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Statehouse Museum surprisingly entertaining
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By JOE BLUNDO

The new Ohio Statehouse Museum engaged me -- which might or might not be a good sign for the school kids who will use it the most. 

I'm not exactly representative of youthful tastes.

The museum, which opened Wednesday, is like a walk-through civics textbook on Ohio government.

But don't let that scare you away.

It has plenty of the interactive stuff you see at museums these days: touch screens, light-up boxes and role-playing. (You can pretend to give a State of the State address via teleprompter.)

Still, to really absorb it all, you must do a lot of reading. The intricacies of term limits (yes, there's a display on them) aren't easily transmitted through a video game.

The museum is trying to educate fourth- and fifth-graders studying Ohio history and entertain everyone else. Given the broad audience, I think it succeeds.

I even found a few elements of candor.

The touch-screen display on legislative districts shows how they have morphed into the grotesquely shaped creations of today. The display attributes it to several factors, including "subtle maneuvering as members of the Apportionment Board try and use the rules to draw districts that will be favorable to their political party."

One can only hope that a few 11-year-olds will go home and demand reform.

I wish that the museum included a display on the influence of money on the people working upstairs. Perhaps that will come in Phase III, when the $3.6 million facility is further expanded.

The entrance to the museum in the Statehouse basement -- or crypt, as they call it -- is impressive. A huge Great Seal of Ohio sits under an arching stone entry, with lots of colorful displays and vintage campaign posters. People will be drawn in.

They'll find several galleries covering the executive branch, the legislature, voting and the state constitution.

The designers who had to find a way to make the state departments interesting made a good run at it.

Stacked drawers labeled Department of Transportation, Office of Management and Budget and so forth are lighted by the touch of a button. The light reveals symbols representing what the agencies do.

Good idea, but let's work on those symbols: Both the Department of Insurance and ODOT feature traffic cones.

The Straightforward Award goes to the Department of Rehabilitation and Correction, which is symbolized by jail bars and skeleton keys.

I also spent some time with the Build a Governor exhibit, which lets you choose certain attributes (military service, previous elected office, occupation, education) and see which governor most closely matches it.

I tried to find a European-born ex-Marine athlete who had been to theological school.

The closest I got was Richard M. Bishop (1878-80), a Kentucky native who sold groceries and served as mayor of Cincinnati.

In other words, I found things to play with. I hope kids will, too.

Joe Blundo is a Dispatch columnist.

jblundo@dispatch.com 



• The Statehouse Museum, Downtown on Capitol Square, is open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. weekdays and noon to 4 p.m. Saturdays and Sundays. Admission is free. Visit www. ohiostatehouse.org. 
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