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With clarity in mind I have chosen to keep the number of primary source material to a minimum. The four main primary sources that I have selected are taken from the Liverpool Mercury archives and deal with the opening of the Liverpool Museum on weekday evenings and weekends during the late 1880.

The aim of this piece is to assess the use/application of archived sources when discussing the public opinion and reaction to the Liverpool Museum. As such I hope to address whether the writers social class could have jaded their perspective or if it is a correct appraisal of the situation of the times and how this could affect an extended historiographical debate.
‘Liverpool Sunday Society’
“…there is a rapidly growing feeling in Liverpool as to the necessity for a more rational observance of the Sunday amongst all classes than is possible at the present time. There are thousands of people debarred from the pleasures of art galleries, libraries and museums, which are public property, on the only day they could possibly visit them.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Liverpool Sunday Society, Liverpool Mercury, June 9 1886, p.7] 

As highlighted by the above quote my first source deals predominantly with the lack of opportunity for the people whose taxes pay for the museum to said museum. The public ownership of the Museum is a critical point as this was the very idea laid out by James Buckingham in 1834, when he addressed parliament with the idea of creating public museums in the major towns and cities for the purpose of getting the public out of the ‘taprooms’ and into museums to educate their minds and reduce drunkenness.[footnoteRef:2] Yet 50 years later, the very people they wished to garner interest from, by reason of the opening times being identical to their own working hours had no chance of entering. [2:  House of Commons Debate, Hansard vol.24 cc. 90-126] 

This incidentally highlights the social status of the writer in comparison to the subject. By virtue of the fact he can observe in quite formal language that others are devoid of opportunity we can deduce that he was from the middle to upper class. The language register I feel is the key indicator of this. Though it is no too flowery and profuse, the writers use of ‘debarred’ highlights a sophisticated vocabulary, therefor a higher level of education than the working-class members of the public had available to them. Having established the writer’s own status it is interesting to note that they are not discriminate in their statement that sabbath observance could be improved “amongst all classes”. I would venture to say this is quite important as the proceeding sources are quite the opposite on this, emphasizing the class divide rather than generalizing.
The Sunday Question
“…it was found undesirable to continue the practice.” – PH Rathbone[footnoteRef:3] [3:  An Outcome of the Sunday Question, Liverpool Mercury, March 9 1888, p. 5] 

The juxtaposition of this line from a Town Council member on the proposal to open the museum on Sundays with the previously addressed source is stark. The source itself being two quotes, the one from a PH Rathbone, the second from Alderman Samuelson who were both members of the Town Council Committee responsible for the Museum. Both men spoke in reference to a previous experiment in opening the Museum on Monday evenings which they categorized as an all round bad idea as it resulted in “objectionable characters” entering the premises. Well this begs the question as to who were these less reputable visitors?
A statement from a report 30 years prior may shed some light on it. “individuals came direct from their occupations, with unwashed hands and negligent attire.”[footnoteRef:4] Could it be that 30 years hadn’t made that much difference in the working-class attitude towards the facilities and exhibits? Or is this simply an upper-class prejudice being given voice? [4:  Robert H. Fraser, Liverpool, 1853, pp.6-7] 

After some research we find that Samuelson was owner of several William Davis’s oil paintings that were by no means cheap to come by and remain highly sought-after pieces eponymous of mid-19th century artwork.[footnoteRef:5] Now knowing his financial we can situation place him in the upper and possibly aristocratic class of late Victorian society. From that one quite easily assumes that his description of the Monday evening visitors is down to his personal bias against the less wealthy. Which ironically are the very people the Museum was built for. This response was not wholly ignored. It would be several months before the experiment would be reattempted. [5:  http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/davis-a-days-sport-at-bidston-hill-t04170] 

Resumption
“The only hope for the current experiment lies n the expectation that we have improved.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Science Notes, Liverpool Mercury, September 27 1888, p. 7] 

The excerpt from which this hopeful line is taken deals with the previously mentioned decision to try opening Monday evening once more and reads as a rather nervous of the experiment. Similarly to the previous source it harks back to the first attempt that was deemed a failure due to the “young savages who frequent every place that is warm, light and free during the winter nights.”[footnoteRef:7]  We immediately see that this writer has confirmed Samuelson’s statement that the members of the public who took advantage of the evening opening were most definitely not in line with the Committee’s expectations. This news report describes how there was “so much rough play” that the authorities had to step in and calm the situation leading to Monday evenings being closed. Followed closely by a prayer that the public will have learned to appreciate the opportunity and the accommodation they are being given. [7:  Science Notes, L’pool Merc’, Sept’ 27, p.7] 

So far, these sources are not painting the 1880s Liverpool working-class in good light. Is it as the second source suggests, that the upper-classes and policy-makers have a class-bias against the public and so the public in response are living down to the stereotype or is it that they just don’t understand how to engage the public as they hoped? This final Source will likely settle this question.
Higgins
“It is hardly expected that working men and working women will finish the labours of their day by entering a toilsome kind of study of the multifarious objects collected in a museum. No, let the visitors feel themselves as free to think, or to indulge in a pleasant vacuity of thought as if they were walking upon the sandhills.
[Higgins was followed by GH Ball of the Museums Committee, who] “…this experiment [i.e. evening openings] was the result of recent agitation in favour of Sunday opening of museums, as it had been said the working classes had no opportunities of seeing the Museum under present circumstances. It was now in their own hands to show how much they appreciated the place, and if at the end of the three months the committee found that they did appreciate it, then he had no doubt arrangements would be made for opening on another evening – perhaps a Saturday. 
“A working man was asked to be allowed to make a few remarks to what Mr Ball had said. He desired to thank Mr Higgins for his efforts on behalf of the working classes, but said…The only day that he could really enjoy it would be Sunday. He further pointed out that 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, and 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. Then, too, added the speaker, ‘We want someone to tell us what to see, for we cannot tell what the wonders of the place really are.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Opening of the Museum in the Evening,’ Liverpool Mercury, October 2 1888, p. 5] 

This section is lengthy, but I feel in the right situation could serve to clarify the questions raised by the second and third sources. It effectively shows that both answers are correct. You could read into it that the Committees had an unrealistic expectation and hadn’t given enough thought to the mental state of the working-class after a long working day. Hence, the people that really would benefit from and truly appreciate the museum, just aren’t in any fit state to do so on a given weekday evening. Conversely, you could read into Higgins background and quickly discover that he was a noted botanist, geologist, curator and author. Hence a highly educated man not of the lower/working-class. Who in this excerpt, displays an accurate understanding of the situation people were placed in and the measures he felt should be afforded to the public to allow them to best utilize a visit to the museum.
This new reporter responsible for relaying his lecture has then followed up by giving not one, but two working-class men’s responses to Higgin’s observations. Which quite succinctly support both points. Higgins showing and the two unnamed men showing that an understanding and compromise could be reached to allow people to learn from the exhibits without incident. Ball indicating that others were unrealistic and far too clinical in their appraisal of the situation.
Summation
I have found, through this exercise in deduction that a person could draw whatever conclusion they wished to from these select sources. There is evidence in each source to support many different theories and arguments. A person chronicling the opening and lifetime of the museum could find material to demonstrate the change in policy over time, whilst another attempting to highlight the class dived of the late Victorian era could find information support their argument in the self-same paragraph.
As to the idea that the background of each writer, speaker or reporter could have jaded their viewpoint and thus affect how useful it would be in an argument, the degree to which each perspective is shifted seems to depend heavily on individual’s social status and was quite likely determined by their personality. If a person was to truly delve into the source’s origins and dig up an entire phycological profile on each writer it could be of use, but most likely given the time it would take to do so would be an exercise in futility.
In concluding I will simply say that archived material can present some interesting challenges when analysing but as the final source’s second unnamed man said; “…what was worth having was worth taking some trouble over…”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Opening… in the Evening,’ L’pool Merc’, Oct’ 2 1888, p. 5] 
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