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Revealing Collections
Case study submitted by: Royal Cornwall Museum (Royal Institution of Cornwall)
Date: March 2011
Link: www.royalcornwallmuseum.org.uk
Facebook group for project: http://www.facebook.com/#!/group.php?gid=286350409183
(This is a closed group – request membership from louise.mcdermott@royalcornwallmuseum.org.uk)
Domain: Museum
Partners:
Led by the Royal Cornwall Museum with:
• South West Hub partners (Plymouth, Exeter, Bournemouth, Bristol) - 2009-ongoing
• University College Falmouth - 2010-11
• University of Exeter - ongoing
• The Science Museum (Wellcome Collection) - ongoing
• Platform 51 (formerly YWCA) - 2010-11
• Truro Library Service- 2010-11
• Truro College 2010-11
• Healthy Gay Cornwall – 2010-11
The team who developed and delivered the project were:
• Louise McDermott, Community Engagement Officer, RCM - Project Manager, R&D and delivery
• Mandy Morris and Emma Roberts, Revealing Collections Learning Officers. RCM - Delivery of focus
groups, object research and movements
• Stephanie Clemens, Registrar, RCM - Developing MODES database fields for focus group
information related to specific objects.
• Sarah Lloyd-Durrant, Curator of Later Human History, RCM - Assisted with access to collections.
• Jane Marley, Curator of Archaeology and World Cultures, RCM - Assisted with access to collections.
• Laura Ratcliffe - Conservation.
• Eight Volunteers - Assisted research into collections.
Timing:
Started January 2010. Final focus groups in June 2011. Exhibition
2011. Inclusion of focus group comments onto the MODES database
end 2011.
Description:
Revealing Collections was developed from RCM’s Sex and History
project - initially part of the national Stories of the World Cultural
Olympiad programme.
1950s Durex with complimentary slip
for silently requesting more condoms
The diversity of attitudes to sex both between and within cultures is
at chemists ©Steve Tanner
enchanting, eye opening and powerful. Sex defines us as individuals.
It shapes our lives. But personal attitudes and choices are influenced
by a wider cultural habitat, and this interplay is reflected in material culture.

Objects from across the world preserved in both the Royal Cornwall Museum (RCM) and the Science
Museum’s Wellcome Collection tell of very different approaches to the theme of sex in diverse cultures.
RCM have run numerous focus groups with young people from UCF, Platform 51 and Truro College.
Individuals have interpreted the museum’s objects in media of their own choice, with the view to selection
for display at the museum. They have also engaged in the Facebook group for the project adding research
to the objects displayed there as well as links and discussions about pertinent issues and links to other
artistic interpretations. The work of Truro College was displayed at RCM for two events (Spring Lecture and
a Youth Night) in 2010. The work of the Platform 51 and UCF
(Contemporary Crafts, Photography, Choreography and Digital
Animation BA (hons) students) will be displayed at RCM JulySept 2011.
The project will also result in a Talking Sex resource for
teaching Personal Social Health & Economic education (PSHE)
in secondary schools, this being launched at a PSHE conference
in RCM during June 2011.
The project will continue in 2012, pending funding, and may
result in a regional touring exhibition and website and the
regional development and launch of the Talking Sex resource.

Creative and Media Diploma students
showcasing their Pros and Cons of Using
Contraception video interpretation of
the museum’s 1950s Durex at the RIC
Spring Lecture 2010

Target audience:
Young People (16-25 years old)
Aim:
By welcoming diverse cultures into public debates about sex, young people discovered new perspectives.
Their exploration of the objects revealed the diversity of human sexual experience, relationships, identity,
etiquette and health. In using museum collections to challenge contemporary misinformation and outdated
attitudes to sex, the project has the potential to impact positively on a range of social issues for young
people in Britain today.
RCM hoped to revive use of mostly unseen collections and raise its profile with Young People, empowering
them to refresh interpretation, inform display and generate a legacy from the community work
undertaken.
PROCESS:
Young People were engaged from the start of the project, one volunteer assisting with the research of
objects under guidance of the Community Engagement Officer. Young People engaged with objects through
the Facebook site and created their own events too.
We evaluated each focus group using the Revisiting Collections evaluation framework, adapted to include
Inspiring Learning for All Generic Learning Outcomes (GLOs) and Generic Social Outcomes (GSOs). See:
www.inspiringlearningforall.gov.uk
Using and adapting Revisiting Collections
Training in the Revisiting Collections methodology suggested its aim and processes would aid RCM to
conduct object-focussed sessions that would leave a legacy within the museum’s collections database. The
framework’s inclusion of audiences’ interpretations and perspectives was crucial to this kind of project
where controversial topics were being discussed, enabling audience perspectives to be captured so they
might inform future display of the objects, both within the project as well as more long-term.

Positive attitudes at the museum to Revisiting Collections methodology training (received as part of the
Stories of the World programme) resulted in the framework being used for another project (see the RCM
Family, Farming and Tradition case study on this site) as well as to a training day for all staff, following
which the methodology is being adapted to aid development of other areas of work (e.g. online access to
collections database and collecting procedures).
The National Youth Agency ‘Ladder of Participation’ (see: www.nya.org.uk) was another framework
underpinning this project. This affected the employment of the Revisiting Collections methodology, as the
emphasis on youth-led participation, as well as the non-specialist nature of the groups, meant that we
needed to respond to the needs of different groups in different ways to ensure they were empowered and
directing the project as much as possible. This sometimes resulted in the more formal ‘standard’ forms
from the Revisiting Collections framework being abandoned in our sessions.

Exeter University staff and Diploma
student with her sketchbook installation
interpreting the Sowei Mask at the Young
People event 2010

The participants working on this project were from communitybased groups and were familiar with each other. This was
important, again due to the sensitive nature of the topic. Truro
College and RCM partnered in answer to MLA’s desire to engage
the new Diploma courses. The Truro College group were offered
alternatives and chose this project as their focus. Platform 51
(formerly YWCA) were a new group for RCM. Their Activity
Coordinator ‘self-selected’, having brought the group to the
Diploma students’ Youth Night in spring and engaging with the
project in autumn. The individuals in the University College
Falmouth (UCF) groups were also new to RCM, although UCF
and RCM have partnered on Objects Of Inspiration for the past 4
years.

There were 7 sessions overall. In each session there were two staff and about 8 participants. The paperbased nature of using ‘standard’ Revisiting Collections response forms resulted in this methodology being
abandoned for the Diploma group session, as their engagement was more verbal and conversational about
the issues and the stories behind the objects. They were loath to complete forms or document their
responses and we did not record them, as we did not have the capacity to manage this within the session
or to transcribe comments afterwards. Revisiting Collections evaluation forms were used at the end of the
project for evaluating both their impressions of the collections and the project, as well as being used by one
participant to create a gallery quiz that would collate visitors’ feedback.
The sessions with Platform 51 are similar, ‘standard’ Revisiting Collections response forms being too
formulaic for engaging with a disengaged group with literacy challenges. The focus for these sessions was
more experiential and skills based, aimed towards producing an end-result (animated film) that might be
exhibited at the museum.
Revisiting Collections was more fully embedded in the UCF focus groups, using response forms to engage
individuals with objects that appealed to them and recording their responses. Following this, their
discussions about related issues were recorded (by hand) by staff. This method was tested with both
curatorial and non-curatorial museum staff before working with the students, producing many avenues for
research and gaps in our records as well as possible display solutions.
A recent session with BA Archaeology students was conducted as part of a day school for the students to
learn about interpretation and exhibitions. They engaged with the same set of objects, benefitting from the
insights of previous Revisiting Collections sessions with these objects when devising interpretations. The
conversational element of this session was found to be much more engaging for the students than
completing forms. Staff collated relevant comments from the session into the Revisiting Collections
response forms so the data was not lost. It was as a result of the form-filling focussed activities in the UCF
sessions that we adapted Revisiting Collections for this new group to serve the different requirements of

the day: three UCF students had commented on the form-filling: “It felt too prescribed, there were a lot of
objects but because of all the forms and structure to the session I only really saw one object which seemed
a shame, it felt like a wasted opportunity. The session was maybe too well organized?” (Felix McCormack).
Two more sessions are scheduled with UCF students. These will likely adopt the more conversational style,
with Revisiting Collections summaries made by staff and Revisiting Collections evaluations completed. This
will enable better focus on facilitating their engagement with the objects and generating interpretations
during the short time we have with the groups.
The Material
At the beginning of the project, curators sourced about 20 objects
for the project. Since then, the project staff have sourced another
c.40. They span the collections: Natural History, Cornish
Archaeology, Ancient Civilisations, World Cultures, Social History,
Fine Arts, Decorative Arts, Community Collection, Photographic
Collection and the Oriental Collection.
The list has been saved in a log, recording the objects’ accession
numbers, available images, history file, conservation reports etc.
In order to make objects available to the focus groups, curatorial and
conservation input was required. The objects chosen for the focus
groups were those that had been made accessible (through
conservation, repackaging and handling instructions) and those for
which we had enough research. The research grew throughout the
Sowei Mask worn by female secret
project with History Files copied and volunteers’ research being led
society members during initiation
by a Learning Officer. For the purposes of the focus groups, copies of
ceremonies in Sierra Leone
the History Files were provided, but proved to be too ‘heavy’.
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Research and Key Message summaries are now provided during the
sessions including an image of the object and its accession number. For Platform 51, the Talking Sex draft
has been used to inform activities including visiting the Wellcome Collection in London.
The Staff
The Community Engagement Officer manages this project within 0.5 of her post. In October, RCM
employed two part time Learning Officers to take over facilitating the focus groups, object movements and
record-keeping (of both the objects and participants).
Eight volunteers (current and past) have been involved in the project, primarily conducting research into
the collections, but in two cases supporting focus groups when possible. Most of the volunteers have been
young people interested in the topic as a result of their studies. A couple have been graduates looking for
experience in museums or research. Another couple are older volunteers who have volunteered with the
museum and were interested in the project. Their skills mix is varied, some having research skills, others
few, some having IT skills, some developing their skills through training (e.g. British Museum Social Media
training).
What we found out
Some examples of…
New factual information:
• Few people knew what a 1950s douche was, but knew the slang ‘douchebag’ from American
sitcoms and the French word for shower.
• Regarding the 1950s Durex, some participants have experienced stigma attached to women
carrying condoms. This was useful to record, as it is an issue that can be highlighted in
interpretation of this object.

•

One participant’s experience of midwifery was particularly useful for gaining factual information
about the contraception related objects as well as wider contextualisation of this in attitudes to
abortion, contraception and sexual relations.

Peoples’ personal, emotional responses to objects:
• The Chinese shoes created a lot of empathy, especially among women, and were related to their
own wearing of stilettos. One male said that because his age-group are so often exposed to
shocking imagery in the media, he didn’t feel that audience would respond particularly to the
shock-factor of this object.
• The Sowei Mask (worn by female secret society members during initiation ceremonies in Sierra Leone) got
people thinking about scarification and the way in which young people in our culture manipulate
their bodies through piercings and tattooing, sometimes also as part of a transition to adulthood
(as with the mask). This object also evoked strong responses about the sexualisation of children in
our culture, a hot topic at the moment.
• One participant found even looking at some sexual-related objects too emotional at first. This fear
has changed through the course of the project to one of thoughtfulness about the issues, the
objects and respect for museums. Her creative engagement with the project is facilitating shifting
more attitudinal and emotional engagements with the objects and issues.
The questions about objects people wanted answered:
• The ambiguity of the gender of the Priest of Isis was
something some participants wanted answering and which
raised the question of whether this is accurately identified as a
priest rather than a priestess. This ambiguity was the most
interesting thing about this object for some, being interpreted
by one participant with transvestite photography.
• What are the contraceptive tablets made of and what was the
cost?
• What were the leg-nutcrackers used for?
• Who would have used these objects?
• How old is the Sowei Mask? How old would you be to use it?
• Many questions about the foot-binding.
• A volunteer researching John Downam’s ‘Tom Jones’ painting,
based on a book about a cad, made the link with the singer
Tom Jones, suspecting that this novel inspired the singer’s
Priest of Isis figurine
adoption of this name. The volunteer has also sourced the film
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of this book.
• The Happy Marriage – closer inspection of the actual object
reveals more questions than answers as the rest of the series of paintings is dispersed and
incomplete. This ambiguity of relations is interesting in itself.
• One participant was surprised by the lack of objects directly related to childbirth. She chose instead
objects related to the pelvis or female reproduction more widely (including the Coco De Mer). This
enabled her to continue with her creative work on childbirth and produce a challenging ‘Stretch
and Sweep’ series about this little-known childbirth procedure.
New research we were able to do to answer these questions:
These were some of the questions we couldn’t answer, but there were many questions that were
resolved by the research done by our Learning Officers. We also facilitated participants and volunteers
conducting their own research and adding this to the Facebook group, the results of which are being
included in the History Files. For example, the nutcrackers have been dated and we now know the likely
context of their use.

Capturing and sharing the information
All the objects used in the focus group sessions have basic records on our MODES database; some of them
had paper-based history files to refer to, which we copied to facilitate public access. New research and
information has been sourced and filed for each object and new interpretations of the objects have been
made. These will all be included in the History Files at the end of the project. As much information as
possible is provided on the Facebook group for the project. Providing entire files was daunting for some of
the young focus group participants so research summaries were provided instead.
The information gathered in the focus group sessions has not yet been added to the database as we are
shortly upgrading from MODES for Windows to MODES XML. It seemed sensible not to try to absorb the
information until we have the new system and can utilise all its functions.
MODES XML is SPECTRUM compliant and so we anticipate that the information can be migrated into the
database fields relatively easily. In the interim, a volunteer will be transcribing all the information collected
during the focus group sessions into a simple Excel spreadsheet, which we have designed for the purpose.
We wanted to make sure that all the information relating to the participants collected on their permission
forms was not separated from the information they gave us about the objects.
The next step will be to decide what information we want to record on the database. The information will
either be highlighted on the spreadsheet or separated out into another spreadsheet.
When the new XML database is up and running, the selected data will be entered directly into the
appropriate field of the object record, together with the metadata associated with the person who gave us
the information.
The information can currently be retrieved by colleagues in the museum, as it is held on a shared drive. It
could be made available to the wider public if a specific enquiry were to be made, but it will be much easier
to search and retrieve once it has been entered into our database.
Participant and Visitor figures:
• Participants in sessions: c.72
• Visitors to events: c.60
• External staff: c.17
• Projected visitors to exhibition: c.20,000
• Projected participants in sessions: c.51
Impacts and outcomes:
Key outcomes for participants (based on evaluations of student projects so far and staff sessions but
excluding Platform 51 as that project is not yet finished):
1. Non-curatorial and curatorial staff connected with the collections: I “was surprised how much I knew
and the links so many things made” and “Reminded me of the importance of ‘getting close’ to the
collections and how interesting they are” (Staff from focus group).
2. Closer physical access to collections: “The project has allowed young people access to objects and to
relate to them in different ways from if they were displayed.” (Emma Roberts, Research Assistant); “The
best part of the project was the handling session at the museum.” (Emma King, participant)
3. Learning about the collections: “Found it fascinating learning about the history and background of the
artifacts and hearing other peoples thoughts/opinions.” (Emma King, participant); “The best part of the
project for me was looking into background stories and meanings behind pieces” (Anon, participant); “I
leaned a lot, especially about Greek pottery which I didn’t know anything about previously.” (Samantha
Wilson, participant); “I have become very interested in human remains after studying the Anglo-Saxon

remains in the museum.” (Katherine Benaim, participant); “I learnt about the greater significance of even
the smallest object.” (Theresa Jaeschke, participant).
4. Need to refine Revisiting Collections so less form-intensive and better for end-user: “It felt too
prescribed, there were a lot of objects but because of all the forms and structure to the session I only really
saw one object which seemed a shame, it felt like a wasted opportunity. The session was maybe too well
organized?” (Felix McCormack, participant)
5. Learning to work with museums (or other clients): “Feedback from the museum staff midway was really
encouraging.” (Lizzie Arthur); “I liked that there were objects to respond to, rather than it being an open
brief…I liked the sense of dialogue.” (Elizabeth Scheller, participant); “Working for an external [client] has
been challenging, but good as I have had to work closely within the boundaries of what is acceptable for
public viewing.” (Katherine Benaim, participant); “Working with the museum is something I had not done
before. An external brief teaches you a lot. Responding to an object was harder than I thought.” (Laura Ter
Kuille, participant); “We have learnt about setting work within a museum context.” (Lizzie Arthur,
participant); “I learnt how to react, work with external partners.” (John Cartwright, participant).
6. Learning to target professional practices to specific audiences:
“The brief for me was excellent, I enjoyed the challenge of targeting
the objects to a young audience.” (Samantha Wilson, participant); “It’s
made me think more about the journey people take in understanding
a piece and in daily life.” (Anon, participant); “It helped me consider
audience in a more holistic way. It affected the making process more
than it ever has.” (Felix McCormack, participant)

Diploma student behind his cut-out
interactive contemplating the
Shunga Netsuke. Visitors could
create their own caption to the
speech bubble and have their
photograph taken

7. Influenced participant’s professional practice more generally:
“Definitely! I think I might carry on with the subject and the materials I
used.” (Laura Ter Kuille, participant); “On a personal level I like the
brief, and I want to carry on with this project and take it further. Also
in the future I would like to work with museums.” (Samantha Wilson,
participant); “I think I learned to present better.” (Elizabeth Scheller,
participant); “It gave me a better idea of how to involve my personal
style when designing for a live client. (Theresa Jaeschke, participant);
“The best part of the project for me was having to research in a
different, maybe more studious way, also the brief felt quite specific,
which I found helpful in narrowing down ideas.” (Felix McCormack,
participant).

8. Engaging a new audience with museums: “I feel that since
completing this project I have more respect for both the museum and
its collections. Before the project I didn’t express much interest in
museums whereas now I am keen to visit them and learn more.” (Emma King, participant); “I would be
more inclined to go visit more often now.” (Jennavie Gray, participant); “I’m more interested in what the
museum has to offer now.” (John Cartwright); “It has shown me that museums hold so much more than
you can see. That interests me, what is hidden, and what is shown.” (Laura Ter Kuille, participant); “More
interested now, feel more personally involved.” (Lizzie Arthur, participant); “With what I’ve learnt I will find
the collections more interesting.” (Samantha Wilson); “It was interesting to know that a museum owns
more objects than are permanently displayed…it made me think the museum is more varied than I
thought.” (Elizabeth Scheller, participant); “I have gained an increased interest in learning about the
historical context of the artifacts in the museum. Previous to the visit, I would usually judge an item by
aesthetic alone without giving the history of the piece a thought.” (Katherine Benaim, participant); “Being
able to see behind the scenes of these objects and speaking to the museum staff about the displays has
really given an insight and appreciation of the collections in the museum.” (Natasha Laye, participant).

9. Most participants were interested in being more involved with the museum: “I would be interested in
showing people like myself the chance to learn what I learnt on the visit, and make the history of an item
exciting and interesting. (Katherine Benaim, participant); “I would like to spend time looking at the archives
or as a volunteer” (Rob Moody, participant)
10. Most UCF participants attitudes changed: there was a notable increase in awareness of other people’s
perspectives, the power and meaning of objects, other cultures, the challenge of caring for and interpreting
objects, the value of stored museum collections, increased life-skills and increased self esteem.
11. The National Youth Agency ‘Ladder of Participation’: In response to how the participants felt they
were involved in the planning and organising/decision making during the project, those who responded to
this question felt they were:
Manipulated
Used for helping to ‘decorate’ the museum
Tokenistic
Assigned but informed
Consulted and informed
The museum initiated shared decisions with you
You initiated and directed
You initiated shared decisions with the museum

0
1
0
4
9
5
2
9

The high number of participants selecting the final option shows the project reaching the higher levels of
the ladder of participation. The lack of any participants selecting ‘manipulated’ or ‘tokenistic’ is a very
positive result. Overall, participants felt they were involved in the decision-making process, organisation
and planning of the project.
Impacts on audiences will be evaluated as part of the exhibition in summer 2011. Impacts on the
organisation have included Revisiting Collections training, which has influenced the information we are
recording at the point of accession. It has also influenced other projects and integration into MODES XML is
something we will implement in 2011, providing a structure for future inclusion of community generated
data on our collections and their interpretation.
Revisiting Collections has impacted the working patterns of
the organisation, necessitating the employment of staff to
conduct, record and process the results of focus groups. It has
also had an impact on documentation staff. The greater
capacity required may prohibit the running of community
projects in this manner in the future, if funds do not allow.
RCM hasn’t yet tested the methodology with external experts
in the collections, but may be built in to future redisplay
projects necessitating external expertise. The consent and
attribution permission forms element of Revisiting Collections
is also being used to help collate data about the objects in the
Community Collection from older people through a new
resource called ‘Befriend A Box’, which is for one-to-one carers
to open up conversations with the person they care for.

University College Falmouth Photography student
interpretation of the Priest of Isis figurine,
focussing on the ambiguity of the object’s gender

At the RCM, ‘people-focussed’ community staff were already collections-focussed before this project,
though the adoption of the Revisiting Collections methodology has given further support to this work. No
purely collections-focussed only staff were present at the focus groups as none of the collections used were
from such staff’s fields of expertise, instead having been selected from across the collections and focussing
on their relevance to sex rather than their place in particular collections.

The ‘new’ information about the collections that we have developed through using Revisiting Collections
generated discussions that in turn informed the interpretations by young people that will be displayed at
RCM in summer 2011. These interpretations will also be available online at the
www.objectsofinspiration.co.uk site for young people by autumn 2011.
“Young people have benefitted, the museum has benefitted, and I as a member of staff have benefitted.”
(Emma Roberts, Learning Officer)
Evaluation
Key outcomes of using Revisiting Collections for the project were in:
• Evaluating participant’s engagement- this was both beneficial for the museum, the project and the
participants to reflect on the activities.
• Focussing attention on the objects and steering further research and involvement by staff in the
issues, which has directed both participant’s interpretations of the objects that will be included in
the exhibition as well as the labelling of the museum’s objects so they better reflect participants’
perspectives and knowledge.
• Participants learnt much more about the role and value of museums.
• Audiences will hopefully learn more about the potential for museums to address contemporary
issues.
• Comments and insights will be included in the object records and may inform future displays of
these objects.
Revisiting Collections made a difference to our normal working patterns as an organisation because it
necessitated the employment of new staff to help run the sessions and process the data. Training staff in
Revisiting Collections has resulted in its use to engage knowledgeable audiences (such as farmers), as well
as documentation procedures, IT developments and collecting procedures.
We would use Revisiting Collections again, though it needs to be adapted to purpose and would depend on
capacity.
The museum’s ‘people focussed’ staff have access to collections information, therefore there was little
impact on ‘collections-focussed’ staff by this project. The objects worked with and the theme were spread
across collections rather than belonging to one specialist area. Revisiting Collections has highlighted that,
though factual information is important, audience responses also have worth and value and are crucial for
the human aspect of collections and their display. The connectedness between documentation, research
and audiences was valued by all staff.
The ‘new’ information about the collections developed through using Revisiting Collections was
summarised in each object’s research summary and informed participants’ interpretation for the
exhibition.
Tips:
•

•

We adjusted the use of Revisiting Collections as we worked with different groups. It should be
tailored to the group you are working with, engagement of participants in the activity being
paramount. Experiment with different ways of recording comments, to make it as unobtrusive to
participants as possible.
Organisations considering using Revisiting Collections should ensure they have the capacity to
complete the work, as it is time-consuming and staff-intensive. The benefits for both the museum
and the community need to be strong.

Future developments:
This work will result in an exhibition at the Royal Cornwall Museum July-September 2011. The Facebook
group will be maintained. RCM has applied for funding with its regional partners for the Objects Of Desire
project (2012-13) that will include the objects from this project and work with young people. Different
methods of working with young people will be experimented with across the region using the theme of Sex
and History and research conducted by Exeter University.
Key beneficiaries:
• Children and young people
• People with disabilities
• Lower socio-economic groups
• New communities
• Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender
Social outcomes:
• Community cohesion & inclusion
• Health & well-being
• Learning & skills
• Community empowerment & active citizenship
• Raising participation
• Positive outcomes for vulnerable groups
Geographic area:
South West region wide, with focus on Cornwall
Final project budget:
£33,500
Project funding support:
Healthy Gay Cornwall
Project lead:
Louise McDermott, Community Engagement Officer
The Royal Cornwall Museum, River Street, Truro, Cornwall TR1 2SJ
T: 01872 242784
E: louise.mcdermott@royalcornwallmuseum.org.uk
Alternative contact
Lisa Mitchell, Head of Programmes
Royal Institution of Cornwall, River Street, Truro, Cornwall, TR1 2SJ
T: 01872 242783 Ext: 236
E: lisa.mitchell@royalcornwallmuseum.org.uk

