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‘The sculpture is by an unknown artist and is called ‘Machu Picchu’, the table is from the Rural Industries
Bureau, the chairs are by former Handicraft students, and the print is John Piper’s Flintham.’
Loughborough University Arts
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Summary Sheet
Aims of this work
Starting from the point of view of collections, this project aimed to identify opportunities for
collaboration and efficiency across the Midlands Innovation (MI) consortium. The full University titles are
shortened as: Aston University (Aston), University of Birmingham (Birmingham), Cranfield University
(Cranfield), Keele University (Keele), University of Leicester (Leicester), Loughborough University
(Loughborough), University of Nottingham (Nottingham), and University of Warwick (Warwick).
General conclusions


There is a huge range of collections held within the MI consortium, and an impressive variety of
collections-based work taking place, with impact locally, regionally, nationally and internationally.



One size does not fit all – so collaboration needs to be carefully managed to be inclusive



While collections provide an important emphasis for some members of the consortium, that is not
the case for others; similar work, including public programming and engagement, is also taking place
with little or no involvement of collections. The terms ‘cultural activity’ or ‘public engagement’ are
more appropriate in some cases.



For the most part, staff feel that collections and their potential are not well understood within their
institution and would value support in advocating for their work.



There is good appetite for collaboration in a variety of aspects of work.

Recommendations


The remit of the Universities Collections Group (UCG) might be better considered as encompassing
‘cultural activity’ to recognise the breadth of activity across the consortium



This report identifies four areas where MI might support collaboration: accessing support and advice;
collections discoverability; shared exhibition and public engagement work; shared advocacy. There is
also appetite for shared research projects, but this requires further exploration to find common
ground



Providing support for networking between individuals will enable the best and most efficient use of
existing skills and create a sustainable climate for the development of effective collaborations, as well
as supporting staff development and reducing staff isolation.



MI and the UCG group should nurture these collaborations from the grassroots, involving staff from
collections and institutions who have identified shared needs or priorities. This approach is more
likely to be successful than the imposition of a ‘one-size-fits all’ approach across the consortium.



MI and the UCG group can work collaboratively on advocacy within their institutions; where needed,
they should work towards articulating the role of collections in terms of university priorities. They
should identify and gather examples of outcome-focussed good practice from across the consortium
and use these as the basis for a collaboratively developed advocacy resource to empower staff and
increase high-level engagement.

“I’d like to thank all the colleagues and staff throughout the Midlands Innovation consortium who took the
time to speak with me during the development of this report. Their insight and input has been invaluable.”
Author: Dr Liz Hide
Director of the Sedgwick Museum, University of Cambridge
(2019)
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1. Introduction
This work takes as its starting point the collections held by the HEIs of the Midlands
Innovation partnership and set out to explore what opportunities exist for cross-institution
collaboration and efficiency around these collections.
As the report shows, the role of collections within the institution varies enormously from
HEI to HEI; any potential collaboration needs to be based in an understanding and
recognition of this. In many cases, collections-based activities overlap with programming
(both for the public and for internal university audiences), with public engagement with
research, with archive and library services and with an HEI’s local and regional strategic
activities. Therefore it is not always straightforward and clear-cut to focus specifically on
the role of collections within an HEI, nor is it possible to directly compare them. However,
this diversity does mean that there is a wide range of opportunities for collections to bring
value to audiences, users and organisations.
This report aims to characterise the range of collections and associated activities, and the
widely different contexts in which they exist. It then identifies areas where there is appetite
and opportunity for collaboration and makes recommendations about how this might be
addressed. The report also offers the opportunity for individual collections and institutions
to identify ways in which they might develop.

2. Methods
A comprehensive summary of collections holdings has already been put together Sue
Clayton of Midlands Innovation from information provided by members of the group. This
is presented in Appendix 1, with some further data added.
This project has involved gathering information through the following approaches:
Desk research, mainly gathering information from university websites, informed by
conversations with relevant staff.
Online survey, conducted through SurveyMonkey, to which a total of 57 responses
were received. Of these responses, 28 were not completed. In most of these cases,
respondents only completed their name and role, and did not answer further
questions, so they are excluded from further data analysis. These are all research
staff from Cranfield; we might infer that they were motivated to participate in the
survey in response to a central request but, once in, found that it was not sufficiently
relevant to their work to complete.
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One-to-one conversations, both face to face and over the phone. A total of 10
people were interviewed as part of this work; in many cases, their comments have
been anonymised. Their names and affiliations are given in Appendix 1.
Interim findings were presented to a meeting of the UCG on 25 January 2019.

3. Characterising collections-based activity across the
MI consortium
A key finding of this work is the huge variety of both collections and collections-based
activities taking place across the consortium, with impact locally, regionally, nationally and
internationally. I have identified the main factors which vary across the members of the
consortium and attempted to characterise this variation in terms of two end-members on a
spectrum. Individual collections and institutions can identify where they ‘sit’ on this
spectrum and, if they wish, use it to identify where they might like to be.
Based on my discussions and survey feedback, I have chosen to consider the collections in
three ways: (1) their content and status, (2) the programming that exists around them, and
(3) their use in researcher engagement

Collections content and status
The range of collections across the MI consortium is rich and valuable. They encompass fine
and decorative arts, earth sciences, design history, archaeology, archives, herbaria,
architecture, film and audio, digital media, libraries and more. A more detailed summary of
each University’s holdings is given in Appendix 1.
Throughout this document I have used the term
‘collections’ to also include museums and
archives.
Collections vary according to their status and
content; they reflect current usage, but more
often reflect the history of the institution and
previous priorities.
Abstract in Blue
ID number: BIRRC-A0059; Institution: Research and Cultural Collections,
University of Birmingham; Named collection: Campus Collection of Fine
and Decorative Art; Artist / Maker: Groves, Robert (1866-1944);
Title / Object name: Abstract in blue
Object type: Painting; Date made: 1968; Materials: Oil on panel
Measurements: 53.3 x 45.7 cm
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COLLECTION STATUS
Accredited public
museum or archive

Study collection

Collections
represent
university history
& culture

COLLECTION CONTENT

Collections reflect
national and
international
themes

Many universities have collections of objects and archives that relate to their own history,
and that of predecessor college or other organisation (often, but not exclusively, referred to
as ‘Special Collections’ or ‘Treasures’). They may be documents relating to the foundation,
for example, gifts from donors, or ceremonial items used at graduation ceremonies. These
collections can have an important role to play in tradition and place making within the HEI..
Research and teaching collections are often held within departments. As the emphasis and
style of undergraduate teaching evolves, teaching collections may become irrelevant or
redundant to teaching; however new opportunities arise for collections to be used across
new disciplines and new creative ways. These collections are not usually publicly accessible,
or access to them may be limited. They may have little or no access to specialist support.
Art collections held by universities are often disparate in nature and physically dispersed
across the campus; they may be the result of a strategic acquisition policy, or a more
scattergun approach to acquisition and commissioning by successive university senior
managers. The University of Warwick Art Collection arose through proactive collecting soon
after the foundation of the university during the 1960s, and continues to acquire high profile
artwork which is available for the public to view.1 The University of Nottingham art
collection is ‘displayed at locations across the 4 main campuses at Nottingham in academic
schools, halls of residence and principle administration buildings.’ 2 Loughborough
University’s art collection ‘exists to enhance the campus environment, celebrate the
history of the university, and inspire creativity in its students’3. Paintings from all

1

https://warwick.ac.uk/services/art/exhibitions/introductory/
https://www.lakesidearts.org.uk/about-us/university-of-nottingham-art-collection.html
3
http://www.arts.lboro.ac.uk/collection/
2
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Universities except Cranfield are available online through https://artuk.org/ which will
shortly expand to include sculpture as well.
Historic buildings also form part of the cultural resources of many universities, including for
example Keele Hall4 and the University of Birmingham’s Winterbourne House and Gardens5.
Archive collections across the consortium similarly reflect a wide range of profiles and
approaches. Some are embedded within library collections, others have a strong individual
identity; for example the Modern Records Centre at Warwick is ‘the main British repository
for national archives of trade unions and employers' organisations’ 6
Nationally recognised measures give an indication of the quality of collections and provision.
Within the Midlands Innovation consortium, there are six Accredited Museums and two
Accredited Archives; four collections are Designated as being of national and international
importance.
Museum Accreditation a national standard administered by Arts Council England, defining
good practice in the governance, management and access to museums and their collections;
it is a quality standard for public museums and enables them to access public money.
Archive Accreditation, administered by the National Archives, is a similar standard
recognising professional management of archive collections. Accredited Museums must
employ at least one museum professional or take regular advice from one.
Designation recognises the quality and importance of collections. A Designated collection is
‘nationally significant, held in trust for the public and an essential research resource for its
subject.’7 Designation is distinct from Accreditation in referring to the content of the
collections rather than the organisational processes. For example, the collections at the
Barber Institute (University of Birmingham) ‘are a gathering of some of the most influential
artists of the previous millennium, with particular strengths lying in the Old Master and
Impressionist collections’ 8, while the
Modern Records Centre at the University
of Warwick (see image) ‘focuses in
particular on the national history of
industrial relations, industrial politics and
labour history’. In 2005 the Designation
Scheme expanded its remit to include
collections in non-national archives and
4

https://www.keele.ac.uk/thekeeleoralhistoryproject/historyinkeelebuildings/
https://www.winterbourne.org.uk/
6
https://warwick.ac.uk/services/library/mrc/
7
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/supporting-collections-and-archives/designation-scheme#section-1
8
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Collections_List_Nov_2018_0.pdf
5
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libraries, and it should be noted that Museums, collections and archives can all apply for
Designation, and it may be that there are significant collections with the MI consortium that
might consider whether their collections might be eligible.

Accreditation and Designation
HEI

Museum/Archive/Collection

Museum
Accreditation

Archive
Accreditation

University of
Birmingham

Barber Institute of Fine Arts

Accredited

Designated

Lapworth Museum of
Geology

Accredited

Designated

Research and Cultural
Collections

Accredited

Cadbury Research Library
Winterbourne House and
Gardens
University of
Leicester

Archives and Special
Collections

University of
Nottingham

University of Nottingham
Museum

Designated
Accredited

Accredited

Accredited

University of Nottingham
Manuscripts Special
Collections

University of
Warwick

Art Collections

Designation

Accredited

Designated (Archives of
Dukes of Portland and
Dukes of Newcastle and
the DH Lawrence
collection)

Accredited

Modern Records Centre

Designated

Programming for public and university audiences
Public programming, of events, exhibitions, and outreach activities takes place in very
different ways across the consortium. Target audiences vary considerably, with museum’s
collections and archives all engaging with the public to a greater or lesser extent. I have
characterised this through the variation in target audiences. A further measure is the
degree to which community engagement is embedded – some organisations have longstanding mutually beneficial partnership relationships with their communities, making a
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substantial contribution to local place-making agendas, while others’ engagement focuses
more around working with specific groups and/or may be more responsive rather than proactive and strategic.

Audiences:
predominantly
students and staff

Cultural placemaking: supporting
and serving
communities

TARGET AUDIENCES

RELATIONSHIP with COMMUNITIES

Public audiences,
with strategic
audience
development

Delivering to
specific audiences
and groups

Accredited Museums are required to have audience development plans, targeting specific
audience segments and working in partnership with community organisations. Those in
receipt of Arts Council funding are encouraged to take a more embedded approach to their
communities, developing long-term partnerships and contributing to strategic place-making
initiatives. At Cranfield, the aspiration to develop a visitor centre around the aerospace
collections would enable targeted audience development within the region. Keele plays a
substantial role in local
cultural leadership through
the Keele Deal; the PVC for
Research is also chair of the
regional cultural forum.
[Almack's Assembly Rooms, by Charlotte Augusta Sneyd,1819-1820; Section from a watercolour
measuring 228cm x 25cm; Sneyd Papers, Keele University Special Collections and Archives]

While collections are often at the heart of these programmes, they are not limited to them,
and several interviewees suggested that collections are not always core business. At Keele,
arts programming is usually linked to research, and is not often directly linked to collections.
Attenborough Arts at Leicester originated around the University’s Art Collection, but
programming now encompasses music and public art commissioning. LUArts at
Loughborough has an active arts commissioning programme.
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Universities within the MI consortium are generally characterised by strong links with local
and regional industries, and collections such as the Modern Records Centre at the University
of Warwick and the Manuscripts and Special Collections at the University of Nottingham
have particular relevance to local and national industries. Industrial links provide the
opportunity for audience development, with the potential to develop or extend existing
partnerships to engage new public audiences.
Some Universities have a specific student-targeted offer, for example at Leicester, where
Attenborough Arts offer tours of the Arts Centre as part of student induction. In the context
of the TEF, universities are now recognising the importance of collections and cultural
engagement as part of the student experience, and in recruiting new students. For
example, at Loughborough, which has a strong reputation for sports, staff indicated that the
VC had recently recognised the need to enhance arts facilities and environment for
students.

Research Impact and Engagement
Not all collections have a specific public engagement remit. While public museums and
galleries such as Nottingham, Birmingham and Warwick naturally act as public engagement
showcases for their University’s research, other collections may be divorced from public
engagement function. At Cranfield, where collections are not generally an important factor
in research, public engagement takes place across
the university. Smaller collections and archives
reported that public engagement (and indeed
public usage in general) often depended on
‘enthusiastic academics. Some public engagement
is very much researcher-led, while in other places,
such as Birmingham Research and Cultural
Collections, staff take a proactive approach to
researcher engagement.
[The exhibition 'From Parchment to Pixels - Collections at
The University of Nottingham' ran from November 2006
to March 2007. It celebrated the rich resource (3 million
documents and 40,000 books) which is looked after by the
University of Nottingham's Manuscripts and Special
Collections section.]

Page 9 of 19

Embedded public
engagement
function

Researcherengaged practice

PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT REMIT

PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT APPROACH

No public
engagement
function

Researcherresponsive
practice

Lack of display space was mentioned by several archives as a barrier to displaying their
material, although it also might be appropriate to empower them to create displays in new
venues and in partnership with new organisations.

Strategic Visibility
Strategic visibility is a way of characterising the extent to which a collection, museum,
resource or programme is reflected in the wider strategic structure and messaging of the
university. I looked at where a collection sits within the management and decision-making
structure of the university. Notable across the members of the MI consortium is the range
of different positions they occupy, and the resulting actual and perceived support they
receive from the university. A related approach is to look at the visibility of the collections
within the University website. Many of the museums and collections have their own
websites and will receive traffic directly to those sites; however, a crude measure of the role
and importance a university places on its collections is by seeing how quickly one can
navigate to the collections information from the university front page.
I also looked at whether collections are mentioned in the key strategic planning documents
of the university. While universities take very different approaches to structuring these
documents, a simple reading of a Strategic Plan can demonstrate how much a University
values its collections, and how well those collections and cultural programmes have been
able to articulate their strategic relevance as part of the University planning process. Keele
University’s Strategic Plan is unusual across the consortium in that it includes the specific
aim ‘Enhance our arts and cultural programmes’9; collections are otherwise invisible in the
strategic plans of the consortium members.
9

https://www.keele.ac.uk/discover/strategicplanandmission/Keele%20University%20Strategic%20Plan%20201
5-2020.pdf
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Strategic visibility
HEI

Position within University organisation

Visibility on website: how easy is it to
find museums, collections, cultural
programmes from the main university
webpage?

Aston

Library Services reporting to Provost. Other
collections / objects are dispersed

Library is two clicks from university front
page, but does not reference Special
Collections

Birmingham

Research and Cultural Collections within Hospitality
and Accommodation Services
Lapworth is embedded within School of Geography,
Earth & Environmental Sciences, College of LIfe and
Environmental Sciences
Barber Institute within College of Arts and Law

Culture and Collections on front page
and have a high profile on the
Birmingham 2026 strategic vision page

Cranfield

Keele

Leicester

Loughborough

Winterbourne House sits within Hospitality and
Accommodation services, Corporate Services
Collections within research departments
Archives within Libraries, Student Experience
Professional Service Unit
Keele University Art Collection, Raven Mason
Collection of ceramics within Directorate of
Research, Innovation & Engagement (previously
within Marketing)
Attenborough Arts within External Relations
Archives, rare books & manuscripts within University
Library Directorate of Research, Innovation &
Engagement
Geological collections within School of Geography,
Geology and the Environment
Loughborough Arts within Marketing & Advancement
team
Archives within University Library

ArtsKeele has a link at the bottom of the
university’s front page.

Attenborough Arts Centre high profile
link on university front page
Other collections difficult to find

LUArts not linked from university
website, but easily found thro search
facility.

Nottingham

archives and rare books within University Library
Museum and Lakeside Centre within

Nottingham Lakeside Arts link on
University front page

Warwick

Warwick Arts Centre

Warwick Arts Centre website four clicks
away from university front page

Modern Records Centre within Academic Services
Division, University Library

My work across the wider university museums sector suggests that collections that are held
and managed within research departments generally have better direct links with research
and teaching, but are less visible to senior university management, and may find it harder to
demonstrate a wider strategic role. Collections and cultural activity which sits alongside
Library provision may be regarded as a learning resource, are sometimes better resourced
as a result, but may struggle to demonstrate research relevance and/or engage public
audiences. Cultural programmes that are free standing may rely on external funding to
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ensure their visibility, for example through a strong branding, marketing campaign, and
stand-alone website. Collections within External Relations teams (or equivalent) may have
higher profile because of their proximity to senior management, and/or to marketing teams;
this may also give them better access to alumni. Collections within the MI consortium
demonstrate many of these characteristics and may benefit from recognising the potential
strengths and weaknesses of each position.
My experience from across the wider University Museums sector has shown that
Universities are frequently keen to use imagery from museums in public facing resources,
often to emphasise their public role, and to illustrate equality and diversity priorities – but
may not follow this through by recognising the strategic opportunities that museums and
collections provide.
Interviewees frequently mentioned frustration and disappointment in their University’s lack
of understanding and engagement with their work; I note that this is particularly the case
around archives and special collections and is likely to be a direct reflection of the position
of the collection within the organisation.
‘the university seems to misunderstand our role’
‘the university doesn’t recognise what it’s got here’
Survey results and interviews back up the view that many people who work with collections
feel that their university does not fully recognise their potential. 70% of survey respondents
would like the opportunity to raise the profile of their work and their collection within their
institution. The opportunity to access case studies from other universities, and to post one’s
own, can contribute to this.
It should also be noted that some interviewees also indicated that they felt increasingly
valued within their university. The importance of personal interests of senior management
was also indicated as important in this.
MI can work with collections, museums and cultural programmes to enable them to
articulate their activities in terms of their university’s high-level aspirations, and hence gain
or increase high level understanding of, and buy-in to, collections. The group can identify
examples of good practice that is aligned with their University’s priorities and use these as
the basis for advocacy and profile raising at the highest level.

External investment
Arts Council England (ACE) is the major non-national funder of museums and arts
programmes, with four-year funding provided through the National Portfolio Organisation
(NPO) strand. Band 1 NPOs receive up to £250,000 per year, Band 2 £250,000 -£999,999
per year, and Band 3 NPOs over £1m per year. ACE’s mission is ‘Great Art and Culture for
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all’; NPO funding comes with high expectations around strategic audience engagement and
a commitment to increasing and diversifying audiences.

Arts Council England funding
Birmingham: The Lapworth Museum is a level 1 NPO
Leicester: Attenborough Arts Centre is a level 1 NPO
Warwick: Warwick Arts Centre is a level 2 NPO; it is also in receipt of redevelopment funding
through ACE’s Large Capital Fund

Accreditation, Designation and NPO status all act as levers to secure funding from grants
and trusts. For example, Attenborough Arts at Leicester has recently secured funding from
the Paul Hamlyn Foundation and Children in Need. The Designation Development Fund
has previously supported projects
that ensure the long-term
sustainability of Designated museum
collections; it is currently under
review, and it is not clear whether in
future it will also be open to
Designated archives.

[Attenborough Arts Centre, Gallery 9. A year-long celebration of space, linked to the opening of the University
of Leicester’s new space park. The programme will launch with the presentation of Kelly Richardson’s 3 screen
video installation Mariner 9. From 7 March 2020]

In Birmingham, the Lapworth Museum and Barber Institute of Fine Arts are together in
receipt of £210k per annum from the Higher Education Museums and Galleries Fund,
administered by Research England. This funding reflects the wider research relevance and
usage of a collection: it is currently awarded to 33 higher education museums galleries and
collections (HEMGs) across 19 higher education institutions, enabling them to serve the
wider research community, where this costs them significantly more than meeting the
needs of their own researchers and students.
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4. Opportunities for Collaboration
There is widespread enthusiasm for collaboration, and the recognition that it can build
capacity and profile.
‘I’m very interested in anything that can raise awareness of the collection and
possibly help secure us some proper funding for it.

i.

Accessing support and advice

Across the consortium, the survey uncovered substantial and widespread support for
informal networks. Three quarters of respondents welcomed the opportunity to be part of
an informal advice network, and 60% would like to share case studies. More than 60% of
respondents indicated that they would welcome an online ‘bank’ of case studies as well as
guidelines and toolkits, suggesting that sharing good practices, sourcing ideas and support is
a high priority. There was also good support (40% of respondents) for a shared online
workspace to share ideas and collaborate.
Overall, these reflect feelings of isolation mentioned by many staff, and a concern that the
collection-related part of their role was being squeezed out by other priorities.
‘No-one in our team has a background in curating a collection such as ours, and we
face significant challenges in getting money to restore work. Learning from people
who have successfully overcome [issues such as getting the University to recognise
the value of its artworks] or from those at institutions with well-developed policies to
these ends could be extremely useful’
‘Any help to show I'm not in isolation with my collection’
Support for shared training opportunities was also popular, although some respondents
pointed out that for museums, this potentially overlaps with provision from Museum
Development and other networks. The Higher Education Archive Programme convenes
regular networks meetings and, in addition to its strategic and advocacy role, provides
guidance and training to all those working in university archives, libraries and special
collections. Even so, more than 60% respondents are keen to access training delivered by
other members of the consortium, and nearly the same amount (55%) interested in
participating in other staff development opportunities such as work shadowing and
mentoring. Signposting training opportunities would be useful for those staff who are not
well integrated into regional and national networks. The consortium might also draw more
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benefit from advance technical skills within the universities, for example materials analysis
at Cranfield, and while many Cranfield
researchers did not complete the full survey,
there was strong support within that cohort for
networking, skills sharing and sharing of case
studies.
[Lord Kings Norton of Wotton Underwood PhD, DIC, FEng,
FIMechE, Hon FRAeS;
Lord Kings Norton Archive, Cranfield University]

ii.

Documentation and collections discoverability

In general, the baseline survey carried out by the MI UCG demonstrates that library and
archive collections are more likely to be searchable online than museum collections and
catalogues. For example, the CALM collections management system for archives provides a
standardised approach that is used by Birmingham, Leicester and Nottingham.
Examples of collections searchable and available to view online are the University of
Warwick Art Collection10 and the University of Leicester Special Collections11. University of
Birmingham museum collections are searchable via a shared portal using MIMSY12.
Several collections, mainly archive collections, are also discoverable via national and
international resources, for example the Archives Hub and the National Archives Discovery
tool. No similar resource currently exists for museum collections.
50% of respondents said a website with access to individual online databases would help
them most, with only a quarter of people wanting to see a single search facility across
institutions.
‘Any online resources would need to have a distinctive purpose, and avoid overlap
with things that already exist’
‘In terms of shared access to online catalogues this is already provided to a certain
extent by The National Archives, Discovery and JISC, Archives Hub. I am not sure what
the value would be for this just for Midlands Innovation universities’

10

https://warwick.ac.uk/services/art/
http://specialcollections.le.ac.uk/digital/
12
http://mimsy.bham.ac.uk
11
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Given the wide-ranging nature of the collections across the MI consortium, developing a
bespoke collections search engine is not recommended. The need appears to be more
focussed on raising the profile of the collections amongst researchers, and in driving new
research users to access existing search resources. A simple web resource page highlighting
collections, with links to individual catalogues and finding aids would be a straightforward
way in which to raise the profile of collections within the consortium, and also to enable
staff and researchers to identify links and opportunities within the collections.

iii.

Exhibitions and other public- facing activities

Most respondents were keen to work on joint exhibitions, with some suggesting touring as
an opportunity for profile raising across and beyond the consortium. Making links beyond
the university was seen as a good way to raise the profile of the collections.
There was good support for collaboration on targeted public programming, eg for
families or for young people (more than 60% of respondents) and in artists commissions and
residencies (55%)
Marketing was also seen as a good opportunity for collaboration by more than two-thirds of
respondents.
The diversity of the collections and programmes requires further work to understand
whether there is common ground here: whether there is sufficient overlap for programmes
to be beneficial to both audients and organisations. The symposium provides a good
opportunity to do this.

iv.

Advocacy

Throughout this work, staff expressed the need to make a stronger case for support for their
work, in particular to senior management within their university. A previous campaign by
the University Museums Group (including the publication Impact and Engagement:
University Museums for the 21st century13 ) has demonstrated the value in articulating these
arguments and supporting them by providing advocacy resources such best practice case
studies.
MI can provide support to empower collections staff to frame their work in terms of their
university’s key priorities, and to collate and share resources, in particular case studies that
can enable this.

13

http://universitymuseumsgroup.org/advocacy/introduction/

Page 16 of 19

v.

Other collaborative opportunities

Two thirds of survey respondents would welcome the opportunity to work on collaborative
research projects. However, comments on the survey and in interviews suggest that there
are differing views on what this might look like – from researchers on collection-based
research across institutions to cross-disciplinary practice-based research. There is a clear
opportunity to tease out individual’s needs and aspirations in this area.
The opportunity to work with artists to explore interpret or communicate the collections
was also welcomed by many respondents.

Ancestor I is part of Hepworth’s Family
of Man group of sculptures. It is 280
cm tall and made from four separate
bronze sections, each weighing about
half a ton. These sections can be read
as the head, torso, hips and legs of a
totemic and authoritative figure
The sculpture recalls the landscape of
Cornwall where the artist settled in
1939. There are many ancient stones
(menhirs) in the area around St. Ives,
which the form of Ancestor I reflects.
The bronze is cast from plaster which
the artist chipped and rubbed to give it
a weathered look - a technique
Hepworth called ‘textural calligraphy’.
The blue-green paint in the cavities
evokes the sea filling the pools and
caves along the Cornish coast.
Barbara Hepworth received an
honorary degree from the University in
1960 and said of the campus “The site
has really captured my imagination…I
think Ancestor I would stand up to your
architectural styles and remain very
dominant.”
On loan to the University from the Trustees of the Hepworth Estate
ID number: BIRRC-L0002
Institution: Research and Cultural Collections
Named collection: University Loans Collection
Artist / Maker: Hepworth, Barbara (1903-1975)
Title / Object name: Ancestor I
Object type: Sculpture
Date made: 1970
Materials: Bronze
Measurements: 280 cm tall
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5. Conclusions
The diversity of the collections is a theme running through this work, as it the difficulty of
defining clear boundaries around activity that might be considered to be collections-based.
This absolutely does not preclude collaboration; indeed there is considerable appetite for a
more joined-up approach across the MI consortium, and the timing is right for the planned
symposium to pick up and develop these themes. However, it indicates that a one-size-fits
all approach to collaboration is not suitable here. A more effective approach will be to bring
together groups of people from across the consortium who self-identify as having common
priorities – for example, advocacy, training, exhibitions – and empower them to develop
their activity according to their needs.
By shining a light on collections, it is also hoped that this work will enable individual
organisations to look again at their own priorities and identify areas where they might
develop or reposition themselves, and to do this with the support and advice of colleagues
across the consortium.

Appendix 1: Conversations
Clare Mullett, Research and Cultural Collections, University of Birmingham
Jen Fensome, Head of Research Excellence, Cranfield University
Helen Burton, Special Collections and Archives, Keele University
Kerry Jones, Development Manager, Arts and Public Engagement, Keele University
Jeremy Webster, Assistant Director, Attenborough Arts Centre, University of Leicester
David Bell, Loughborough Arts, Loughborough University
Jeff Brown, Assistant Director, Support, Collections Systems, Loughborough University
Jenny Clark, Archivist, Loughborough University
Nick Slater, Director, Loughborough Arts, Loughborough University
Sarah Shalgosky, Curator of the Mead Gallery, University of Warwick
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As Director of the Sedgwick Museum of Earth Sciences at the University of Cambridge, Dr Hide’s role is to
ensure that the Museum is relevant and inspiring for all its audiences - be they members of the public,
students or researchers. A key focus is to promote the use of the Museum's exceptional collections by
researchers and students, and to engage a wider and more diverse public audience with the Museum's
displays and public programmes.
With a background in palaeontology, Dr Hide has spent more than 20 years working in museums as a
curator, consultant and as University of Cambridge Museums Officer, where she developed and led the
University of Cambridge Museums consortium, comprising eight university museums and Botanic
Garden. As an independent consultant Dr Hide specialises in advocacy, strategy and public engagement
in museums, with a particular focus on the university museum sector.

Page 19 of 19

