughts and stories about the 
Coronavirus,23 we can see several examples of pictures made by students from the 
same class depicting similar motifs. The variations we see between different schools 
could perhaps be explained by the fact that the children face different socio-economic 
conditions, and therefore their pictures depict restrictions imposed on different leisure 
activities and holiday habits. On the other hand, a child may also have been influenced by 
their adjacent classmate’s drawing, or the way the teacher presented the assignment.

Children’s previous play and conversations can also influence the outcome. The 
collection Who I am (2014) aimed to capture an era during which many children came 
to Sweden as refugees. We wanted to capture the children’s stories by having them draw 
a picture about themselves and their lives, without asking direct questions about fleeing 
their country. The children, who lived together in asylum accommodation, had been 
cycling the day before. Many pictures therefore showed bicycles and cycling children. This 
demonstrates the importance of a collection’s context in order to understand an indivi-
dual picture.

When a picture is registered and described in the archive, the main purpose is to make 
it retrievable, possible to find among all the others. The registrar should avoid guessing 
about the picture’s content. Therefore, we always encourage the children to describe their 
pictures in words, because it is the child who knows what he or she intended to depict.

As an archive, we strive to collect and register pictures from an objective point of view. 
However, as subjective humans, we can never be truly objective. We face challenges in 
trying to represent such a large and diverse group, and depend upon enthusiastic 
teachers and other adults, who provide a context beyond our control. Despite these 
challenges, the pictures that ultimately end up in this archive will enable tomorrow’s 
researchers to gain a glimpse into the lives of today’s children.

Affect, stickiness, and the archive

Alex Orrmalm, Linköping University, Sweden 

‘Sadness,’ he answers when I ask him what you can know from looking at children’s 
drawings in an archive. ‘You can get a feeling,’ one of his classmates says, ‘if they were sad 
when they drew it or not.’ Not see, but feel. When another classmate repeatedly tells me ‘I 
have no idea’ what to draw during the time I spend with him, I can feel it and I believe that 
I can also see it in his body language. The sadness.
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These moments occurred while I was collecting video ethnographic research data for 
a project about children’s cultural heritage in which children and young people created 
pictures about the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, or the notion of cultural 
heritage. Through this cluster of moments, I want to think with affect in order to reflect 
upon the question of what is preserved, and what might be lost, when collecting 
children’s productions in archives. The moments described above did not stick with me 
primarily because of the content of the pictures but rather because of the affect emerging 
between the children, me, and the pictures in the moment of creating them. Affect then, is 
explored as relational rather than individual, and for its potential to draw attention to 
aspects of these moments that cannot be captured easily, or at all, in the research data. 
We sense that they matter, while their intangibility and unruliness resist analysis, and 
through affect these moments stick with us.24 When I look at the picture made by the 
child afterwards, I can feel something I cannot see. The affect stuck to my body, but not to 
the paper. Writing the word sadness does not lead me back to the children’s pictures, but 
rather to the looks on their faces, and the sense of sadness in the room,25 in the moments 
of talking about them.

The words ‘I have no idea’ were never written on the picture, and when looking at it 
you could easily gain the impression that the child had a clear idea of what he wanted to 
draw. The paper containing that picture is now preserved indefinitely in an archive with 
700,000 other pictures made by children and young people. The affect from the process of 
creating it lingers for some time in my body, and possibly the bodies of others who were 
present, as memories. It is difficult to pinpoint, but the closest way of describing how 
affect matters is that, when I look at the picture afterwards, I think that it is not what it 
seems to be. There are uncertainties, complexities, and perhaps even some resistance to 
the assignment I gave that were not captured by the strokes of the pencil. Only glimpses 
of what goes into drawing moments can be stored because there is no such thing as the 
whole story when it comes to interpreting or categorizing pictures in an archive, or 
elsewhere. These glimpses, however, will make a difference to what, in the future, we 
will know as the traces of today’s children.

Archiving children’s art

Päivi Venäläinen, The Art Centre for Children and Young People, Hyvinkää, Finland 

Recently, a project was conducted about the Finnish International Archive connected to 
The Art Centre for Children and Young People, with the aim of increasing knowledge 
about the value and uniqueness of children’s and young people’s Art as archived cultural 
heritage.26 Finland has more than 50 institutions that archive children’s and young 
people’s Art. This includes archives in museums, schools, universities, cultural centres, 
and — not least — private homes. Together, they also cover children’s and young 
people’s Art from countries far beyond Finland.

The project emphasized that Art made by children and young people involves expres-
sions not found in other cultural productions. Artistic activity is a certain kind of activity 
engaged in by human beings and, just like adults, children and young people do art.27 

This archive preserves not only pictures, but also creations that have been made for 
artistic purposes, including three-dimensional art.
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The International Archive of Children’s and Young People’s Art exists due to exhibitions 
created out of children’s and young people’s art. The archived art of children and young 
people has mainly been created in institutional contexts under adult guidance. As the 
collections stretch from the 1970s up until today, it becomes possible to explore different 
pedagogical practices and educational ideologies over time. For example, our institu-
tional experience has taught us that, in many Asian countries and in Russia, teachers value 
technical skills, and adult guidance plays an important role, sometimes to the extent that 
a teacher’s handprint is visible in a child’s work. This is different from western countries, 
where personal expression is often prioritized.28

One of the outcomes of the project was that new questions arose. What does it mean 
to archive children’s and young people’s pictures as Art? If their pictures are called Art, 
then another reflection concerns whether this has any effect on adult Art heritage, and 
how it contributes to our understanding of the heritage of children and young people 
more generally. When adult Art is preserved for the future, the metadata that comes along 
with it is usually focused on the artist, the person, where s/he created the Artwork, and 
when it was done. The metadata that is needed when children and young people are 
involved is not self-evidently the same; or is it? The answer to what metadata is needed is 
connected to the reasons behind why artworks by children and young people are 
archived. It also raises questions about which pictures count as Art, and which not, 
when we are collecting and archiving them. And who decides what is Art and what is not?

When interpreting children’s and young people’s artworks, it is important to take into 
consideration the historical and cultural information available. The contextual informa-
tion, the metadata, is central to the kinds of claims that researchers or heritage curators 
can make about them.

Donating digital images

Ylva Ågren, University of Gothenburg, Gothenburg, Sweden 

Digital images created by young people in their leisure time, without the involvement of 
adults, constitute an important resource for the development of what are considered to 
be child heritage objects. However, we cannot take it for granted that young people want 
to donate their private digital drawings to archives. This poses archives with some 
methodological and ethical challenges that need to be addressed.

As part of the research project Children’s Cultural Heritage, 10 young people were 
interviewed about the digital drawings they made in their spare time, without the 
involvement of adults. These pictures centred around young people’s own interests, 
often inspired by popular culture or as part of a fan art culture. The young people put 
many hours of work into the pictures, and over months or years all those interviewed had 
saved numerous images on their computers, on webpages, or in cloud-based storage. 
Some also shared their pictures on Instagram or TikTok as a digital photo album of their 
best work. It is thus obvious that young people create and possess their own visual digital 
collections.

The young people were presented with the possibility of donating their drawings to 
the Swedish Archive of Children’s Art and becoming part of the collective cultural heritage 
of children and young people, their work preserved for future generations. However, only 
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5 of the 10 interviewees wanted to donate pictures, and those who did only gave a very 
small number of the hundreds of pictures they had created.

Asking people to donate works of art from their childhood comes with some 
difficulties, as many people have a hard time parting with their collections.29 Based 
on an analysis of the 10 interviewees, it is suggested that some of these same 
reservations also apply to new digital images. One of the interviewees raised the 
question of copyright. She wanted to use her pictures, for example, in future applica-
tions to art schools and was concerned that if she were to donate her work to the 
archive, it might be used by others without her permission, or for purposes that she 
does not support.

Young people need to know that the place where they are to leave material that is 
sometimes very personal is safe and can be trusted. Archives are normally adult spaces, 
and in the interviews it became obvious that the young people lacked understanding of 
what an archive is or how it works. Therefore, information about archives, their purpose 
and governance, including legal documents and copyright issues, need to be available, 
relevant, appealing, and inclusive of young people and their realities.

Archiving children’s digital culture

Natalie Coulter, York University, Canada 

Most archives are material spaces with the purpose of housing material artefacts. Yet, 
much of children’s culture is currently taking place in digital spaces. It may seem easy to 
dismiss children’s play in digital space as something separate from their ‘real lives,’ 
unfairly assuming that childhood is experienced separately or externally from digital 
media.30 Today, a child might be drawing on an iPad, building a town in Roblox, or 
recording their dance moves for TikTok. During the global pandemic, practically over-
night, much of children’s social, educational, and play lives moved almost entirely online. 
While children are still inhabiting physical spaces and using material items, digital culture 
is a significant component of their daily lives. Children are creating, building, and socializ-
ing in these digital spaces while creating digitally. They do not live their lives externally to 
those media; instead, the digital is embedded in the practices of children’s everyday lives

If we do not collect children’s digital artefacts, there is a possibility that we will lose 
sight of what they are doing in digital spaces and how their contributions actively shape 
the structure and organization of digital platforms. Children are active creators, producers, 
and shapers of digital culture. As they play and create in these spaces, they impact upon 
those spaces’ architecture and ethos. For example, it was young people whose creations 
and cultural practices transformed the music-sharing app TikTok from short lip-syncing 
videos to the video app it is today.31 Young people are both creating within the app, and 
also actively shaping the cultural practices and norms of how content is shared and 
spread on the app. But the story of children’s impacts on digital culture is being lost as 
adults begin to colonize these spaces once young people have made them popular.

Complicating the matter further is the fact that much of children’s digital culture 
takes place in corporate spaces, on apps held on corporate servers, and even sold on 
to third-party companies, raising questions about who owns this digital culture. 
A second complication is that many of the digital spaces require users to be at least 
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13 years old to sign up, but this is not enforced, and many users are much younger. 
This makes it even more difficult to ask corporations to play a role in the digital 
archiving of children’s culture if they are publicly stating that their platforms are not 
for young children.

Globally, young people around the world spend many hours a day in digital spaces, 
playing on platforms and apps, or scrolling social media. Without including children’s 
digital artefacts within archives, we run the risk of losing an entire component of 
children’s daily lives and their roles as creators of cultural heritage.

Cataloguing cultural heritage: from power positions to participatory 
practices

Ulrika Kjellman, Uppsala University, Sweden 

Creating archives for children’s heritage is not only a question of what we choose to 
collect and preserve, but also of how to present the material and make it accessible. 
Cultural heritage collections are normally searchable and accessed via catalogues (or 
registers), where the items are represented by metadata. These metadata (i.e. descriptions 
or surrogates of the items) can be of different types: controlled vocabularies, free texts, 
codes, et cetera.

During the last few decades, researchers in the field of libraries, archives, and museums 
(LAM) have acknowledged that catalogues with their metadata descriptions — i.e. knowl-
edge organizational systems (KOS) — are permeated by ideology and power. They are not 
neutral, but culturally constructed tools that mediate the collections in certain ways,32 

ways that tend to mediate a dominant perspective on our cultural heritage. Olson, for 
example, states that KOS tend to marginalize ‘concepts outside of a white, male, 
Eurocentric, Christocentric, heterosexual, able-bodied, bourgeois mainstream.’33 Thus, 
user groups outside these spheres tend to be unfamiliar with the ways in which catalo-
gues and metadata mediate collections. What user groups will be targeted in the context 
of children’s cultural heritage archives? Who will not find access to the collections? 
Children?

To produce KOS that are more inclusive and open to cultural diversity (e.g. social or 
ethnic), different solutions have been suggested and put into practice. Back in 2002, 
Beghtol launched the concept of cultural hospitality with user choice options as — in 
theory — a way to include different user perspectives in order to make KOS more wide- 
ranging and open to diversity.34 This approach to inviting different user perspectives has 
been further facilitated in practical terms by Web 2.0 and the use of folksonomies, 
tagging, or wiki procedures. Using these more ‘bottom-up’ processes, users can contri-
bute with terms that are more familiar to them, and the positions of expertize and 
participants are altered.35

Questions to consider when working with children’s cultural heritage36 archives could 
include: Who are the possible users of the collection? What aspects of power affect access 
in existing systems? How can we produce KOS that offer access to the collection for 
a variety of groups? In what ways can children be invited to use the collection, and how 
can they be offered opportunities to produce access points they feel satisfied with?
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Children as producers of metadata

Pål Aarsand, Norwegian University of Science and Technology, Norway
Anna Sparrman, Linköping University, Sweden 

The practices and policies surrounding how we tag cultural heritage objects in 
places such as archives are fundamental for searching, finding, and understanding 
objects from both the past and the present.37 ‘The politics of metadata,’ who 
generates and produces it, and how, is therefore not only suggestive but can be 
crucial for what can be found in archives. Metadata is often deficient when 
children’s objects are described and categorized,38 which in turn makes those 
objects, and the practices of which they are part, difficult to understand. One 
aspect of this is that adult desires relating to childhood and children, as well as 
adults’ fantasies about their own childhoods, are used as categorization 
principles.39 Another key issue is whether adult archivists are always knowledge-
able about children’s cultures and lives. We want to reflect upon how these 
drawbacks, which are to some extent unavoidable, can be circumvented.

One way, we argue, is to break into the quiet politics of whose voices and values 
heritage institutions prioritize by taking children’s voices into account in archives.40 When 
children become involved as knowledgeable social and cultural actors, extra layers of 
metadata will be produced, which can contribute to how archives describe and categorize 
objects.

Different methods can contribute to different layers. The first and seemingly 
easiest solution that comes to mind is to collect metadata from the children who 
produce heritage objects themselves. The Swedish Archive of Children’s Art (SBBA), 
for example, emphasizes children’s own writings on their donated pictures in the 
objects’ titles when categorizing them. In this way, children’s own words are given 
higher priority than other concepts and categories. When information like this is 
not available, another method, although time consuming, can be to turn to other 
groups of children and let them describe what they see in these children’s 
pictures. The descriptions can be either video- or audio-recorded and then tran-
scribed. In the next step, these children’s words can be included as one more layer 
of metadata in the archive’s database. We do not argue that children’s voices 
should replace the professional adult archive registration, but rather that they 
can complete it by generating increased complexity in the representations of 
voices within the archive.41 Children’s voices are in this way neither ‘truer’ nor 
more homogenous than any other voices it rather contributes another layer to the 
archive.

Take, for example, the creation of digital images by today’s children. If we do not 
talk to children about how these images come about, we will miss the complex 
practices of mixing digital and analogue pictures, co-making pictures across time 
and space, how the pictures are shared, and whether they are expressions of popular 
cultural characters from children’s worlds. Furthermore, if we see children as knowl-
edge producers, then we have to recognize them, in line with adults, as possible 
producers of metadata for heritage objects in general, not only those made by or for 
children.
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Archive Fever of metadata revisited

Marek Tesar, The University of Auckland, New Zealand 

In Archive Fever, Jacques Derrida explores how archives shape our understanding of 
history, memory, and culture.42 Derrida argues that archives are not simply reposi-
tories of historical documents; rather, they are sites of power where knowledge is 
produced. Archives are both a ‘conservation’ and a ‘destruction’ of the past. They 
preserve certain documents and artefacts while excluding and erasing others. 
Archives can also be seen as a form of madness — a compulsion to collect historical 
materials and preserve the past. This compulsion is rooted in our fear of forgetting 
and our need to maintain a sense of identity and continuity over time. Children 
share in this desire; in their everyday lives, they collect artefacts that hold personal 
significance. However, they are rarely taken seriously when archive projects are 
being conceptualized.

Derrida does not directly address the issue of children and archives. However, his 
analysis has implications for how we think about children’s access to archives. If archives 
are sites of power, we must consider how adults control access to those archives and how 
children and childhoods are excluded from curating and visiting them. Archives exclude 
children from decisions about how knowledge is conserved and produced.

Derrida examines the relationship between archives and technology, arguing that 
(digital) technologies have transformed how we understand and interact with historical 
materials. As digital archives become increasingly common, children may gain greater 
access to historical materials through online resources and databases. But access is not 
the same as control. Even where technology provides greater access, we need to ask what 
kinds of material children have access to and, consequently, what knowledge this access 
produces. The relationship between archives, knowledge, and technology needs to be 
seen in terms of both how it provides children with access, and how it gives them control 
over what is preserved.

For Derrida, archives have an ethical responsibility to preserve and protect historical 
materials. This responsibility involves making decisions about what to include in or 
exclude from the archive.43 The artefacts within archives have a materiality that influences 
how we understand both the past and the present. Thus, selecting and excluding 
materials is a form of power that shapes our understanding of history and memory. Yet, 
children’s production of knowledge (and their access to it) is often excluded and not 
considered. Consequently, archive projects ignore the ethical responsibility we have to 
include children and childhoods in the creation of archives.

Furthermore, Derrida argues that archives as institutions have a responsibility to be 
transparent about the materials they include and the process of selection and exclusion. 
This transparency is essential for ethical decision-making and prevents abuses of power 
within the archive. Archives are accountable for the ethical implications of their preserva-
tion and exclusion of historical materials. In this way, archives as institutions are accoun-
table for their position towards children; and the exclusion of children from archives is an 
abuse of power. Archival institutions, working with adults and young people, need to be 
transparent and focus on the role that children are actively given in shaping archive 
materials.
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Open reviews

Review 1: Karen Sánchez-Eppler, Amherst College, Amherst, MA, USA

As a scholar of children’s cultural production in the 19th century United States, so 
much about this helpful and interesting discussion of the dynamics of archiving 
children’s cultural heritage fills me with envy. Swedish and Finnish government 
support for children’s cultural heritage — the visual voices of the archive research 
project, the institutional existence of the Swedish Archive of Children’s Art and the 
Finnish International Archive of Children’s and Young People’s Art, and Finland’s 
survey of the national institutions collecting children’s cultural production — all 
evidence a level of infrastructure, attention, and respect directed at children’s 
cultural production that is almost unimaginable in the United States. Moreover, 
work focused on the cultural production of contemporary children makes it possi-
ble to engage young people themselves in the processes of archival curation and 
classification, in ways that are rarely possible with historical materials. Thus, there 
is much about this discussion that I experience as aspirational. As other places 
aspire to a respect for children’s cultural production that approaches what has 
already begun to happen in Scandinavia, it is indeed salutary to confront the 
ethical and pragmatic issues of archiving children’s cultural heritage raised by 
this article.

The authors begin by noting that ‘archives are normally adult spaces,’ and it is certainly 
true that it is adults who fund, build, staff, and organize collecting institutions. But it is also 
the case that most thinking about archives and collecting tend to root these desires and 
practices in a nostalgic effort to reclaim or preserve something of childhood, and to 
naturalize collecting by recognizing it as a childhood behaviour. That children are them-
selves collectors means that they understand archives, even if they do not use that name. 
Delving more deeply into the how and why of their own collecting may yield a clearer 
sense of what it is that children would want from an archive of their work. I was struck by 
the conventional nature of what the young people in these focus groups thought should 
be archived — except, perhaps, for the sports equipment, they ask for the preservation of 
the kind of paper records that most standard archives collect. In a later section on digital 
archives a child who refrained from donating their digital pictures to the Swedish 
museum raised issues about copyright and the difficulty of maintaining control over 
how images are used that suggest a sophisticated understanding of the stakes and 
complexities of being part of someone else’s archive.

Art and Cultural Heritage are valuable to societies in so many different ways. There is, of 
course, an art market, and the price for juvenilia has inflated drastically over the last few 
decades, precisely because various institutions have begun to actively collect it. Art is 
valued on aesthetic grounds, in terms of beauty, in terms of skill and craft, in terms of 
emotional impact or psychological meaning, and also on social and historical grounds in 
terms of what it conveys about the culture, time, and place in which it was created. Often 
these modes of valuation conflict with each other, and they certainly shift over time and 
context. The Finnish project seems to be invested in their collections’ artistic value. By 
contrast, the thematic prompts with which the Swedish Archive of Children’s Art solicits 
children to create paintings about the coronavirus pandemic or refugee experiences seem 
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primarily invested in creating a social/historical record, insisting that the ‘pictures’ they 
collect are not art. In addition, the lovely discussion of the emotional quality of children’s 
work — ‘The moments described above did not stick with me primarily because of the 
content of the pictures but rather because of the affect emerging between the children, 
me, and the pictures in the moment of creating them’ — raises psychological and 
therapeutic issues as well. This discussion of affect expresses the insufficiency of these 
children’s drawings to really preserve the emotional life present at the time of their 
making. In a similar vein the authors discuss how ‘trivial’ items are made powerfully 
evocative by the context of being left as memorials after the Stockholm terrorist attack. 
But I suspect that it is not only extremely violent events that allow such everyday things to 
matter. Perhaps it is the most ordinary items that, over time, will best convey the real 
texture of lives. In all these cases, we need more than the object itself to access the stories 
it holds. One goal for preserving children’s cultural heritage evident in these discussions is 
the preservation of intimate information about daily life — that is social history.

These are not perspectives to decide between; every picture does carry both social and 
artistic meaning. Still, these different institutional stakes suggest the wide range of 
cultural heritage values. Thinking about the varied goals of these institutions and the 
relations and tensions between them seems an important next step: what do these 
archives do for the adults who have created and run them, for the children who partici-
pate in them, and for future viewers young and old?

I appreciate the recognition that archives of children’s cultural production are essen-
tially community archives, but ones whose existence and structure originate not with 
children (the community in question) but with adults. The issue of what kind of ‘commu-
nity’ children are is an interesting one, since unlike many other marginal or disempowered 
social groups, childhood is an evolving identity category: children become adults, adults 
once were children. The authors assert that ‘children, like any other group, produce and 
re-produce the societies in which they live.’ This is true in the sense that children do 
experience, take part in, all aspects of cultural life. But there are very few spaces that 
recognize or enable children’s centrality, and it seems to me that one of the deep 
assumptions of this project is that it is precisely children’s liminality — the ways they 
are and are not fully incorporated into adult institutions and cultural norms — that makes 
their cultural production so valuable. Being on the margins of society makes it possible to 
see and say things that are simply not available perspectives for those at the hegemonic 
centre. Part of what is so provocative about children’s cultural production is that it not 
only makes visible the process of socialization into cultural norms, but also identifies 
alternative places of value, the things children care about that adults may not. The 
assessment of what is important and what is trivial is often quite different for an adult 
and a child, even when both are situated in front of the same plate of uneaten mashed 
potatoes: wasted food or a material for sculpting monsters?!

Certainly, questions of power — and particularly the power generated by the processes 
of preservation and classification — are the core questions of this project and enormously 
important ones: who gets to decide what to keep, what to call it, what it means, how it 
matters. What you call things makes all the difference, and this article focuses very usefully 
on the pragmatic, nitty-gritty, of metadata. The authors are right in noting the value of 
having children themselves provide labels — do the classificatory work of identifying the 
search terms for their creations — but it is also true that standard shared nomenclature 
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matters for visibility and access, so there is more to think about in terms of negotiating 
those conflicting sets of archival values. The issues of digital materials and the ways that 
social media has enabled young children to disseminate their creations, and to participate 
in collaborative networks of image curation from a very young age, is a powerfully 
transformative innovation. I am very glad that the authors recognize the ways in which 
digital media and digital archives are enabling children to become archivists of their own 
lives in ways that are more normalized and less privatized than children’s archival 
practices in the past. Indeed, children may often have greater digital or social media skills 
and knowledge than many of the adults around them. There is much that is empowering 
about this, and yet, as these authors know, children’s digital lives — like all our digital 
lives — are significantly shaped by corporate structures and ownership. Nevertheless, it is 
possible for many young people to broadcast their cultural productions to a worldwide 
audience without much mediation or direct interference from adults. The ways in which 
teenage girls’ usage transformed TikTok suggest that as ’digital natives’ young people’s 
cultural heritage may be impacting not only content but also, as the authors note, may 
‘actively shape the structure and organization of digital platforms.’ These insights suggest 
that the present media landscape may be creating conditions that truly alter the power 
dynamics of children’s relations to archives and to cultural heritage. Thinking explicitly 
and transparently, as this article begins to do, about the ethical and practical import of 
children’s archives strikes me as a crucial step for negotiating these swiftly shifting 
possibilities with equitable responsibility, respect, and care, when working with children’s 
archives but also for all efforts of cultural preservation.

Review 2: Elizabeth Wells, Westminster School, London, UK

This is a stimulating article that provokes a number of questions and ideas relating to the 
creation, collection and description of children’s cultural heritage. It was fascinating to 
read about children’s views on the items they felt merited a place in the archive as well as 
some practical suggestions on how to meet the preservation challenges they pose. 
A recurring topic is the vital role played by metadata in providing contextual information 
to children’s artistic creations, but the necessity to think creatively about cataloguing. 
I have long been interested by groups whose records are hidden in archives due to 
descriptive practices which assume and perpetuate certain hierarchies of value. It is 
exciting that SBBA is involving young people in archival description, and the potential 
of their contributions to add a new dimension to the pictures collected is explored.

The sections concerning children’s digital artefacts are particularly useful as many of us 
grapple with the challenges of digitally archiving, and making accessible, a range of new 
formats being created and shared on a rapidly changing array of digital platforms. Some 
may be dismissive about these (often literally ephemeral) digital outputs, but as the article 
emphasizes, they form part of children’s daily experience. The solution must be to work 
with young people to bridge the ‘knowledge gap’ and ensure elements of their digital 
culture are captured and preserved.

The framing of children as a subordinated group in this piece is not always helpful. It is 
important, for example, to acknowledge that the records created by certain demo-
graphics, particularly elite white boys are more likely to have been collected and catalo-
gued than those of children whose identity intersects with traditionally oppressed people. 
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It should also be remembered that children of varying ages and education levels demand 
different approaches. Childhood is only ever a transient state and I would like to see 
further discussion of the ethics of collecting and presenting juvenile productions sepa-
rately from their adult successors — potentially resulting in what the article terms a ‘dual 
marginalization.’ In recent years western societies have undoubtedly moved to a more 
child-centred culture, but what is often particularly special about records created by 
children is their unfamiliar perspective.

In London we have recently witnessed the transition of the ‘Museum of Childhood’ into 
the ‘Young V&A.’ A pivot away from invested adult stakeholders who enjoyed the 
nostalgic experience of revisiting their childhood towards a space in which the needs of 
child visitors are prioritized has been handled with delicacy and verve. It has been 
accomplished without losing sight of the collections which remain at the core of the 
museum but have been redisplayed in fresh and imaginative ways. Perhaps the obvious 
next step for the contributors to Children’s cultural heritage — the visual voice of the 
archive is to consider the ways in which children’s archives can be presented in a way 
which is accessible and appealing to their creators across the whole of their lifecycle.
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