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[bookmark: _Hlk129262416]CASE STUDY: BATH WORLD HERITAGE CENTRE

The Bath World Heritage Centre is a new addition to the city of Bath, having opened in May 2022. It is intended to act as a ‘gateway’ to Bath’s attractions that will provide initial information, guidance and maps of places to visit in the city. This case study looks at the background to Bath as a World Heritage Site, what the heritage centre does and what curatorial techniques it employs, how successful it is at fulfilling its objectives and how it fits into the city of Bath as a whole.
Bath as a World Heritage Site
Bath is one of the few cities in the world to have two UNESCO inscriptions as World Heritage Sites, and is the only city in the U.K. to be a designated World Heritage Site. It was inscribed in 1987 for its attributes of Outstanding Universal Value - hot springs, Roman archaeology, Georgian architecture, town planning and social setting as a spa town, and natural landscape setting, followed in 2021 by a second inscription as one of the ‘Great Spa Towns of Europe’.[footnoteRef:1] The city is packed with heritage buildings and settings, indeed the Bath World Heritage Centre’s visitor map lists eighteen attractions on a trail around the city, which is remarkable given its relatively small size.[footnoteRef:2] Bath attracts a large number of visitors, both from the U.K. and internationally (6.25 million visitors in 2018, contributing £470m to the local economy).[footnoteRef:3] Bath is well known as a heritage destination (and has been throughout history), and is heavily marketed as such, both in the U.K. and throughout the world.[footnoteRef:4] The vast majority of visitors to the city associate it with cultural activities, history and heritage and that it provides a distinct, authentic experience (authenticity is especially important in heritage tourism and leads to increased visitor satisfaction).[footnoteRef:5] [1:  UNESCO, Inscription: City Of Bath (United Kingdom) UNESCO World Heritage Centre - Decision - 11 COM VII.A (1987), [Accessed 5th March 2023]. UNESCO, Inscription: The Great Spas Of Europe UNESCO World Heritage Centre - Decision - 44 COM 8B.16 (2021), [Accessed 5th March 2023].]  [2:  City of Bath World Heritage Centre, Explore The City Of Bath World Heritage Site (n.d.)]  [3:  Emma Elgee, ‘The Staggering Amount Raised By Tourism In Bath’, Somerset Live, The staggering amount raised by tourism in Bath - Somerset Live, 25 October 2019 [Accessed 6th March 2023].]  [4:  Visit Bath, Welcome To Bath - The Original Wellbeing Destination (2023) Bath's Official Tourism Information Site | Visit Bath [Accessed 6th March 2023]. Visit Britain (2023) Bath Attractions & Places to Visit | VisitBritain [Accessed 6th March 2023].]  [5:  Visit Britain, Bath Destination Report, PowerPoint Presentation (visitbritain.org) (2018), [Accessed 6th March 2023]. Dallen Timothy and Stephen Boyd, ‘Heritage Tourism in the 21st Century: Valued Traditions And New Perspectives’ in Journal Of Heritage Tourism, 1.1 (2006) 1-16, p.5.] 

Why a World Heritage Centre in Bath?
[image: ][image: Clore Learning Centre & Bath World Heritage Centre]The closure of the existing Visitor Information Centre in July 2020 caused a gap in the provision of information to visitors.[footnoteRef:6] Since this closure, visitor information has mainly been provided online in the form of the Visit Bath website.[footnoteRef:7] There has long been a desire to have a central hub in Bath specifically dedicated to Bath as a World Heritage Site, partly to overcome the problem that the sites are widely spread geographically and are run by multiple organisations.[footnoteRef:8] The Centre’s aim is to be ‘a springboard for visitors to Bath and local people to engage with the city’s culture, history and heritage’. [footnoteRef:9] However there may be some confusion about what the Centre’s purpose is – the website’s text gives the impression that it is a ‘Museum of Bath’ rather than an introductory, signposting site, providing an overview of the city’s heritage sites.[footnoteRef:10] [6:  Bath Echo, Visit Bath Announces Permanent Closure Of The Visitor Information Centre, (2020). Visit Bath announces permanent closure of the Visitor Information Centre | Bath Echo [Accessed 6th March 2023].]  [7:  Visit Bath, Welcome To Bath - The Original Wellbeing Destination (2023) Bath's Official Tourism Information Site | Visit Bath [Accessed 6th March 2023].]  [8:  Bath And North East Somerset Council, The City Of Bath World Heritage Site: Management Plan 2016-2022 (2022) p32.]  [9:  The Roman Baths, Bath, Bath World Heritage Centre Opens On Monday 9 May, Bath World Heritage Centre opens on Monday 9 May! | Roman Baths (2022). [Accessed 7th March 2023].]  [10:  Bath World Heritage Centre, Plan Your Visit, Visit the Bath World Heritage Centre | Bath World Heritage Site (2023). [Accessed 12th March 2023].] 

Figure 1: Bath World Heritage Centre - external and internal views. Photos: James Newton, 2023

Signposting to the Centre
As the Heritage Centre is intended as a first port of call for visitors to Bath, it is important that it is well signposted. Visitors are made aware of the Centre verbally by the Mayor of Bath’s Honorary Guides, who run free daily walking tours of the city, and Welcome Ambassadors, who patrol the city centre offering information and advice.[footnoteRef:11] Visitors are also directed to the Centre from The Roman Baths and Bath Abbey and by publicity across the city.[footnoteRef:12] The Centre’s online presence comprises its website, but the visitor would have to know of its existence in order to find this through an online search.[footnoteRef:13] The website is linked from the ‘Visit Bath’ and Bath and North East Somerset Council websites, but there is not clear navigation on either of these.[footnoteRef:14] It is also included in the Bath Official Visitor Guide, however the current version is from early 2022 so it refers to the Heritage Centre as ‘opening soon’.[footnoteRef:15] Clearly some of these signposting difficulties are caused by the Centre being a new attraction but will need to be addressed if the Centre is to fulfil its potential. [11:  The Mayor of Bath’s Corps of Honorary Guides, The Mayor of Bath's Corps of Honorary Guides – Free walking tours of Bath (bathguides.org.uk) (2023). [Accessed 7th March 2023]. Welcome To Bath, Welcome Ambassadors, Bath Welcome Ambassadors - Welcome to Bath (2020). [Accessed 7th March 2023].]  [12:  Laura Nicholls, ‘Re: Bath World Heritage Centre’, 6th March 2023.]  [13:  Bath World Heritage Centre, Visit the Bath World Heritage Centre | Bath World Heritage Site (2021). [Accessed 7th March 2023].]  [14:  Visit Bath, Bath World Heritage Centre, Bath World Heritage Centre - Visit Bath (2023) [Accessed 7th March 2023]. Bath And North East Somerset Council, Museums And Visitor Attractions, Museums and visitor attractions | Bath and North East Somerset Council (bathnes.gov.uk) (2023) [Accessed 7th March 2023].]  [15:  Visit Bath, Bath Official Visitor Guide 2022, (Bristol: Visit West, 2022).] 
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Figure 3: Welcome and Explore displays, Screenshot of App.
Photos: Author's own, 2023

On entering the Centre, the visitor encounters a central display board showing a map of Bath with the 18 sites labelled with ‘pins’. The pins are colour-coded (and numbered) to indicate the category of attraction – ‘Hot Springs’, ‘An Ancient Spa’, ‘A Fashionable Health Resort’ and ‘A City Set in the Landscape’. The displays are ordered in this way, as are the sites on the paper maps and downloadable app. The use of colour-coded categories consistently across forms of interpretation is generally successful, although the inclusion of a timeline would be helpful in assisting the visitor to place the exhibits in chronological order.
There is also a ‘Welcome’ display that invites the visitor to pick up a paper map or children’s trail to design their own route around the city. This can also be done using the Centre’s app, which comprises a 3D, zoomable map with pins for each site. Clicking on a pin displays information about the site and a function to add it to a personalised trail. It also has ‘golden acorns’ to collect and ‘reveal hidden secrets of Bath’ plus augmented reality characters and stickers to use to create ‘unforgettable memories’ to share on social media.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Jam Creative Studios, City Of Bath World Heritage Site (App), 2023] 

[image: Provided by Tripadvisor]There are also many interactive elements in the Centre. These include small ‘spinnable’ boards with an activity on the front (e.g. ‘Explore a Landscape Garden’) and further information on the back, two interactive exhibits relating to the hot springs, and a jigsaw type of activity illustrating the shape of the city’s architecture.
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Figure 4: Interactive exhibits. Photos: Author's own, 2023, and BANES, 2021

Finally, there is an information board explaining the background to UNESCO and World Heritage Sites, a small display on heritage in wartime (focussing on Ukraine), a visitors book and TripAdvisor review cards, and a small shop selling souvenirs. The Centre is run by two paid members of staff plus volunteers whose role is to welcome and engage with visitors, providing information and advice. A further point to note is that the Centre is very much focussed on the World Heritage Site attractions in Bath, as would be expected given its title. However this means that it does not fully fulfil the role of a Tourist Information Centre as notable sites such as Bath Abbey, the Jane Austen Museum, The Museum of Bath Architecture and the Herschel Museum, all very important attractions in Bath, are not signposted from the Centre.
Analysis
‘Traditional’ museums largely performed the role of carrying out the state’s educational and moral responsibilities and to reinforce the ruling classes’ power – they were ‘intended for the people, they were certainly not of the people.[footnoteRef:17] These traditional museums followed the didactic method of learning, whereby knowledge is imparted by a ‘teacher’, whose authority is not questioned, nor is the information provided questioned.[footnoteRef:18] More recently, there has been a shift towards more constructivist, self-directed learning at museums and heritage sites, where visitors learn by engaging and interacting with the site, linking new knowledge to what they already know and thus gaining new understanding.[footnoteRef:19] Indeed, in the 21st Century, the museum is seen as ‘a tool at the service of the people, playing an active, even contentious, role’.[footnoteRef:20] The Bath World Heritage Centre combines elements of didactic and constructivist methods – the display boards impart knowledge with no added interpretation beyond stating facts (however, given the purpose of the Centre, to signpost to the actual sites, this could be seen as inevitable). There is also much content allowing self-directed learning – the hands-on, interactive displays and the use of paper or digital maps allowing visitors to construct their own trails around the city. In terms of the use of both physical and digital material, the Centre can be seen as a ‘hybrid museum’, utilising both methods of interpretation.[footnoteRef:21] [17:  Tony Bennett, ‘Museums and “The People,”’ The Birth of the Museum (London: Routledge, 1995), pp. 109–127 (p. 109).]  [18:  Norbert Seel, Encyclopaedia Of The Sciences Of Learning, (Springer: Boston, 2012), pp. 986-990.]  [19:  Ibid, p.787.]  [20:  François Mairesse, ‘The Definition of the Museum: History and Issues’, Museum International, (2019). 71:1-2, pp. 152-159]  [21:  Anders Sundnes Lovlie et al, ‘Hybrid Museum Experiences’, Hybrid Museum Experiences: Theory And Design, (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2022).] 

The layout of the Centre provides a narrative through different aspects of Bath’s heritage, based loosely on a chronological order but grouped into themes.[footnoteRef:22] According to Roppola, there should be a clear ‘channel’ by which ‘visitors are assisted through the museum’.[footnoteRef:23] Bal further suggests that part of the narrative of a museum is that there is a ‘series of logically and chronologically related events that are caused or experienced by actors’.[footnoteRef:24] The Centre’s narrative is a little confused in terms of a clear channel through the displays and is also missing an explicit introductory exhibit which could clearly explain the purpose of the Centre. [22:  Rhiannon Mason, ‘Cultural Theory and Museum Studies, in A Companion To Museum Studies, ed. by Sharon Macdonald (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2011) pp.17-32 (p.26).]  [23:  Tina Roppola, Designing For The Museum Visitor Experience (New York: Routledge, 2012).]  [24:  Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction To The Theory Of Narrative, 4th edn. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2017) p.5.] 

The Centre is also guilty of presenting a ‘sanitised’ view of Bath’s history.[footnoteRef:25] There is only one small reference to Bath’s involvement in the slave trade (on the trail map, not in the main displays) and no mention of working class history or war damage. This can be seen as a form of ‘social amnesia’ whereby unpleasant aspects of the past are left out of current narratives.[footnoteRef:26] Similarly, the displays can invoke a feeling of nostalgia for the past, but a past that is elitist and belonging only to the ruling classes.[footnoteRef:27] [25:  Timothy and Boyd, Heritage Tourism In The 21st Century, p.6.]  [26:  Ibid, p.3.]  [27:  Dennis Hardy, ‘Historical Geography And Heritage Studies’ in Area, 20.4 (1988) pp.333-338.] 

Conclusion
The Bath World Heritage Centre has the potential to be a welcome addition to the city of Bath. If it can fulfil its aim to become the first place that visitors go to when they arrive in Bath, it will be extremely beneficial in helping visitors navigate the large number of heritage sites in the city. To achieve this, it needs to be marketed more effectively as the gateway to the city, and its purpose should be made more clear, i.e. that it is not a museum in its own right and that it signposts to recognised heritage sites only, not every attraction in Bath. The design of the Centre is clearly visitor-centred and encourages self-directed learning, both of which are part of the ‘new museology’. It also effectively uses technology and works as a hybrid museum in this respect. Some recognition of its sanitised nature would be appropriate, with a signpost to further information on the more contested areas of Bath’s history.
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