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Case study: Conduct a critical analysis of a heritage site or institution.
It will be interesting to conduct a critical analysis on the practices of selection and presentational techniques representing heritage at Leamington Art Gallery and Museum (LAGAM) based on the ‘difficult heritage’ of colonialism, including aspects of Orientalism, and Globalisation to evaluate the effectiveness of the museum’s permanent social history exhibition in reflecting the social identity of the town from an early nineteenth century village to the present busy town. In 2007 Sharon McDonald introduced the term ‘difficult heritage’ to explain heritage that does ‘not fit with self-identities' of modernity. ‘A past that is recognised as meaningful in the present but that it is also contested and awkward’ (McDonald, 2009, p.1).
Following closure in 1990, The Royal Pump Rooms Regency style building, Royal Leamington Spa town, was remodeled as an Art Gallery and Museum, reopening in 1999.  The museum element, identified as ‘The Local History Gallery’ is located on the site of a former Turkish Bath extension of the Pump Rooms. The museum presents ‘Leamington’s development from a rural village into an elegant spa resort, and then into the thriving town we know today’ (RPR, 2025) and consists of four distinct gallery spaces: the ‘Hammam’, the ‘Hydrotherapy History room’ located through an archway leading from the Hammam, the ‘Social History Gallery’ through another archway and ‘Leamington Life’ in the mezzanine. 
Presentation extends from the discovery of springs in the late eighteenth century, and the building of the Royal Pump Rooms in 1814, which accommodated the commercial exploitation of saline waters, thus initiating rapid expansion from a small village to a spa resort town attracting wealthy and famous visitors. The ground floor permanent Social History Gallery depicts a timeline of events, images of local people and places on display boards detailing Leamington’s educational, domestic, and working life. These visuals support cabinets of social history objects, and information pertaining to the NHS’s use of the building for hydrotherapy purposes. Interactive elements include sound buttons offering fictitious character oral descriptions, Victorian themed games, written information flaps, and drawers of further written information about lower-class everyday life.
Objects are heavily interpreted with descriptions and images juxtaposing the upper and lower class, noting quality of life differences between Victorian children, presentation weighing heavily on class difference (Image1-4: Limbrick, 2025).
In 2020 Historic England published ‘The Transatlantic Slave Economy and England’s Built Environment: A Research Audit’ researching and reporting connections with slavery across England (Dresser and Wills, 2020). Until the abolition of slavery, absentee landlords of plantations were able to retire elsewhere (Huxtable, 2020, p.11) and The Royal Pump Rooms, one of the first buildings to dictate the architectural style of the town was built on land belonging to Bertie Greatheed, son of John Greatheed, who had made a considerable fortune from his sugar plantation, profiting from colonial slavery (Dresser and Wills, 2020, p97). He supported the abolition of slavery and referred to his plantation in his diaries as ‘that odious property’ whilst simultaneously investing in developing Leamington (Nyassa, 2025, p.36) yet of the almost two hundred people depicted around the museum, all look Western and visitors remain uninformed about the impact of globalisation, immigration, or the profound global roots of the town, the catalyst for initial growth and prosperity being detached from the story. Bertie Greatheed owned numerous plots of land, supporting the building of the Regent Hotel in 1817, one of the largest hotels in Europe, accommodating Queen Victoria during her travels through Leamington as a child. Other enslavers were involved in the development of the town also: Samuel Galton shipped muskets to West Africa, and George Goodin Barrett the younger was a member of a prominent family of Jamaican sugar planters (Dresser and Wills, 2020, p.97). These funding roots, and slave profiteer decisions were pivotal in establishing style and culture although remain neglected across the exhibition.
The Flavel display (Image 5: Limbrick, 2025) also misses an opportunity to acknowledge global links: the company foundry was the largest factory of its kind in the world, and the town’s largest employer of the early nineteenth century. It was significantly important to the Punjabi community in the period, and is celebrated by them. The Indian workforce was so strong in Leamington that by 1956, the Indian Workers Association (IWA) was formed in Leamington by Sikhs and Hindus, protecting workers rights and preserving cultural identity, yet the display focuses on the product rather than the people (Virdee, 2025). 
The Leamington history theme continues upstairs across half the mezzanine, spanning mid nineteenth century to ‘the present’ however, ends around 1970, except for a few objects. Six ceiling height glass cabinets stand either side a small rectangular mezzanine, interspersed with visual interpretations of nineteenth and twentieth century society. Two additional units face the length of the gallery opposite a digital screen displaying looped images of Leamington (Image 6-7: Limbrick, 2025). Roof leakages have resulted in closure of half the space.
One cabinet is dedicated to Leamington born boxer Randolph Turpin, and another to other sports. However, Leamington’s recent significant sporting event – hosting part of the 2022 Commonwealth games is excluded. The games feature teams from former British colonies and although memorabilia from the event was included in the 2024 exhibition ‘25 years/25objects/25 artists’ in the adjoining art gallery, it has since been removed (Image 8: Limbrick, 2025).
The unit presenting memorabilia of the Free Czechoslovak Army (FCA) explains the connection to Harrington House, a Victorian Neo-gothic mansion on the site of the Royal Spa Centre, one of three sites in Warwick District Council’s conglomerate of community hubs, including The Pump Rooms. Harrington House, illustrated on a panel omits the facilitation by the Molyneux family’s Slave Compensation Act 1837 legacy (The National Archives, 2025a and 2025b).
 
The Egyptian pottery display (image 9: Limbrick, 2025) initially seems out of place in a museum about Leamington identity however, the text explains imperial expansion created a ‘nationalist endeavor’ of the upper classes returning from the Mediterranean with relics, often gifting them to museums (image 10: Limbrick, 2025). Today, ‘Western museums are under increasing pressure to return their artifacts, many of which were stolen or ‘gifted’ during their colonial rule’ (Salem, 2005, p.174) however, the issue of Cultural property rights has been avoided since the source countries have not requested the return of the artifacts. Leamington practices transparency regarding provenance of the Egyptian artifacts, embracing educational importance however, has the option to follow the British Museum’s example, citing the British Museum Act of 1963 and the Heritage Act of 1983, forbidding the return of artifacts to their countries of origin (Burton, 2022, p.11).
The final gallery is the 1863 Hamman extension, sensitively restored leaving a section of original plaster visible. The BBC reports the design as “Moorish influence [with] decorative patterns and Gothic motifs […] of ‘eastern repose’” (BBC, 2014) however, the design could more accurately be described as Neo-Moorish – idealised Eastern architecture imagined by Western Victorians.
The history of working at the Pump Rooms, as a spa, Turkish bath, or hydrotherapy centre ranges from opening, 1814 to closure, 1990. Wooden interactive pieces describe workers over time: A ‘ruddy and stout’ 47 year old lady of 1833 serving spa water, a 43 year old male shampooer of 1876, A female Irish immigrant masseuse of 1927, and a 20 year old male hydrotherapy assistant of 1974 (Image 11: Limbrick, 2025). The significant date of 1833 – the abolition of slavery in the UK, suggests an early decision was made to construct a post-abolition heritage, overlooking society 1814 – 1832 rendering memory and collective identity of the town irrelevant prior to this date.
Further interpretation of working at the hammam adorns the walls. The poster ‘Turkish Delight’ describes the ceremonial aspect of a Turkish bath (Image 12: Limbrick, 2025) whilst the wall hanging narrates the history of Turkish baths in Leamington including the contemporary phrase ‘... a Hammam, where paradisaical indulgence of the Orientals may be obtained in all its perfection...’ (Image 13: Limbrick, 2025). Men wear stereotypical ‘Eastern’ costume: generic harem pants, waist sashes, billowing shirts and turban-wrapped tarboush whilst servicing Western patrons. There is evidence of stereotypical ‘Eastern’ characters across museums including National Trust sites (Huxtable, 2020) and National Museums Liverpool - a city with economic and societal connections with Leamington however, the objects within are interpreted to ‘... engage in dialogue about it’s future role’ (National Museums Liverpool, 2025) and unlike the images in the Hammam, are not modern. 
‘Hammam’ is omnipresent throughout Islamic culture however, taking pleasure in the Turkish baths that emerged from the recreational thermal baths of southern Europe, as a means to conduct ablutions before prayer would have been morally questioned within early Islam; cleanliness a necessity rather than a pleasure (Kulinich. 2022. Ch.4). Hammams were often attached to mosques and were primarily male spaces for ritual purification requiring cold running water.
The label ‘Hammam’, inherited from its 1863 origin, as opposed to ‘Turkish Bath’ invokes certain linguistic connotations and symbolism; ‘Hammam’ signified ‘exotic’ to Victorian society, conforming to Edward Said’s 1978 formation of Western ‘Orientalism’, portraying a fabricated view of Eastern culture, encouraging imperial superiority (Said, 2004). It would therefore be prudent to reevaluate the current use of the term in this setting since Orientalism is currently supported by the modern figures of generic Eastern characters, conflicting with the actual use of the extension. Since spa water was pumped into the baths, and there is no evidence presented in the museum to suggest it was commonly used by practicing Muslims, the ‘Hammam’ appears inappropriate for Islamic cultural rituals, with agency more closely related to economic, social and cleansing motivations than religious purposes.
LAGAM collaborated with Leamington History Group to publish ‘Global Leamington’ in 2023 highlighting international connections and the emergence of the multi-cultural community. Furthermore, the recent ‘Black Atlantic’ exhibition sensitively explored the town’s links with the transatlantic slave trade (Nyassa, 2024, p.36) and recognised the timing of the slavery compensation payments almost coincided with the promotion to royal status following Queen Victoria’s visit, thus aiding the prosperity of the town. Additionally, the current exhibition celebrates members of the local Windrush generation. The apparent global consciousness therefore raises the question why difficult heritage is not addressed within the permanent social history gallery, and why objects are packed away as each project concludes in a manner McDonald would describe as ‘containment’ (McDonald, 2015, p.20): disappeared from public view, hidden in storage, or returned to owners. Visual reminders of decolonisation are not absorbed into the social history gallery, deeming the exhibition incomplete, constructing a biased identity.

Jessica Nyassa concludes poignantly that all profiteers of slavery 'were able to live prosperous lives in the spa town of Leamington, washing themselves clean of the stain of enslavement’ (Nyassa, 2024, p.42) and unless global links are brought into the main permanent gallery, challenging containment, there is a risk of the identity of the town remaining incomplete. 

In 2015 McDonald suggested ‘difficult heritage’ may no longer be ‘difficult’, indicating ‘the sense of publicly acknowledging crimes in one’s own history is becoming more prevalent and internationalised, and regarded as a positive development for contemporary identity’ (McDonald, 2015, p.20). She continued to explain that the process is easier to incorporate a more comprehensive history, although presentation remains challenging (McDonald, 2015, p.20).
Inclusion of people and places from recent history would portray a more comprehensive and modern identity for example, the Leamington Gurdwara Sahib opened in 2009 as the third largest Gurdwara and one of the most significant buildings associated with Sikhism in the UK (Virdee, 2025), resulting in Leamington’s Jagtar Singh Gill being appointed an Officer of the Order of the British Empire (OBE) for services to the British Sikh and interfaith communities (Williams, 2022).
Taking ownership of ‘difficult heritage’ and embracing educational purposes may incur economic consequences however, creating the fear of causing offense for example, some visitors revoked their memberships when The National Trust addressed ties to slavery (Jones, 2020) and Geraldine Kendall’s discussion of Oliver Dowden’s letter regarding ‘contested heritage’ explains concerns within the museum sector about prioritising intervention over independence ‘at a time of severe financial crisis’ (Kendall, 2020). The fear of causing offense and losing funding could lead to withholding full disclosure, although considering recent art exhibitions and collaborations with community groups, fear of causing offence is implausible at Leamington Museum.
Alternative economic restrictions apply however: the Grade II listed building is currently undergoing major essential repairs, restoration and heritage conservation, including exhibition space within the museum (RPR, 2025). This naturally takes precedence over updating selection and presentation techniques. Completion of the works will enable Leamington to unreservedly embrace its difficult heritage, modernising the presentation of the town via self-disclosure and objects recently exhibited temporarily, without risking limitations of ‘containment strategies’ (McDonald, 2015) to diffuse undiminished narrative.
Dedicated to Balraj Singh Dhesi MBE, May 1939 – March 2025: Member of The Commonwealth Club, Mayor of Leamington Spa 1987, High Sheriff for Warwickshire 2005, Leamington. 
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Image 6: Limbrick, S. (2025) Leamington Life Exhibition Mezzanine View One [Photograph]
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Image 7: Limbrick, S. (2025) Leamington Life Exhibition Mezzanine View Two [Photograph]
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Image 9 Limbrick, S. (2025) Roman and Egyptian Artifacts Display [Photograph]
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Image 10 Limbrick, S. (2025) Roman and Egyptian Artifacts Interpretation Panel [Photograph]
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Image 11 Limbrick, S. (2025) Interactive Pump Room Workers Choices [Photograph] 
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Image 12 Limbrick, S. (2025) Turkish Delight Hammam Poster [Photograph]
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Image 12 Limbrick, S. (2025) Turkish Delight Hammam Poster [Photograph detail]
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Image 13: Limbrick, S. (2025) Hammam Wall Hanging [Photograph]
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Image 13: Limbrick, S. (2025) Hammam Wall Hanging [Photograph detail]
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Behind the Facades

In 1849, during the peak of the spa’s popularity,
Mr Watson, the medical officer for
Leamington District, noted that:

‘The inhabitants of the principal streets and
Squares | believe enjoy a higher state of health
than in most towns.’

He also wrote that ‘the condition of the poor is
so defective that in their present state it is almost
impossible to rid them of the nuisances...l have
frequently observed.’ The nuisances Mr Watson
referred to were open cesspools, refuse,
filth and manure and, ironically, a bad supply
of drinking water...

Poor families were forced to send
their children out to work.

Wealthy children in Leamington had
plenty of time to play.

Take a look behind these facades and discover
the social divide in 19th century Leamington.
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Child’s Play

Samuel Thomas Wackrill, one of Leamington’s
Masters of Ceremonies, was also noted for

generosity to the poor and working-class children.

In 1871 he hired the Pump Room grounds every
Monday for four months, throwing a fete each
week for the different day and Sunday schools of
the town. Four thousand children were
entertained at these events!

Arnold Lodge, Leamington

Leamington College for Girls Tennis Team 1932-1933

The Congregationalist school in Leamington had a
Magic Lantern (an early type of a slide projector), which was a
great success and fascinated all the children.

V V 0 " A class of Leamington College sixth formers in 1947
Children at St Luke's School, Leamington c. 189

A number of children tried to change schools in order to

experience the amazing machine, so other institutions acquired

Magic Lanterns too!
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=% Upper Parade For Poorer...

nourished and poorly clothed, often working six days

L)
For Richer...
a week for low wages. Children had to leave school

Rich visitors came to Leamington for their health,
entertainment and to mix with society. Poor people @ R
egent Street
at an early age to help support the family, sometimes

@ P@ﬁﬂan]d Pﬂa@@ C]hmmrch Sf[]r@@‘ﬂ: m becoming errand boys or chimney sweeps.

i
L5

were drawn to Leamington to work on the
construction sites in the New Town and later found

employment in the service industries, cooking and
cleaning for the wealthy visitors and residents.

\ { = = Poarer children found entertainment wherever (" Children from poor famiies -
Maid servants at ‘Milverton Lawn' | they could! aften had o work instead
1 =] (g N 3 2 5 2/ of going 1o school.

home of the Edwards family
| 1905-1912

2 bk

Not all Leamington children in the early 20th century were as
lucky s these three, with toys (o play with and smart clothes

o wear

For the poor community public houses
offered a place to meet after a hard

day's work.

Libraries, museums and reading rooms were opened, theatres presented plays
and concerts, the assembly rooms gave dances and there were many sporting

events - all for the entertainment of the rich and educated.
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Women’s War | Guide Dogs Welcomed
I | toLeamington
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Antiquarians to Archaeologists

For thousands of years people all over the world have

unearthed and collected items from the past, often
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John Flavel and his son William came frorr; % &
family of smiths and armourers. They went | ;
business together as iron-founders at th_e en

of the 18th century, and moved to Lgamlngt(?n
in 1803. William invented an innovative cooking
range, the Kitchener, which was a huge success.

Eagle Foundry, 1867

The Flavel company built
a large factory in South
LLeamington in 1833,
known as the Eagle
Foundry. At the time it
was the largest factory
of its kind in the world.

As well as ranges,
Flavel’s also made
fireplaces and a wide
range of ironwork. They
were among the first to
experiment with burning
coke instead of coal in the 1820s.

Later they manufactured gas appliances.

K EE

Brochure for Flavel's heaters, 1936

William Flavel’'s son Sidney took over the
business in 1844, followed by his son Sidney
Junior in 1892. Sidney Flavel Junior also
served as an Alderman, Justice of the Peace
and six times as Mayor of Leamington. The
family remained prominent in Leamington’s
civic life in the 20th century, and the company
was one of the town'’s largest employers.





image8.jpg
Foam hand
Made in 2022

Given by Alison Chantrey in 2022
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