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1. Exhibitions and associated events

1.1 Olive Edis: Photographer 15th December 2018 – 14th September 
2019
The current main exhibition at Ancient House is Olive Edis: Photographer 
which opened on the 14th December at a ‘Takeover event’ by the children 
from the museum’s after-school History Club, at which the children gave a 
short dramatic performance of Olive Edis’s life.  This exhibition celebrates the 
life and work of pioneering British photographer Olive Edis (1876-1955). 
Although relatively unknown, Edis was one of the most important 
photographers of the first half of the 20th century and the first-ever accredited 
female war photographer. The breadth of her subjects from British royalty and 
aristocracy to the characterful faces of the fisherman of north Norfolk, together 
with her highly atmospheric photographs of the battlefields of France and 
Flanders taken during her time as an official World War One war 
photographer, raise her to international status. The exhibition was created in 
association with Alistair Murphy, Curator at Cromer Museum. Alistair has 
previously curated exhibitions at Cromer and Norwich and co-authored the 
catalogue Fishermen and Kings that is currently on sale in the museum shop. 
The Olive Edis project was supported by the Heritage Lottery Fund (now 
called the National Lottery Heritage Fund). The exhibition runs until 14th 
September 2019.

1.2 Princess Sophia Exhibition as part of Festival of Norfolk and 
Punjab
Plans are in place for the production of a new pop-up exhibition in the Hall of 
Ancient House about Princess Sophia Duleep Singh, who was a leading 
suffragette and an exact contemporary of Oliver Edis (both born in the late 
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summer of 1876). The new exhibition will include nine pop-up graphic panels 
outlining the story of the princess, a film about Sophia Duleep Singh, display 
of portraits of Maharajah Duleep Singh, his son Prince Frederick Duleep 
Singh and Princess Sophia. The museum is borrowing a portrait of princess 
Sophia Duleep Singh by Suman Kaur, winner of the BBC’s Big Painting 
Challenge in 2017.  The exhibition will also feature a touch screen exhibition 
lent by the Sikh Museum Initiative and display of Indian miniatures.  Volunteer 
Dan Morgan is planning to create a window display featuring the five rivers of 
Punjab, accompanied by knitted river creatures. The exhibition opens on 15th 
June.

Other events for the Punjab Festival include a series of talks at Ancient House 
and two family focused events.  The Festival finale event takes place on 
Sunday 3rd August.
  
The Punjab Festival project is being delivered in partnership with the Essex 
Cultural Diversity Project using funding from the National Lottery Heritage 
Fund, Breckland Council, Thetford Town Council, and Norfolk County Council. 
A launch event took place on 15th June.

1.3 Pride of the People: Helping History Out of the Closet Teenage 
History Club Exhibition Project.  Pop-up exhibition
Last autumn Ancient House exhibited Pride of the People: Helping History out 
of the Closet curated by the Museum’s Teenage History Club. Learning 
Officer Melissa Hawker worked with the museum’s Teenage History Club to 
curate this exhibition exploring LGBTQ+ history.  As part of the Norfolk 
Museums Service (NMS) Arts Council England programme as a National 
Portfolio Organisation, the museum is committed to diversifying both the 
audiences to the museum and also those voices within its displays.  

A pop-up version of the exhibition is planned which will be available to tour to 
various community venues in the summer of 2019.

1.4 Peace comes to Thetford 
The Ancient House is participating in town events planned for 20th July 2019 
to mark the anniversary of Thetford’s celebration of peace following the end of 
the First World War. With support from the National Lottery Heritage Fund, the 
project seeks to commemorate the ‘Forgotten Soldiers’ and their families who 
were affected by the war in various ways but are not listed on the town war 
memorial.

2 Forthcoming Displays

2.1 Studio Ceramics, from 21st September 2019.
The team at Ancient House is working with curators from the NMS Art 
Department on a new exhibition due to open in September 2019 featuring 
highlights from the NMS decorative art collections, including recent 
acquisitions and items not previously on public display.  This approach is 
planned to complement the domestic scale of the museum and make effective 
use of the high quality modern display cases in the main exhibitions room.



2.2 Thetford Treasure
A request has been made to borrow once more a selection of items from the 
late Roman hoard of inscribed and decorated silver spoons and gold jewellery 
known as the Thetford Treasure from the British Museum. If the loan is 
agreed, the exhibition would take place in 2020.

2.3 Brecks River and Fen Edge landscape project.  
The Ancient House has applied to be part of this initiative to focus on the 
conservation and interpretation of the Brecks Area.  If successful, the museum 
would produce exhibitions on the themes of Vikings and Riverside Industrial 
Heritage. A conference was held at the Carnegie Rooms, Thetford on 13th 
March to outline the proposed projects if the bid is successful.  The bid has 
been submitted and we hope to hear in the autumn.

2.4 Duleep Singh Gallery Feasibility 
Feasibility work continues for creating a new display in one of the upstairs 
rooms at Ancient House to make more of the unusual connections between 
the Museum and the Maharajah Duleep Singh and his family, especially his 
son Prince Frederick Duleep Singh.  A number of private donations have been 
received towards this project totally approximately £2,500. The Museum plans 
to submit a bid to the National Lottery Heritage Fund. 

3 Learning with Adults, Children and Young People

3.1 Activities for children and Families
The Ancient House Museum continues to offer a popular programme of 
themed gallery discovery trails, with a new trail available for each week of the 
school holidays. 

The museum provided activities for families in the February Half Term at 
Easter and in May Half Term. More are planned for July’s Festival period and 
the school summer holidays.

3.2 Museum Clubs
The Mini Museum Club aimed at those under 5 remains popular.  During the 
period of this report, themed session for this age group have included 
Gardens and Minibeasts.

The after-school History Club which meets on a Wednesday afternoon 
continues to build in popularity and has grown to 20 members. Recent topics 
have included Tudors, Ancient Egypt and the Commonwealth

The after-school Teenage History Club continues to meet on a Friday 
afternoons and recent activities have included work on a film and providing 
Queer History tours at Norwich, Gressenhall and Lynn Museum, King’s Lynn.



3.3 Textile groups
The Museum continues to hold Knit and Knatter sessions at the Museum and 
a spinning group also meets at the Museum on a regular basis, offering 
demonstrations to visitors.  Members of the textile groups contributed to a 
window display marking the town’s summer River Day. 

3.4 Talks programme, in association with the Friends of the Museum
A programme of illustrated talks continues to be offered at Ancient House 
Museum on Tuesday afternoons.  Attendances average 15-25, with a number 
of the talks being delivered by NMS staff. Recent topics have included talks 
on Heraldry and Model figures.

3.5 Schools
The Museum continues to offer a wide range of learning opportunities for 
schools.  Delivery of the sessions is typically by a combination of museum 
staff, experienced freelancers and volunteers.  A tried and tested format is to 
offer a ‘carousel’ of activities around the building with groups of schoolchildren 
moving between the activities such as object handling, drama, craft and food.

4 Ancient House and the Media

4.1 The One Show
Learning Officer Melissa Hawker appeared on BBC One’s One Show talking 
with presenter Ruth Goodman about ‘The Man in the Iron Mask’, Harry 
Bensley, and the story that he walked around the world wearing an iron mask 
and pushing a pram. Melissa was able to debunk the story.

4.2 Appearances on BBC Radio Norfolk
Ancient House featured on a special Radio Norfolk outside broadcast 
transmitted from the museum on May 30th. Staff, volunteers and partners 
dropped in to the museum to be interviewed. The Museum has also a new 
and regular History Corner feature on Radio Norfolk.

4.3 Social media 
The museum continues to develop its social media presence, with Twitter and 
Facebook accounts being maintained by staff. The Ancient House Museum 
accounts continue to grow with the Twitter account having 2,938 followers 
with Facebook having 930 follows. The Ancient House participated in several 
national social media campaigns including the major international museums 
event #MuseumWeek

5 Other Museum Developments

5.1 Volunteers
A small team of volunteers meets on a weekly basis in the Museum. 
Volunteers have continued with a programme of documentation work involving 
the photographing and cataloguing of some of the recent acquisitions. The 
team’s work enhances and illustrates the museum catalogue available online 
through the museum service’s collections website.  



Volunteers also contribute to the work of the learning team through delivery of 
the Mini Museum Club for the under 5s, the delivery of sessions for schools 
and preparing resource boxes for learning activities. Volunteer Dan Morgan 
created a George and the Dragon window display in April for St George’s Day 
2019.

5.2 Friends of the Museum
The Friends of the Museum continue to support the Museum through 
fundraising and promoting the Museum in the town. A visit to King’s Lynn to 
see the new displays at the South Gate and also Lynn Museum is planned for 
June.

5.3 Teaching Museum Trainee Scheme
During 2019-2020, the Ancient House will continue to host a twelve month 
paid traineeship, provided through the NMS Teaching Museum programme.  
Samantha Parker, Curatorial Trainee, based at the Ancient House and Lynn 
Museum finished her 2018-19 twelve month traineeship in April. The 
traineeship is funded through the NMS Arts Council England National Portfolio 
Organisation 2018-2022 Business Plan. The 2019-20 Ancient House trainee 
is Paula Murphy.

5.4 Toymark award
The Ancient House has once more been awarded the Toymark good practice 
award from ‘Let Toys be Toys’ for the museum shop. This approach 
encourages promotion of toys to all and avoids any gender stereotyping.

5.5 Breckworld Launch
On the 12th February, the Ancient House hosted the launch by Breckland 
Council of Breckworld, a new app for people to explore the attractions of 
Breckland, including Ancient House and Gressenhall Farm and Workhouse. 
Narrated by Stephen Fry, Breckworld allows people to gain a taster of what 
places are like to help inform their visits.

5.6 Museum Contribution to Thetford Town Meeting 7th May
Melissa Hawker, the Ancient House’s Learning Officer gave a presentation 
about the work of the museum supporting the town over the last year as part 
of the meeting following the annual Thetford Mayor Making ceremony on 7th 
May.

6 Visitor Numbers  

6.1 Up to date visitor figures will be circulated at the meeting.

7 Resource implications

(a) Finance None
(b) Property None
(c) Staff None
(d) Information Technology None



8 Recommendations:

That the Area Museums Committee notes the report
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