
Hands on?

In some parts of the museum, especially 
in the Discovery Centres, we actively 
encourage visitors to touch real objects or 
replicas. In the Archaeology gallery, you 
can handle deer and wolf skins, while in the 
Scotland’s Wildlife gallery, for a while we 
had a mounted badger attached to a seat, 
specifically for touching.

  

So there are conflicting messages – inviting 
visitors to touch objects in some places, while 
asking them not to touch objects in others.

Advantages and Disadvantages 
of Open Display

Advantages
• Objects are more accessible to visitors   
 – there is no glass to spoil their view of the
 specimens, and it gives a more open atmosphere to the galleries. 
• Large animals, which we couldn’t put in cases due to the very     
 high costs of the sizes needed, can be displayed.

Disadvantages
• Objects need to be kept out of touching distance. If they aren’t,    
 they’re likely to be damaged by visitors. Psychological barriers do    
 not tend to work!
• More regular maintenance is required – regular cleaning of 
 objects and checks for infestations of moths or other pests.
• Being invited to touch some objects but not others can confuse visitors.

.

Conclusions

Most visitors like the objects being on open display, but a few think 
this means they should be allowed to touch them.

We learned very quickly which specimens were most at risk on open 
display. We have added extra glass screens to some displays to protect
those objects.

Over 3 million visitors have come to 
Kelvingrove in the first year since 
re-opening. Despite the number of people 
managing to touch specimens, surprisingly 
little damage has been done!

Kelvingrove New Century Project
The current Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum first opened to the 
public as the Palace of Arts, part of the 1901 International Exhibition.
It officially opened as the Art Gallery and Museum on 25 October 1902. 

After 100 years, Kelvingrove’s facilities were no longer up to the 
standards expected in 21st-century museums. The decision was made 
to fully refurbish and re-display the entire building – the £35 million 
Kelvingrove New Century Project. 

The museum closed to the public 
in June 2003 and re-opened in July 
2006.

Open Display

A major part of the philosophy 
behind the new displays is fewer 
physical and intellectual barriers for visitors. As a result, objects from all 
disciplines are now on open display in Kelvingrove. These include many 
natural history specimens, which are displayed on plinths, high up on 
walls, or suspended from the ceiling. This contrasts dramatically with 
the old displays, where objects were nearly all cased and often displayed 
in traditional dioramas.

In theory, all the specimens on open 
display are out of touching distance, 
defined as arm’s-length, a minimum of 
800mm. This is based on the use of 
‘psychological barriers’– mainly low-level
or sloping plinths – as well as actual 
physical barriers to deter visitors from 
touching objects. 

Unfortunately, psychological barriers 
have not always worked. Some of the 
plinths look like seats or steps, inviting 
visitors to get too close. As a result, some 
of the objects can be touched easily.

This is partly due to the physical form or size of the barriers, but also to 
visitors wanting to touch the objects in the first place. Some specimens 
are particularly popular – everyone wants 
to touch Sir Roger the elephant, or pat the 
highland calf on the nose! 

We often see parents lifting their children 
onto the plinths to let them touch the 
objects. And some of our Visitor Assistants 
have received verbal abuse when they ask 
visitors not to touch the exhibits.

In other galleries there are no low 
level plinths to sit or climb on, and 
specimens are more difficult to touch.

In some areas, glass screens protect 
specimens from being touched. 
Most of the smaller, or more fragile, 
specimens that need to be seen up 
close are displayed in cases.

In other areas, we thought it would 
be unnecessary to have any barriers 
at all. However, the large number of 
visitors touching exhibits in the first 
weeks after re-opening clearly 
demonstrated a need for them. 
Temporary barriers had to be installed 
in several displays, and many ‘Please 
do not touch’ notices put up. 
Additional glass screens have since 
been installed in some displays.
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Low-level plinths, which should keep 
visitors from touching objects.

A young visitor touches a peregrine. In theory, 
this was out of reach!

If you turn round you can pull the 
kangaroo’s tail!

The giant spider crab was protected on one 
side by a glass screen, but was still vulnerable 
and has been damaged several times.

Sir Roger the Asian elephant heads the procession 
of animals on open display in the Life Gallery.

The nose on the highland calf has 
been well patted!

In the Scotland’s Lost Wildlife display there 
are higher level plinths, and specimens are 
out of reach.

Temporary barriers had to be installed to 
protect the polar bears in the Life in the 
Arctic display.

New glass screens have been added 
to protect vulnerable specimens.

Visitors are asked to feel the skin, 
which was prepared especially for 
handling. 

One of the exceptions. Parts of this leathery 
turtle cast have been touched so much that 
the colour has been rubbed off! 


