
 
 

Curator’s Top Tips: Exhibitions on a Budget 

Several of the papers presented at the 2016 ACCES AGM on the theme of ‘Exhibiting Egypt’ (28.11.16) 

addressed the issue of organising exhibitions on a budget, an important one for many museums. Here, 

those speakers have offered their thoughts on the subject, based on their own experiences: 

Samantha Harris and Evelyn Palmer, Maidstone Museum (SH/EP) 

Stephanie Boonstra, Eton Myers Collection, University of Birmingham (SB) 

Carl Graves, Egypt Exploration Society (CG)1 

 
 
Set the foundations. 
With limited resources, already having a fully catalogued and photographed collection makes it much 
easier to select objects and move them from theme to theme. Trying to do this when your collection 
information is scant with possible inaccuracies is time consuming and inefficient. Taking time at the 
start of a project can save money later on (SH/EP). 
 
Never underestimate the time you will put into these things and the research behind everything you 
present. In 2015 I ran the Egypt Exploration Society’s ‘Excavating Egypt’ pop-up exhibition. It was a 
two-week project that took 18 months to prepare! (CG) 
  
Don’t take your existing records as fact. 
We have found that information about parts of our collection was inaccurate, or outdated in terms of 
translations, site names etc. Instead of perpetuating inaccuracies in a new display, we are trying to 
correct these ‘alternative facts’, which takes time, and is good to be aware of before embarking on a 
redisplay (SH/EP). 

 
Involve the community and volunteers. 
Having community groups and stakeholders involved from the start creates a group of advocates and 
advisors, and can open different funding streams. We are working closely with a young people’s group 
and an access group, working on diversifying the audience to a new gallery (SH/EP). 
 
Running a full and exciting events programme targeting a variety of audience groups will draw more 
people to your exhibition. [For the EES ‘Excavating Egypt’ exhibition] we ran tours, evening ‘candlelight 
lectures’ in the display place, craft workshops, and training sessions. I didn’t do this alone. I had several 
volunteers helping with this project and they were fantastic, coming in everyday to monitor the 
exhibits and to run the events on offer – they were indispensable (CG). 
 
Take advantage of local expertise. 
A benefit of university collections is the plethora of specialist knowledge on your doorstep. By utilising 
academic staff and especially postgraduate researchers, you can add knowledge to your exhibition 
and collection. By crediting the researchers for their work, you can get free specialist input (for 
creating panels and object labels) and they can put it on their CV (SB). 
                                                           
1 While Carl did not present at the ACCES AGM, his experiences of organising pop-up exhibitions on a budget at 
the University of Birmingham and the Egypt Exploration Society are particularly valuable for this discussion. 



 
 
Partnerships, networks and sharing. 
As a museum with specialist collections but not specialist staff, creating links with other institutions 
with similar collections, has been essential in understanding our objects for display. Sharing 
information about our objects and opening them up to re-interpretation with other specialist 
museums/institutions is a great opportunity to get an overview and context to our holdings, tapping 
into their knowledge and archives for reciprocal benefit (SH/EP). 
 
Another benefit of university collections is the easy access to cross-disciplinary skills. The 3D models 
in the Eton Myers Collection 'virtual exhibition' were created by a PhD student who specialises in the 
software and enjoyed the challenge and opportunity to build her portfolio (SB).  
   
Practical considerations. 
Costs for things such as printing can be exorbitantly high. By shopping around and getting a variety of 
quotes, you can often get a competitive price (SB). 
 
For the ‘Connections: Communication in Ancient Egypt’ exhibition at the University of Birmingham I 
used professional printers for the foam board panels above the display cases, but chose to make my 
own panels for use within the cases using a University printer (CG).  
 
A few of the objects on display required all angles to be visible, this posed a challenge (and is 
something I have problems with in a lot of museum displays). In this case, we purchased some cheap 
shaving mirrors that could stand behind the objects to show the back. In cases where the bottoms 
needed to be shown I worked with the local Barber Institute of Fine Arts to borrow some clear Perspex 
blocks. I placed objects onto these blocks and cut mirrored card to go beneath, this created a reflection 
beneath the object allowing the base to be visible (CG).  

 
Think about your visitors. 
Don’t forget those visitors that cannot make it to your exhibition. Use the internet to provide some 
information online. This can be used to entice them to your attraction (just share some information), 
or it could provide a full online exhibition for them. I would suggest using something that you know 
you can edit or close yourself in the future (CG). 
 
Managing media interest. 
Media can attract support and additional sponsors or donations. Creating press releases when you 
make an interesting find or wish to publicise the project is essential, but it doesn’t guarantee that the 
press will use the information you provide. Try channelling media requests through one or two people 
to ensure a clear message, though it is possible that the press may choose to run with sensationalist, 
inaccurate stories if the subject is tantalising! (SH/EP) 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 


