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What does a 
museum  exterior 
like this ‘say’ to 
you?

What messages 
does it convey?

What ‘traditional 
museums’ are you 
familiar with?





William Wyld, St 
George's Hall, 
Liverpool 
(1852), built 
1841–1854. 
Commissioned 
after royal visit 
to Liverpool and 
Manchester, 
October 1851 (

“ … one of the finest modern buildings imaginable, quite worthy of 
ancient Athens ... The taste is so good & the style so pure ... Albert, 
whose great mind is always so ready to admire & approve all that is 
vast, great & grand, was delighted. He never really admires what is 
small in purpose & design, & frittered away in detail.”

- Queen Victoria on St George’s Hall



Thomas Roscoe, The Book of The Grand Junction Railway, being a History 
and Description of the Line from Birmingham to Liverpool and Manchester 
(c. 1839)

TT Bury, Coloured Views on the Liverpool and Manchester Railway (1831).



Liverpool’s public 
museum: chronology

• 1845 Parliament passes Museums Act permitting 
local authorities to levy rates for public museums

• 1851 13th Earl of Derby bequeaths Natural History 
Collection to Liverpool; museum committee 
established

• 1852 Parliament approves Liverpool’s museum; 
Derby Free Library and Museum opens

• 1853 Expanded Derby Museum opens

• 1857 Foundation stone laid on new museum 
building

• 1860 Museum moves to its current location on
William Brown Street



1830 Opening of Liverpool–Manchester Railway (first intercity passenger line)
1832 Great Reform Act (widens male franchise [limited]; est. new parliamentary 

constituencies & removes ‘rotten boroughs’)
1833 Factory Act (legislation to monitor industrial conditions)
1834 Poor Law Amendment Act (attempted reform of poverty relief in England/Wales; 

workhouse instituted)
1835 Municipal Corporations Act (est. uniform system of local government in England 

&  Wales; est. democratically-elected municipal councils; strengthened 
power of municipalities)

1838 Anti-Corn Law League est.  (merchants’ and industrialists’ calls for end of 
protection tariffs for domestic agriculture; led by Manchester School); 

1845 Museums Act; publication of The Condition of the Working Classes in England
1846 Repeal of Corn Laws
1850 Public Libraries Act
1851 UK Census for first time shows urban population surpassing that of rural areas; 

Great Exhibition, London

REFORM IN MID-C19 BRITAIN



Population of selected UK Towns and Cities, 1801–1851
UK Census data, adapted from http://www.visionofbritain.org.uk/; map and 
table from Richard Dennis and Hugh Clout, A Social Geography of England 
and Wales (Pergamon: Oxford, 1980), p. 43

Town/city 1801 1851

Greater London 1,011,157 2,286,609

London 879,491 1,995,846

Liverpool 82,430 320,513

Birmingham 73,670 232,638

Manchester (inc. 

Salford)

81,299 228,433

Edinburgh 82,560 193,929

Bradford 42,780 181,964

Glasgow 46,779 148,116

Huddersfield 47,079 123,860

Wolverhampton 29,202 104,158

Sheffield 39,049 103,626

Leeds 30,669 101,343

Preston 29,899 96,545

Blackburn 33,173 90,738

Newcastle-upon-

Tyne

34,092 89,156

Rochdale 26,577 72,515

Swansea 17,510 46,907

Cardiff 15,325 46,491

http://www.visionofbritain.org.uk/


The Great Exhibition of 1851: Distinguishing characteristics 
Participation

- Total of six million visitors  (equivalent to 
roughly 1/3 of UK population in 1851)

- Average daily attendance of 42,000
- 14,000 exhibitors
- 100,000 items exhibited

- 34 nations represented
- 34 British colonies  represented



The Great Exhibition and the Modern World: Mass Communication 

Improved means of transport
- Establishment of a national rail 

network; excursion travel (catalyst to 
tourist industry)

- Internal transport system in London; 
use of omnibuses

- Steamship allows speedier, easier 
international travel 

Improved communications technology
- Invention of  electric telegraph; 

integration of communities at long 
distance

- Publishing industry: coverage by 
newspapers and pamphlets; books, 
pamphlets, brochures and catalogues 
produced for the exhibition 



The Great Exhibition and the Modern World:
Urbanisation

(Images of  visitors to the Liverpool 
Town Council display  at the Crystal 
Palace, and the Sheffield Hardware 
exhibit)

- A celebration of London’s 
status as the capital of empire 
and as the metropolis of 2.3 
million inhabitants

- A celebration of a system of 
towns and cities in the UK; 
funded and facilitated by 
these municipalities 



Legacies of 1851

‘Albertopolis’

Victoria and Albert 
Museum (left), and 
Natural History 
Museum (right), in 
two legacies of the 
1851 Great 
Exhibition, London



“Liverpool is the most central town in the empire; an immense city, growing
with unexampled rapidity in wealth, population, and extent.. In corporate and
dock estates she posses means of improvement far beyond those of any city in
the kingdom.

“But with all these advantages, Liverpool does not rank high – we
almost said ranks low – in matters of literature and taste.

“ … In recent years a few cheap trains from the inland districts have
poured in passengers in the holidays. But these are soon distributed by river
steamers; and on their return they visit the docks ... after this there is nothing
else to attract them. But let us possess a well-selected museum and it is surely
not too much to say that scarcely any pleasant tourist would pass through
without appropriating a day to see it; not only so, but its attractions alone
would induce visits of persons at any easy distance. Need we, then, say that
every influx of visitors adds to the customers of the shopkeeper?

- ‘Museum and Public Library,’ Liverpool Mercury, May 6 1851, p. 8.



“… The support of a large part of the same class in
London is derived from or pleasure visitors. Turn to Paris,
and in this respect, London is far outdone; and this arises
from the fact that each of these cities possesses
numerous public exhibitions [and] objects to of attraction
for visitors. Why is it that the pleasure and instruction
seekers of the world are now crowding to London to see
a leviathan temporary museum, for after all the
exhibition partakes mainly of this character?”

- ‘Museum and Public Library,’ Liverpool Mercury, May 6 1851, p. 8.



Henry Wyndham Phillips, The Royal 
Commissioners for the Exhibition of 
1851 (V&A)

Free Library and Derby Museum, Liverpool, May 
1864

Edward Smith-
Stanley, 13th Earl 
of Derby (1775-
1851)
by William Derby

Edward 
Smith-
Stanley, 14th 
Earl of Derby
(1799-1869)
Liverpool
Record
Office

Founding of Liverpool Museum, 1851



William Ewart MP on 
Museums Act 1845

There are peculiar 
circumstances at the present 
time which allow for the 
diffusion of works throughout 
the country ... by means of 
railway

… It would be the fault of the 
Government if there was a 
single manufacturing or large 
town in the country deficient of 
a museum of such a character 
as might give a sound taste in 
art to the population of that 
town; and thus enable them to 
apply the skill they would 
obtain in the arts to 
manufactures.



William Ewart on 
opening 

of Liverpool Museum, 
1860

It is a proud day for 
Liverpool to see 
this building now risen 
amongst us. I believe that 
this institution will 
have a permanent civilising 
effect on the character of 
our population. I believe it 
will civilise them; I believe it 
will Christianise them; 
I believe it will scatter the 
blessings of peace and of 
religion.

Liverpool Mercury, 19 October 1860



Eilean Hooper-
Greenhill

Museums =

• Disciplinary technologies

• Aimed to produce 
governable citizenry

• 'Hierarchical observation,
normalising judgement &
examination'



Tony Bennett

• Public 
museums and prisons =
‘Janus face of power’

• Museums = 
persuasive rather than
coercive power, which s
ought to regulate 
and reform the working
classes through



Kate Hill

• Hill = lack of sources makes it 
difficult to substantiate how 
working 
classes experienced museums

• Visitors = ‘great unknown’ 
for historians ‘despite the 
weight of 
speculation, assumptions and 
pedagogy targeted at them'

Liverpool City Mission Lantern 
Slide
Reference No: M 287 LCM/10/88



“ There was a time, sir, when what we know call workmen
were looked upon as mere beasts of burden. Knowledge to
them was a hidden thing … and we were looked upon a class
who knew only how to eat, drink, sleep and work. Yet amidst
all this intellectual gloom we have reason to thankful that
there have been spirits that have arisen … Stephenson,
Watt and Brunel… sprang … from us showing us plainly that
the mind that exists in the masses
only needs cultivation and encouragement

Daniel Guile, ‘A Working Man’ in ‘On the Opening of the Free Public 
Museum,’ Liverpool Mercury, October 18 1860, p. 3



“ … But, my working friends, we have a great deal to
learn. Self-denial must be exercised. The power of
the mind must gain complete victory over
sensual appetites Our leisure hours, instead
of being spent in the taproom (‘hear, hear’ and
applause), the singing room, and the dancing room,
must be given to study, to thought, to
perseverance, and to industry"





“I consider myself one of the hardest working men
in Liverpool (laughter) and I believe in my conscience
that if [the museum] is taken advantage of by the
working men of Liverpool, as I trust it will be, that
the court I preside over will become comparatively
empty and you will be able to make of me an idle
man,”

T.S. Raffles, Liverpool Chief Magistrate ‘On the Opening of the Free 
Public Museum,’ Liverpool Mercury, October 18 1860, p. 3



(Below): Mr Toole, the 
toastmaster, at the opening 
of the Free Library and 
Museum, Liverpool, 1860, 
(LRO Ref: Hf 027 41 HUM)

People at the laying of 
the foundation stone of 
the Free Public Library,  
1857. 

(Above): 
William Brown, laying of 
the foundation stone of 
museum
(LRO Framed 
Watercolours )

(Right): 
Crowd includes Bishop of 
Chester, Nathaniel 
Hawthorne and J. A. 
Picton
(LRO Ref: P&SP - Libraries 
- Brown Library) 



Liverpool’s ‘Old Families’ (see: Tony Lane Liverpool: Gateway of Empire [Lawrence & Wishart: London, 1987], pp.53-84)

James A. Picton
Picture from Liverpool Record office 
museum opening collection
(LRO Ref: Hf 027.41 HUM)

William Rathbone
at the ‘working men’s meeting,’ 

October 17 1860
Liverpool Record office museum 

opening collection
(LRO)

The 14th Earl of Derby
(Edward Smith Stanley, three times 

Prime Minister)
Picture from Liverpool Record office 

museum opening collection
(LRO)



Barriers to Access: Opening Hours

• Liverpool Museum was typically open only during 
working hours (10am till dusk) and remained closed 
on the day when labourers had most free time to 
frequent it (Sunday). 

• Saturday ‘half-holiday’ was added in 1857, but 
museum remained closed to the public on Tuesdays 
and Fridays and completely shut on Sundays

• Wintertime Monday evening openings – practice 
terminated between 1871 and 1888

• Full seven-day week s finally implemented in 1922



Sunday Society Campaigning



Barriers to Access: Comportment

It is requested that all parties visiting the
museum come clean and in decent apparel to
preserve an appearance of order and propriety. All
smoking and spitting strictly prohibited. Children in
arms not admitted nor children under 12 years of
age unless accompanied by an adult.

Liverpool Record Office [LRO] 352 MIN LIB 1/2 Library and Museum Committee 
Minutes, 17 March 1853, pp. 84–86.



Museum Evening Openings

• January 1870: ‘the great inconvenience’ generated by ‘large and 
increasing numbers of young people’ using evenings ‘for 
promenading and conversation rather than for the inspection of 
objects.’ 

• December 1870:  youngsters caused ‘annoyance and crowding 
out [of] well-conducted persons’ via a litany of ‘irregularities’ 
such as ‘persons wandering about without any object [i.e. 
purpose],’ ‘idlers … occup[ying] seats to the exclusion of others,’ 
and visitors ‘spitting on the floors, lounging about and 
obstructing passages.’ 

• Museum committee discontinued evening openings in 
September 1871.

• Evening opening reinstated in 1888 – but only to avoid opening 
on Sundays



Working-Class Voices ‘Speaking Back’

‘Two working men’ made  ‘very strong remarks as to the foolishness of 
expecting artisans to come to such a place after a hard day’s work.’ 

One of the (unnamed) men objected that he was ‘too tired to appreciate the 
beauties of the place,’ highlighting various impracticalities associated with 
evening attendance: 

As most working men live a mile or two from their work, it was impossible for 
them to get home after a hard day’s work, get cleaned and get tea, then go to 
the museum with his wife and children, especially as he had to go to bed early 
in order to rise at five in the morning.

Mercury, 4 October 1888, p. 7.Mercury, 2 October 1888, p. 5.



Working-Class Voices ‘Speaking Back’

Bulletin of the Liverpool Museums 1:1 (Liverpool: Henry Young & Sons,, 1897), p. 
28



PART TWO
‘“Medicine” at the Museum’: 

The Strange Case of Liverpool Museum’s Irish Stone Celt



OBJECT BIOGRAPHY

See also Chris Gosden and 
Yvonne Marshall, ‘The 

Cultural Biography of 
Objects, World 

Archaeology, 31: 2 
(October 1999):169-178



Godsen and Marshall, 
Cultural Biography of Objects



Godsen and Marshall, 
Cultural Biography of Objects

At the heart of the notion of biography are questions about the 
links between people and things: about the ways of meanings 
and values are accumulated and transformed

The central idea is that, as people and objects gather time, 
movement and change, they are constantly transformed, and 
these transformations of person and object are tied up.

Not only do objects change through their existence but they 
often have the capability of accumulating histories, so that the 
present significance of an object derives from the person or 
events to which it is connected



OBJECT BIOGRAPHY

• What might be meant by the phrase ‘object biography’?

• What questions might researchers ask in order to establish an 
‘object biography’?

• What issues and factors might be considered when compiling 
an ‘object biography’?



MUSEOLOGICAL OBJECT BIOGRAPHIES

• WHAT 

• WHO

• WHERE

• WHEN

• HOW?



OBJECT BIOGRAPHY: WHAT

• What is the object?

• What materials is the object made of?

• What utilitarian functions might the object 
have?

• What social, cultural or religious functions 
might the object have?



OBJECT BIOGRAPHY: WHO

• Who ‘made’ the object?

• Who has used the object?

• Who has owned the object and who owns it 
currently?

• Who acquired the object for the museum? 



OBJECT BIOGRAPHY: WHERE

• Where did the object originate from?

• Where was the object found (e.g. in 
archaeological dig?

• Has the object ‘travelled’ over the course of its 
life?

• Where is the object displayed (or not) at a 
museum?



OBJECT BIOGRAPHY: WHEN 

• When did the object originate?

• When was it made?

• When did the object enter the museum’s 
collection?

• When was the object discovered?

• When was the object purchased?



OBJECT BIOGRAPHY: HOW

• How has the object been used and 
interpreted?

• How did the object enter the museum’s 
collections?

• How is the object viewed and understood by 
museumgoers?



• What was the provenance of the stone celt and why might it have 
held significance to the Irish family?

• What are stone celts?
• How can we interpret the ‘“Medicine” at the Museum’ story?
• What does it tell us about how museumgoers interacted with 

museum objects? 





Provenance



Provenance

Henry Ecroyd Smith, ‘Archaeology of the 
Mersey District 1866,’ Transactions of the 
Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, 7 
(1867), p. 169 

Joseph Mayer (1803–1886) 



Scholarly Interpretation

John Garstang, ‘Early 
Man,’ The Victoria 
History of the County 
of Lancaster, Vol. I 
(London: Archibald 
and Constable, 
1906), p. 218 



John Evans, Ancient Stone 
Implements, Weapons 
and Ornaments of Great 
Britain (London: 
Longman, Green, Reader 
and Dryer, 1872), pp. 51-
52, 87

In the Mayer Collection at 
Liverpool is a celt of clay-
slate, 4 inches long and 
ground at the edge, found 
at Toxteth.

Scholarly 
Interpretation



John Evans, Ancient Stone Implements Weapons and Ornaments Of Great Britain 
(London: Longman, Green, Reader and Dryer, 1872), pp. 53, 55—56 – citing Edward 
B Tyler, Researches into the Early History of Mankind and the Development of 
Civilisations (1865)

Scholarly Interpretation



Interpretive Context



‘Kroo Boys’ and Liverpool Museum

Alice Seeley Harris Archive, Bodleain Library
MSS. Brit. Emp. S. 17 / B7 (Box 7)



African section of Mayer 
Museum [Antropological

galleries] and Mammalian 
Gallery, Liverpool Museum, 

from Fifty-First Annual 
Report of the Committee of 
the Free Public Museums of 

the City of Liverpool 
(Liverpool, 1904)

“The Biological series falls into logical sequence with
the Anthropological exhibits … the series will
commence with the highest animal forms in their
culmination in Man, as exemplified in … handiwork
[of] the three great ethnic divisions of the globe,
namely, the Caucasian (white), the Mongolian
(yellow), and the Melanian (black) Races.”

- Forty-Ninth Annual Report of the … Museums … of Liverpool 
(1902), pp. 36, 55.

Liverpool Museum 
and Conceptions of 

Race



Liverpool Museum and Conceptions of Race: Liverpool Museum as ‘Contact
Zone’

“It is gratifying to mention the admission, year after year, of streams of
German and Scandinavian emigrants, who after seeing their packages
piled up at the railway station, seem to pass immediately to the
museum. In the midst of the distractions of the most important crisis
of their lives, these strong-hearted men and women find time and
inclination to increase their stock of knowledge; and, though they are
unable to understand the explanatory labels, their conduct strikingly
indicates respect towards the institution and its purpose.”

- Henry H Higgins  (Liverpool museum committee member, donor and curator), ‘Museums of 
Natural History,’ Proceedings of the Literary and Philosophical Society of Liverpool (Liverpool, 

1884), pp. 186–187. 

“ … the class of people met … [are] mostly emigrants … [who] were
apparently interested in what they saw.”

- ‘Museums and the Public: An Outsider’s View [From the Liverpool Mercury],’ 
Museums Journal (Vol. 2, No. 9, March 1903), p. 267.



Russian Jews being examined by a doctor before emigration from
Liverpool, The Graphic, November 21 1891; ‘Stranger Visitors in
Liverpool,’ Illustrated Police News, July 11 1885, p. 1.

Liverpool as ‘Contact Zone’

Victorian Liverpool resembled “what social scientists would now call a
‘diaspora space’: a contact zone between ethnic groups with differing needs
and intentions as transients, sojourners or settlers (categories that were no[t]
mutually exclusive).”

- John Belchem and Donald M. MacRaild,  ‘Cosmopolitan Liverpool,’ in Belchem, ed., Liverpool 800: 

Culture, Character & History (Liverpool, 2006), p. 311.



Museums and Touch
“Mr W. Rathbone rose and said ... he was aware of that objections might be
raised to [opening Liverpool Royal (Institution to the public], ... arising
from the apprehension of mischief from the too prevalent habit of our
countrymen of examining objects of curiosity through the medium of their
fingers.”

- ‘Liverpool Royal Institution,’ Liverpool Mercury, February 17 1826, p. 3.

“[Visitors] do not belong to any class of society in particular. A large proportion
belong to the operative classes, and of these again many are youths in their
apprenticeship. The advantage to these which [the museum] presents would
be difficult to over-estimate, and the effect is beginning already to tell in a
marked manner upon their conduct. For some time after the [museums’]
opening , before the system of its organisation was fully understood, a slight
degree of disorder and irregularity was perceptible. Individuals came direct
from their occupations, with unwashed hands and negligent attire. To leave
no excuse for this conduct, the Committee provided lavatories, which were
for a time useful, and answered their purpose. The necessity for them has
now almost entirely passed away.”“

- Report of the Library and Museum Committee of the Town Council of the 
Borough of Liverpool (Robert H. Fraser: Liverpool, 1853), pp. 6-7







Fiona Candlin on Museums and Touch

• Regulations on visitors touching artefacts only
introduced when museums began to freely admit all
members of the public in 19th century

• Prior to this, touch congruent to 18th-century
museums’ enlightenment ideals

• Victorian museums entered a different ‘sensory regime’
in which certain types of touch, and certain people’s
touch, were now off-limits.

• Working-class touch ‘associated with damage,’ ‘a lack of
common sense’ and poor hygiene



Erik Schepers
Civil 
Disobedience 
in the British 
Museum, 
2016


