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Foreword 

 
In 2014, the West Midlands 

Museum Development 

programme supported four 

museums in the region to 

identify imaginative and creative 

ways to engage visitors with 

their stored collections: the 

Behind Closed Doors project. 

 

Kate Measures at Heritage 

Insider was commissioned to co-

ordinate the project. Kate visited 

the museums to review their 

stores experience and created a 

mini toolkit as a project legacy. 

The toolkit contains case studies  

from across the UK and is filled 

with simple ideas that 

can transform the 

stores experience. 

 

 

 

 

Consultation and visitor 

demand demonstrates the 

public appetite for behind the 

scenes experiences and 

increased use of stored 

collections. If you enjoy these 

case studies and want to find 

out more about developing 

access to your stores, turn to 

the toolkit for more ideas. 

Where applicable we have 

highlighted the sections of the 

toolkit relating to the themes 

raised by the case studies. 

 

The West Midlands Museum 

Development Officers 

In this accompanying publication we 

begin to showcase some of the great 

work taking place on our doorstep.  

West Midlands museums have 

contributed case studies presenting a 

range of exciting approaches to using 

and interpreting stored collections. 

 

Dispelling the myth of dusty stores 

filled with redundant collections, our 

museums are working innovatively to 

deliver engaging access and to convey 

the breadth of work that takes place 

out of public view.  

 

What’s more, the case studies 

gathered here demonstrate that 

projects around stored collections are 

having a positive impact on people’s 

lives; from providing new skills 

through volunteering to increased 

community participation. These 

activities support museums too; work 

with stored collections is helping 

them to meet their wider aims and 

objectives in myriad ways.  
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We are very grateful to Mariyam Ali, Claire Blakey, Matthew Johnson, Lee Bellingham, Natalie Osborne, Huw Jones and 

Chris Copp for contributing case studies and images. 

 

The full set of Behind Closed Doors resources can be found at www.marchesnetwork.org.uk  

 

 

Behind Closed Doors in the West Midlands (December 2014) was compiled by Rebecca Harvey, Flying Collections Assistant. 

http://marchesnetwork.org.uk/?s=behind+closed+doors&submit=Search


Birmingham Museums 

Museum Collections Centre: “Indiana Jones meets Ikea” 

Birmingham’s Museum Collections Centre (MCC) is the largest off-site store in the West 

Midlands, housing nearly one million objects of all collection types, from Archaeology to 

Zoology. 

The store was an urgent priority for Birmingham Museum and Art 

Gallery, a grade II listed Victorian building that provided little or no 

accommodation for stored collections. Over many years, offices and 

basements were used to house some collections; whilst others were 

held in council owned and leased buildings. Most were unsuitable for 

collections care as well as public or even staff access.  
 

In 2002 we acquired a large warehouse facility about 3km from the 

museum. In a £4.2 million project, offices were adapted and a purpose 

made extension built. This created 9,500 m² storage space and over 10 km racking as well as 

clean, environmentally controlled stores. 
 

Today, the MCC has greatly improved storage for the collection and provided better access 

for curators, conservators and researchers as well as the general public. We host a wide 

range of ways for visitors to engage with the collection, including monthly Open 

Afternoons, bi-annual Open Days, seasonal events such as Halloween night, school 

and higher education visits and booked guided tours. 
 

Feedback from visitors is always positive; they are very accepting that we are a store, not a museum. One visitor on 

entering the warehouse exclaimed “[it’s like] Indiana Jones meets Ikea”, which we think is a great way to describe it! 

 

  

‘What can opening  

up the stores do?’  

Read about the 

potential rewards in 

the mini toolkit. 

Mariyam Ali, Collections Support Officer 

mariyam.ali@birminghammuseums.org.uk        

mailto:mariyam.ali@birminghammuseums.org.uk


The Potteries Museum & Art Gallery has found that its behind the scenes offer is increasingly 

popular, with a growing number of requests for store tours and object handling sessions. The 

ceramic stores were purpose built in the 1970s to accommodate researchers and groups of visitors. 

They were designed as ‘secondary galleries’ with almost all the pots stored in cases with glass doors 

on both sides, helping to make our collections more accessible to both staff and the public. 
 

A visit usually lasts for an hour and comprises a tour of the two ceramic stores and sometimes a 

handling session using pre-selected pots in an area with tables and chairs. We admit parties of up 

to 15 people but often split them into smaller groups led by the same person throughout. 
 

The stores house approximately 45,000 pots so the Assistant 

Ceramics Curator has produced a guide for colleagues. This contains information about the layout, 

the rationale behind how objects are arranged and ideas on how to use the pots based on what has 

worked well previously. The guide also highlight oddities and objects aren't often displayed. 
 

Tours and handling sessions are tailored to each group and can range from a general history of 

Staffordshire ceramics to more specialised sessions. Visitors like to see a mix of unusual objects as 

well as pots they are familiar with. The early pieces and unusual stories are always popular, as are 

more iconic pieces in the collection. Our important international collection, which is mainly not on 

permanent display is particularly enjoyed by visitors.  
 

We have found that visitors enjoy going behind the scenes and like to feel they are getting a special experience. 

Explaining the history of the museum and its collections makes more sense in the stores where you really get an 

impression of the scale and breadth of the collections. 

There are more  

‘Top Tips for  

Tours’ and case 

studies in the 

toolkit. 

The Potteries Museum & Art Gallery, Stoke-on-Trent 

Stores as ‘secondary galleries’ 

Claire Blakey, Assistant Ceramics Curator 

claire.blakey@stoke.gov.uk    

http://www.stokemuseums.org.uk/
mailto:claire.blakey@stoke.gov.uk


Nuneaton Museum & Art Gallery 

The Community Showcase 

The Community Showcase launched in 2011 in response to Nuneaton Museum & Art Gallery’s Audience Development Plan. During 

consultation it transpired that local people wanted to see more community based projects. They also indicated that they 

wanted a greater turnover of objects within the permanent galleries.  

 

Through the Community Showcase any local group, organisation or school can approach 

the museum with a plan for their own small exhibition or the museum can approach 

groups we have worked with before. The group agrees to attend at least two museum 

based workshops and to utilise items from the museum’s collections.  

When a group approaches the museum with an idea for an exhibition they meet with the 

Museum Outreach Officer to discuss the theme and when they would like to participate. On average 

we look to host three exhibitions per year in the Showcase. Each participating group attends a 

minimum of two workshops, led by the Museum Outreach Officer. These workshops include 

developing basic curatorial skills, how to use a database to search for artefacts, research skills and 

how to write object labels.  
 

Once artefacts have been selected, found and interpreted the group will install their exhibition in 

the Community Showcase for our visitors. The group can also present some printed information 

about themselves and their motivation for getting involved. In the future we may look to purchase a 

digital TV screen so that groups can produce other content to accompany the case. 
 

Since 2011 the museum has successfully hosted exhibitions created by the local Nepalese and Polish 

communities, a school with special educational needs, a local history group and the 

museum’s own volunteers. The Community Showcase is a great way for visitors to the 

museum to find out about the work and interests of many groups across the borough, as well 

as having the opportunity to view different and diverse objects on display.  

Love this idea?  

See ‘Community 

outreach’ in  

the toolkit. 

Matthew Johnson, Museum Outreach Officer 

matthew.johnson@nuneatonandbedworth.gov.uk    

mailto:matthew.johnson@nuneatonandbedworth.gov.uk


 

The Museum of Cannock Chase 

A Day in the Life of the Museum  

In 2009 the Museum of Cannock Chase recorded a snapshot of life behind the 

scenes at the museum to mark its 21st birthday. The aim of the project was to 

record the myriad tasks that go on unseen behind the scenes of our busy museum 

and create an exhibition to show the public all the things that we do.  
 

The museum provides a variety of activities to create an educational, social, fun, 

exciting and interactive venue, but we felt that not many people really 

understood the work that goes into running a museum. The exhibition aimed to 

tell a story of the many jobs involved in making the museum an enjoyable visitor 

destination – from setting up the galleries and exhibitions to serving in the coffee 

shop, there is always work to be done. 
 

We worked with student photographer, Leanne Hulley, to produce the photographs. She came in over a number of weeks to take 

photo’s of all aspects of the museum – school visits, our Friends group, setting up in the morning, mounting exhibitions and 

working with collections to name just a few. 
 

The project took about 6 months. Leanne worked voluntarily under our 

supervision as a development opportunity. We actively encourage volunteers to 

join our team in a capacity that suits their skills and this was a fantastic 

opportunity to work with a talented local photographer, not only documenting 

the museum but also to experience a joint learning process. 
 

The series of images we chose for this exhibition aimed to represent many 

different and sometimes unseen aspects of our work. The exhibition was 

displayed in our main temporary exhibition gallery and included interactive 

exhibits. It is now on permanent display in our conference room. 

Lee Bellingham, Museum Services Manager 

A.Bellingham@wlct.org 

mailto:A.Bellingham@wlct.org


 

RBSA Gallery 

Working with student volunteers to improve access to the Collection and Archive 

The Royal Birmingham Society of Artists (RBSA) is one of the oldest artist-led 

cooperatives in the UK. It owns and runs the RBSA Gallery with the help of a small team 

of staff. We rely on volunteers to help with all areas of Gallery work, including the 

Collection and Archive. The majority of these volunteers are Members, Associates and 

Friends of the Society. However, we also recruit a number of local students each year.  
 

Undergraduate and postgraduate students are increasingly important to improving 

access to the RBSA Collection and Archive. We recruit at least two undergraduate 

student volunteers each year and are working with local universities to provide live 

briefs within Bachelors and Masters Degrees. Students help with a variety of tasks: 

 Responding to enquiries from researchers and members of the public. 

 Selecting and interpreting artworks for the ‘Highlights of the Collection’ section of the RBSA Gallery website. 

 Creating or updating Wikipedia articles about RBSA artists. 

 Creating and maintaining a blog to provide ‘behind-the-scenes’ information. 

 Curating or supporting annual exhibitions based on the RBSA Collection and Archive. 

 Delivering engagement events such as talks and handling sessions with different audience groups, including Members, 

Friends and the general public. 
 

The RBSA does not have sufficient resources to employ full time Collection and Archive staff. In addition, the store is located in an 

area which is not easily accessible or suitable for regular visits from members of the public. Therefore, the work of volunteers is 

essential to sharing the Collection and Archive with the wider public. This is particularly true of the students’ work with 

online media. We believe that formats such as the website, Wikipedia and blogs provide a sustainable way of sharing 

information with a larger audience whilst providing valuable work experience for the student volunteers. 

 

 

Turn to 

‘Volunteers’ in the 

toolkit for more 

brilliant ideas. 

Natalie Osborne, Learning and Engagement Manager 

natalie@rbsa.org.uk 

http://www.rbsa.org.uk/collection-archive/
http://www.rbsa.org.uk/collection-archive/highlights-of-the-collection/
http://rbsagallery.wordpress.com/
http://www.rbsa.org.uk/whats-on/exhibitions/rbsa-our-collection-our-archive-and-you/
mailto:natalie@rbsa.org.uk


 

The Herbert Art Gallery & Museum 

What’s In Store: “A little treasure trove” 

What’s In Store is an accessible store that opened as part of the Herbert’s major redevelopment in 2008. Our aims were: 
 

 To create a space that is laid out like a store but allows unrestricted access to visitors during normal opening hours 

 To greatly increase the number of objects that visitors can see at the Herbert 

 To represent all four collections at the Herbert: Natural History, Visual Arts, Archaeology and Social and Industrial History 

 To focus on types of objects that do not feature in the permanent galleries 
 

The space is fitted with units of drawers and racks of shelving enclosed with glass. A unit designed to display costume has solid 

sliding doors in front of the glass to protect items from light. Objects and works of art are densely hung on the walls. There are 

three showcases which spotlight particular themes or collections in more detail through temporary displays.  
 

The main guiding factor in choosing objects for What’s In Store was that they were from collections, periods or themes not 

represented in the permanent galleries. For example, taxidermy and works by local artists both feature strongly in What’s In Store, 

but not elsewhere in the permanent galleries. Labelling is minimal: just an object 

name, accession number, date and artist as applicable. The only other 

information provided is in the form of pick up sheets, which give more details 

about particular collections or objects. We run occasional handling sessions, 

where curatorial staff are present to allow visitors to handle and discuss a 

selection of objects from the shelving units. 
 

We know from observation and the comments book that people love the idea 

that they can explore the space themselves by opening drawers and 

cupboards. They also appreciate seeing the breadth of our collections and 

the eclectic mix of objects. In the words of one visitor: “A little treasure 

trove. I always discover something new every time I come in”. 

Stuck for space to 

provide access to your 

stores? See ‘Out of the 

stores and into  

the gallery’.  

Huw Jones, Keeper of Collections 

huw.jones@culturecoventry.com  

mailto:huw.jones@culturecoventry.com


 

Staffordshire Museums Strategic Consortium 

Resonance: Artworks inspired by Staffordshire collections 

The Staffordshire Museums Strategic Consortium is a partnership which works together on local 

priorities. In 2014 it commissioned ceramicist and printmaker Professor Stephen Dixon to create 

an artistic interpretation of the Great War in Staffordshire reflecting on the county’s museum 

and archive collections. The project will culminate in a year long touring exhibition, ‘Resonance’.  
 

Stephen Dixon is producing new ceramic work inspired by objects, photographs and documents 

relating to the First World War from museum and archive collections. Forming part of the 

Staffordshire’s centenary commemorations, Stephen's work explores responses to the Great 

War a hundred years on. Complementary to this, film-maker Johnny Magee, of the Manchester 

School of Art is producing a film which will place the works in the exhibition in a wider context.  
 

Funded through Arts Council England's Grants for the Arts scheme the 

exhibition will tour Staffordshire's museums, evolving at each new venue. It 

will feature Stephen’s work as well as artefacts and documents from the 

partner museums’ collections. As well as being the first time the Consortium 

has worked jointly to produce an exhibition, for most of the partner 

museums this is also a new way of using their collections 
 

The exhibition will start at the Museum of Cannock Chase in March 2015. It 

will then visit the Staffordshire County Museum; the Ancient High House; the 

Borough Museum & Art Gallery, Newcastle-under-Lyme; the Potteries 

Museum & Art Gallery and Gladstone Pottery Museum. A final joint 

exhibition and event will take place at the National Memorial 

Arboretum in March 2016. Stephen is also documenting the project on 

the Staffordshire Great War blog.  

 

 

Chris Copp, Senior Museums Officer 

chris.copp@staffordshire.gov.uk  

http://www.staffordshiregreatwar.com/?s=resonance
mailto:chris.copp@staffordshire.gov.uk


 

Psst! 
Fancy a peek at someone else’s stores!?  

Why not have a look at our Technicians’ Tales films... 

 

 We went behind the scenes to talk to some of the  

region’s technicians. Through YouTube we’re  

sharing their amazing collections know-how. 

 

The films will be available to view from early 2015  

on our YouTube channel.  

http://www.youtube.com/user/MuseumDevelopmentWM

