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Introduction 

The question of whether a museum should exhibit its entire inventory appears, at first glance, to be relatively straightforward. Most visitors rarely consider that the vast majority of a museum's holdings remain hidden from view, as our public engagement is naturally defined by what is visible rather than what remains in storage. However, upon deeper reflection, it becomes evident that the decision is not merely a matter of logistics, but a sophisticated balancing act between competing institutional priorities.  Ultimately, the debate hinges on the tension between a museum’s duty to provide universal access to cultural heritage and its professional obligation to ensure the long-term preservation of fragile artifacts, all while navigating the practical limitations of physical space and the narrative power of curation. The issue of hidden, invisible heritage kept as part of a museums holdings is key to debating what, how and to whom displays are facilitated.  From a practical perspective, using the British Museum (BM) and others, overall collection numbers will be examined and considered against the amount of material that is publicly accessible. In addition, geographic disparities will be explored to demonstrate differences in collections management globally.  Aside from logistical considerations, this paper will seek to answer questions of ethics and whether it is culturally appropriate to display all collections and even if it is ethical and moral to retain objects which form part of a legacy of colonial rule. In addition, the concept of preservation will be explored within the ICOM definition of the museum.  This notion will be set against emerging themes of agency and new materialism.  Finally, by exploring initiatives such as the V&A Storehouse and the Vatican Museums, this discussion will highlight how modern technology serves to democratize cultural heritage and broaden public engagement with hidden archives.

In 2019, at  their 34th General Assembly, the International Council of Museums (ICOM) approved two resolutions: Resolution No. 3 Commitment to the Concept of Museums as Cultural Hubs, which suggested that the ‘role of museums as central axes for the exchange of information that transcends time’ which furthered discussions on the definitions of the museum including the relationship between museums and local development. Whilst not being of direct influence, this resolution helped prompt the discussion that eventually led to a new definition of the museum (Seymour, 2022) away from one that  focused primarily on gathering collections for research and enjoyment,  failed to fully integrate the modern museum's role as a space for community discussion and reflection into one that states:

A museum is a not-for-profit permanent institution in the service of society that researches, collects, conserves, interprets and exhibits tangible and intangible heritage.  Open to the public, accessible and inclusive, museums foster diversity and sustainability.  They operate and communicate ethically, professionally and with the participation of communities, offering varied experiences for education, enjoyment, reflection and knowledge sharing. (ICOM, 2025).

This definition pivots from a focus on accumulating artifacts to serving as a social forum that values community needs and environmental responsibility. This in turn results in new questions regarding display and artefacts visibility.

Alongside Resolution No. 3, the council also adopted Resolution No. 4 Measures to safeguard and enhance collections around the world (ICOM, 2019). This resolution called for the development of protective measures to safeguard stored heritage materials across the globe. It also restated the function of museums as protectors of heritage and advocated for better funding and the implementation of better management tools for collections  (Mairesse and Thebault, 2024). Specifically it called for reduction of risks for collections in storage; the recognition of the importance of preserving culture; the reaffirmation of different types of institutions; the reaffirmation that preservation of collections contributes to the enhancement of human rights and it urged a rethink of the policies and practices including the exhibiting criteria of collections in storage  Furthermore, the resolution recognised the role that collections preservation has in the growth of knowledge and the on-going development of human rights (ICOM, 2019) Following on from this resolution, the ICOM commissioned a working group whose objectives were to ascertain the current situation of museum display v storage and resulted in a report titled Museum Storage Around the World which critically analysed the current situation regarding museum objects in storage globally (Mairesse and Thebault, 2024)  
It notes that historically, museums have operated on a model which prioritises  the accumulation of material where the object acts as an informant for education and study.  This model has resulted in the necessity to house their collections in ever more congested storage facilities. In addition, the technology  required to preserve these collections in storage has also required development to include  ‘preventative conservation, particularly in adapting to [issues of preservation and] climate change’ (Mairesse and Thebault, 2024, p. 7). 

The information gathered in the report was produced using an online questionnaire alongside a number of face to face interviews with those who had knowledge of issues regarding storage.  With regard to visitor numbers, the report found that nearly half of all responding museums had less than 20000 visitors per year and just over 5% received over one million people, these being categorised as ‘superstar’ museums (Mairesse and Thebault, 2024, pp. 14–15) For context, in 2024 the BM welcomed 6.4 million visitors, the Natural History Museum 6.3 million and the V&A, 3.5 million.  In fact all of the twenty most visited heritage attractions in the UK received over one million visitors (Museums and Heritage Advisor, 2025) The BM serves as a primary example of collection management challenges; despite possessing an inventory exceeding eight million items, only approximately 1%  is on public display, primarily due to exhibition space limitations and concern about conservation-related vulnerabilities.  Whilst the museum has made approximately two million items digitally accessible, more than five million objects unavailable for public consumption (Fact Sheet: British Museum Collection2019). In addition, before the opening of the East Storehouse, the Victoria and Albert Museum was only able to display some 3% of it’s holdings in what Ray says is ‘a reminder that museums are often repositories first, galleries second’ (Ray, 2025) Even significantly smaller museums such as the Vatican City Museum are only able to display some 20,000 of its 70,000 collections (Google Arts and Culture).  Moreover, the ICOM report demonstrated that  in almost 70% of responding museums, less than 15% of their collections were on public display.  Furthermore, the report found that larger city museums in Western Europe, North America and Asia Pacific had amassed the largest number of objects but displayed them the least, whilst smaller rural museums and those in African or Arab countries exhibited the most.  (Mairesse and Thebault, 2024, p. 18). Finally, it is notable that many European Museum collections have been amassed as a result of the legacy of colonial expansion,  leading not only to huge disparities in collections, but also to moral and ethical questions of ownership, whether displayed or not.  In fact, some 90% of sub-Saharan African heritage is held by major museums outside the continent(Sarr and Savoy, 2018, p. 3) and so it is unsurprising that outside of Egypt, African museums are able to display the most – if only because they have acquired the least. Finally in a wide ranging survey, Smith notes that visitors to museums tend to be from ‘well educated, middle class, older […] dominant ethnic backgrounds’.  She also notes that ‘women tended to represent the majority of visitors’ (Smith, Laurajane, 2021, p. 147–148).  These insights necessitate a shift in curatorial practice towards more inclusive strategies designed to facilitate greater engagement among more marginalized visitor groups.

Given the scale of acquisition and the numbers of objects in storage impossibility of displaying every object is self-evident. This essay therefore proposes shifting the focus from how much is displayed to broader discussions of what is displayed, where are the objects displayed and to whom.  Crucially, this essay explores the question of authority: who gets to decide what constitutes heritage? This question is fundamental to the view that heritage is a performative process, involving both physical objects and the intangible traditions inherent in them. 

A museum can be seen through the lens of Foucault and his theories of the Archive where Foucault argues that archives are ‘systems of statements (whether events or things)’ which are part of a set of rules governing the discourse of a given society (Foucault, 2002, p. 129).  This system controls the rules in which things are categorised.  In the context of the museum, these rules will govern what is seen or hidden, preserved or disposed of. Relations of difference and ‘othering’ are important here:  an object is either seen and brought into being, or hidden othered.  In addition, the object takes it’s meaning from how it is named (for example, a vase is given its status by being named as such) and this brings it into existence (Foucault, 2002).  Therefore, an object in storage will not exist except to those involved in its study or conservation.    Hooper-Greenhill cites Foucault’s description of the episteme to discuss the nature of the museum and how collections have historically displayed (Hooper-Greenhill, 1992, p. 9)  She argues that museums are not static entities but are influenced by epistemological changes from the Renaissance and the Cabinet of Curiosities which displayed all aspects of a collection in an apparently  disorganised collection of unrelated objects, through the Classical Episteme and  Classifying House of taxonomies to the Modern episteme day where objects are grouped chronologically. These epistemes are  are culturally constructed frameworks rather than inherent or self‑evident features of museum practice and are also fluid rather than fixed.  Many institutions, including the BM, continue to rely on classificatory models that organise objects according to cultural typologies and chronological schemes. In contemporary museum practice, objects are curated and ranked according to their perceived value for either permanent or temporary display, leaving the vast majority of collections concealed from public view.  The notion of the museum as a disciplinary vehicle which reinforces hegemonic structures through the dissemination of knowledge is taken up by Bennett who, when in discussing Foucault, characterises the museum as one of societies ‘vehicles’ for broadcasting power (Bennett, 1995). Contemporary scholarship posits that tangible heritage remains an inert 'non-entity' until it is animated by intangible practices. This perspective aligns with Foucault’s assertion that objects lack inherent meaning outside of discourse, further illustrating how heritage is assembled within hegemonic power structures. For example, Smith states that heritage is part of the framework used to create value and social identity and she argues that heritage is performative, whether it is ‘the performance of visiting, managing, interpretation or conservation [that constructs] a sense of place’ (Smith, L., 2006, p. 3)  Smith recognizes the transformative agency of heritage but cautions that within what she calls the Authorized Heritage Discourse (AHD), which is central in western culture,  museums often function as sites of social regulation to uphold institutional narratives.  AHD adopts a top-down approach to heritage and legitimises the ‘expert’ who ascribes value to an object based on its contribution to the development of ‘culture’ and social meaning (Smith, L., 2006, p. 29)  

This discourse is reflected in the 2022 ICOM definition of the museum where research, collection, conservation and interpretation are prioritised over community engagement.   Conservation and interpretation are predicated on essentialist perspectives which state that  ‘first, that all objects and concepts can be defined by reference to certain core properties that make them what they are’(Rolfe, 2008) This approach assumes that the identity of the object is fixed at creation and cannot be changed.  

It is argued that degradation of the materiality of an object can weaken its worth over time (Mairesse and Peters, 2019, p. 11) Crucially, this degradation will also undermine its fixed identity. This approach fosters a practice of conservation that may necessitate the invisibility of certain objects. For example, the Hokusai prints, ‘The Great Wave and Red Fuji  in the BM are not on display for more than 20% of the time due to the light sensitivity of the inks which causes the colours to fade  These blockwork prints were made using organic dyes and in particular it was found that yellow dyes were very sensitive to light damage. This can also be seen in Egyptian papyri such as The Book of the Dead  (Korenberg, 2017)  In the case of Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man, the ink on paper drawing is so fragile it is kept in a light and climate-controlled environment and only displayed periodically (Gallerie Accademia Venezia)  However, some objects are so dangerous to the public that they simply cannot be on open display. One example is Cellulose Nitrate Film, used in early photographic processes.  This is a highly flammable substance and as such must be kept physically separate from the public (National Film and Sound Archive of Australia) (although arguments for the importance of these artefacts as essential cultural heritage mean that conservation is vital). The role of AHD within preservation of artefacts primacies the principle of subject/object where the question of what an object can do for us is posed.  The preposition for conserving objects is that the curator is dominant. It could be argued that the AHD of conservation places us in a double bind – ‘because humans rely on things that have to be maintained so they can be relied upon’ (Hodder, 2012, p. 208)   Indeed, whilst the individual details of costs of storage in Bloomsbury House is unavailable, the Annual Report of 2021-2022 indicate that the BM incurred direct costs for ‘care, research and conservation’ of approximately £28.5 million (The British Museum, 2022).  This binary relationship is drawn into question if a New Materiality lens is applied. 

According to New Materialism, objects are not merely 'props' that come to life when humans interact with them; they possess their own internal energy and agency (Coole and Frost, 2010). This shift in thinking removes humans from the centre of the material world, embracing a view where all matter is connected. It moves away from seeing objects as passive tools, instead treating them as social beings involved in intricate networks. In this framework, humans and things are seen as 'entangled,' meaning they are constantly shaping and being shaped by one another (Hodder, 2012)  Harrison views the museum as part of an assemblage which includes buildings, objects and people and discourses.  This results in heritage which is not created but part of an interactive set of diverse elements. Museum conservation therefore is not a discrete activity  and  incorporates ‘a series of heterogeneous groupings in which the grouping itself could be distinguished as a whole from the sum of its parts’ (Harrison, 2013, p. 33–34)  This being the case, the issue of display becomes irrelevant as curation becomes a process of deciding which part of the assemblage is activated and since objects have their own vital materialism, storage also becomes a process and an assemblage of its own in the objects relationship with its surroundings and human actors. The new materialist perspective may be that objects should be allowed to form new relationships as part of a vital agency in which meaning changes over time even if that means eventual decay and disposal, thereby mitigating against the requirement to store or display. 

Perhaps one of the most sensitive debates regarding the question of whether museums should display all their collections is that which examines the history of colonialism which most recently in the UK has centred on the history of the slave trade.  These artefacts represent an AHD that demonstrates a narrative of colonial power and from a new materialist perspective, are actors which reflect historical violence.  However, the question of whether they should be on display is a nuanced one and museum responses to this issue vary.  For example, the National Trust removed its Blackamoor sculpture in response to the Black Lives Matter movement and is currently considering its options for physical display however, an image of the sculpture can still be obtained from the NT website making it fully accessible to the public. (Rylance-Watson, 2020) Furthermore, The BM  has removed it’s Museum hasof Trophy Skulls from display, including digital exhibits.  Other approaches include the establishment of museums dedicated to the story of slavery, such as the International Slavery Museum, Liverpool (temporarily closed) and The National Museum for African American History and Culture (National Museum of African American History and Culture)  

However, the issue of colonial artefacts in Western collections remains a contested one, not least regarding the Benin Bronzes at the BM.  For example, Hicks states that there is ‘a general misconception misconception which misinforms many dialogues about cultural restitution, that the looting of Benin City was a coherent exercise of collecting and safeguarding. Nothing could be further from the truth:’ (Hicks, 2020, p. 142).  Adopting a new materialist framework, Hicks (2020) contends that the traditional focus on 'object biographies' serves to falsely stabilize artifacts as fixed historical entities. He argues that this focus obscures the reality that these objects remain active agents of colonial violence and oppression. Within this perspective, the physical location of the artifact is secondary; whether it is openly displayed or held in storage, its capacity to exert harm remains potent and 'vibrant' (Hicks, 2020). 

So far, this paper has explored the debate surrounding museum display by examining the logistical pressures of having vast holdings, the ideological effect of the Authorized Heritage Discourse which feeds into the role of curators in the decision-making process. Furthermore, it has examined the 'vibrant agency' of objects, arguing that an artifact's social and political impact persists regardless of its visibility.  In this way it has demonstrated that the issue of whether a museum should display all its collections is a nuanced one. The final section of this essay will shift focus to examine contemporary strategies and debates including how museums are enhancing physical access to objects, the integration of digital technologies as part of a display process, and the ethical arguments for repatriation which not only balances museum inventories and reduces storage pressures, but also arguably delivers artefacts back to their countries of origin and recognises the harms done by the cultural appropriation of these objects through colonial expansion.

As noted earlier in this paper, 90% of sub-Saharan artefacts are held in major museums outside the continent (Sarr and Savoy, 2018, p. 3) Hicks estimates that as many as 10,000 bronze, ivory and other objects were taken but that this number may be indeterminate (Hicks, 2020, p. 135).   The largest single collection of over 900 objects is held by the BM (The British Museum, 2026) and is prevented from disposing of these artefacts by a sixty year old Act of Parliament (Legislation.gov.uk)  Nevertheless, it continues to display the Bronzes both physically and online. However, working in partnership with the Benin Dialogue Group, the museum has developed initiatives using technology to democratise the artefacts and create digital space for the Bronzes to be seen.  For the website Digital Benin has a catalogued some 5299 objects, located in twenty-one countries in both large and small collections (Digital Benin). In addition, the BM states that ‘A central objective for the group is to establish new museums in Benin City to facilitate permanent displays of objects from the Kingdom of Benin, including significant collections of works currently in UK and European Museums’(The British Museum, 2026) However, repatriation can only be successful if substantive work is carried out which results in the restitution of artefacts and ‘decolonisation of museum space’ (Gilchrist, 2025)  Repatriating artefacts to their originating countries is both ethical and practical. Notwithstanding the intent, the BM is governed by legislation that continues to foster the AHD and legislative barriers must be overcome if they are to engage in serious debates about permanent repatriation of artefacts including the Benin Bronzes and other objects gained as part of colonial rule. 

The integration of digital technologies and comprehensive online catalogues serves to democratize access and increase public engagement by bridging the gap between stored and displayed collections. For example, the Vatican Museum, like most large museums use online catalogues and virtual tours alongside videos and text to create virtual environments for their collections. They also highlight temporary exhibitions throughout the world which further encourage visitor engagement. Perhaps some of the most innovative use of technology however, is the ability to view some of the collection through virtual reality using mobile devices and VR headsets, for example the virtual tour of the Pauline Halls (The Vatican Museum, 2025).   In addition, museums make use of digital platforms within their physical space to mitigate against display constraints.  The Irish Emigration Museum for example is one of the worlds first fully digital museums and makes use of screens and interactive digital pods to both exhibit and educate the visitor on the  history of Irish Emigration. Physical artefacts are strategically placed and the visitor is guided to a specific starting point within the building and a system of ‘passports’ are used to optimise engagement.  Quiet rooms, wheelchair access and multilingual guides further ensure that as many visitors as possible can access the exhibits (EPIC, 2025).  Because the exhibition is fully digital it holds virtually no physical collection. Furthermore, there is no requirement for storage warehouses and issues of conservation is nullified.  Theoretically, every digital asset can be made visible simultaneously via the museum’s screens and devices.
Responding to the problem of visibility and hidden collections, the V&A East Storehouse has become home to over 60000 books, archives and objects.  Large scale projects are co-produced with smaller community driven creations and offers the visitor the opportunity to see work that goes on behind the scenes in the museum which includes curation and archiving. Complete with study centre visitors are literally able to walk through shelves and storage racks over four levels. Digitally innovative, visitors utilize QR codes in each display which allows the museum to be responsive to change. Finally, visitors are able to interrogate the online catalogue to order objects to view by appointment (The V&A, 2025).  Unlike the fully digital museum of EPIC, the East Storehouse provides a practical solution to displaying large numbers of objects in a collection by making storage rooms visible.

It is impossible for most museums to display all their collections given the limitations of that they have acquired much more than they have space for, but the debate goes deeper than may first appear.  It reveals a conflict between the ICOM definition which requires permanent guardianship while at the same time requiring inclusivity and accessibility to artefacts.  AHD often results in museums which hold nearly all their collections in storage spaces rather than in the social spaces that is the object/visitor interaction, yet from a New Materialism standpoint, these objects have agency whether they are visible or not.  Museums do not need larger storage facilities but a re-evaluation of the process.  Digital technology, visible storage and restitution of contested artefacts will allow the museum to be seen as an assemblage that is as much about the future as it is about the past.
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