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This report looks at the town’s painting 
collection and opportunities for future 
display. 
 

 
 
1.  Background 

In 1926 Prince Frederick Duleep Singh bequeathed a collection of 90 portraits 
to the Corporation of the Borough of Thetford.  They were displayed in 
Guildhall for many years.  The Corporation gave Thetford’s townspeople a 
three day public holiday so they could go and see them.  Subsequently Prince 
Frederick’s sisters made a further donation of the remainder of the portraits 
from Prince Frederick’s collection.  This included some that were in poor 
condition and with unidentified sitters and artists. 
 
By the 1950s the rooms where the paintings were displayed were being used 
for dances, sales and other events, and it was realised that they were no 
longer very safe there.  Paintings were damaged accidentally and in some 
cases deliberately.  Around 1952 many of the paintings were removed to an 
attic in the Guildhall for safe storage but this led to more problems with 
temperature fluctuations and roof leaks.  Overcrowding and lack of proper 
racking led to further damage.  In 1983 they were moved to a basement store 
in the town and in 1995 the paintings were removed from Thetford altogether 
for safe keeping in a Norfolk Museums Service store. 
 
In 2006, an illustrated catalogue of paintings in public ownership in Norfolk 
was published.  This includes a section on the Thetford collection.  
Publication of the catalogue has shone a light on the portraits once more. 
 

 
2.  Conservation of the Collection 

Since the Norfolk Museums and Archaeology Service took responsibility for 
the care of this collection in the 1970s, the collection has been carefully 
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assessed and about a quarter of the portraits have received conservation 
treatment to make them ready for display.   
 

3.  Display of the paintings 
The Museums Service is looking for ways to make this important regional 
collection more accessible and to find suitable places to display the paintings.  
The following have provided opportunities for display in recent years. 
 
3.1 ‘Saving Faces’ exhibition 
In 1994 the Museums Service mounted an exhibition entitled ‘Saving Faces’ 
about the conservation of Thetford’s portrait collection.  21 paintings were on 
show.  ‘Saving Faces’ toured to Strangers’ Hall Norwich, The Lynn Museum, 
Kings Lynn and Gainsborough’s House Sudbury as well as the Ancient House 
Thetford.  
 
3.2 Kings House, Thetford 
Refurbishment of King’s House, Thetford in the early 1990s gave an 
opportunity for display of some of the portraits. Seven are displayed in the 
entrance hall, one in the Wedding Room and another in the Mayor’s Parlour. 
 
3.3 Ancient House, Thetford 
 The Ancient House Museum, following refurbishment and redisplay in 2006, 
now shows 8 oil paintings from the town collections, twice the number 
previously on display.  The Ancient House development project has provided 
them with upgraded security, environmental conditions and interpretation 
including replica costumes of those depicted in the portraits, audio 
commentaries and information paddles. 
 
3.4 Other Museums 
Several of the paintings from the Thetford collections are displayed as 
appropriate at other museums within the county.  For example on loan to 
Gressenhall is the landscape view of Gressenhall Union Workhouse by 
Robert Kerrison and on loan to Great Yarmouth Museum is a portrait by 
Anthony Sandys of a young woman at Yarmouth.  And the redisplay of 
Strangers’ Hall in Norwich is likely to include a few 17th century paintings from 
Thetford in order to give them a public showing. 
 

4.  Future opportunities for housing the collection 
 
The Thetford sites of Kings House and the Ancient House offer some scope 
for occasional changes of display of the paintings. However, they will only 
take a small proportion of the total. 
  
Future capital development of public facilities in Thetford could potentially 
include space for housing the town’s portrait collection.  The Museums 
Service would be happy to discuss opportunities and the environmental and 
security requirements for the paintings. 
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