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‘Stare. It is the way to educate your eye, and more. 

Stare, pry, listen, eavesdrop. Die knowing something. 

You are not here long.’

Walker Evans (1903-1975)  
American photographer & chronicler of the Great Depression 
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Museums, more than any other cultural institution in the UK today, are required to deliver an 
astonishing spectrum of services for public life. They range from deep scholarship to community 
centre by way of a great café, cultural entertainment and thought-provoking classroom. Many 
museums are responding to these challenges with impressive creativity, particularly in terms of 
events and activities designed to animate and amplify the reach of their exhibitions. 

When I was a child we spent most of our school holidays trailing around innumerable historic 
houses, museums and art galleries throughout the UK. My mum used to do what she called 
‘homework’ before we went, so we always had thorough briefings about what we were going to 
see. It was great fun for me and my seven siblings as we wandered around, making up stories 
about the people who used to live in the house or who featured in the paintings or used the tea 
services or stoneware we would gaze on in the glass cases.

But at some point or other, no matter how thorough my mother’s homework, we would always 
come up against a red velvet rope, suspended quietly but unmistakably between two brassy 
stands. We would of course stay obediently on the visitor side of the rope, but I always yearned 
to jump over it and install myself by the fire, or reach across and feel the thick oil paint in the 
frame in front of me.

While I understood the reason for the red rope, it nonetheless frustrated me because it would 
somehow disconnect me from what I was seeing – it would puncture the balloon of my imaginary world. 

The Red Velvet Rope

Now I’m grown and working in museum and exhibition design I see up close the pressures on 
museums and galleries. They have to be all things to all people, and also have to compete with 
a phenomenal range of entertainment and learning offers. So the idea of any barrier, however 
soft, can be problematic. When you think about it, most museums were founded principally to 
look after a collection, best preserved in boxes in dark rooms. Today that function of caring for 
collections is only one of a dozen or more that museums have to fulfil in our 21st century world.



Thinking about the red rope led me to ask much wider questions about the role of museums in 
our world today. What do we actually want from a museum? Is it a temple or a venue, a destination or 
a depot? What should we feel when we step through the door - a sense of awe or of ownership? 
How does the built form contribute to our experience of being in a museum? What happens as 
we move through that space? Can the building overwhelm the exhibits within? How can museums 
pull the viewer into their story, but leave room for them to live their own experience of it? And 
how do the tools of the architect – light, shade, texture, space – help to tell that story? 

Having secured a Winston Churchill Travelling Fellowship I set off in search of answers to these 
questions and some new ideas for relaxing that red velvet rope, whether metaphorically or 
physically.  My mission was to visit museums who are managing to make strong connections with 
audiences, to really make a difference to people’s lives, while at the same time honouring their 
mission to safeguard important objects and collections for current researchers and future generations. 

In spite of all the learning programmes, the late-night opening and the takeaway data, the basic 
language of exhibition-making still seems to place the visitor in a fairly passive role. 
I experienced a small but telling example of this when I was asked to stop sketching at two of the 
recent V&A exhibitions. Visitors are still seen principally as consumers rather than producers of 
culture - and often that is all they want. But if museums are to fully embrace the potential of 
their cultural role they must find ways of connecting with visitors in more compelling and active 
ways. I believe that museums have the power to change people’s lives by offering the means for 
inspiration, transformation and empowerment.  

So my Churchill Fellowship focussed on finding new ideas to help museums and art spaces 
improve lives and communities. As a curator and narrative designer working across disciplines: 
textiles, film, theatre and architecture, I wanted to learn new ways to integrate narrative within 
designed and curated spaces so that audiences are inspired to action and empowerment in their 
own lives. 

I set out to explore how narrative design can enhance a museum’s efforts to encourage debate, 
exchange and collaboration within cultural spaces, to help museums help us engage with the 
complexity and diversity of contemporary society.

The 21st Century Museum

My mother Julia Hughes who was our 
art, heritage and history guide



My Churchill Fellowship in a Cabinet of Curiosities



It was a tale of three cities: 
Each city embodies a strong national narrative, and I was keen to learn how those narratives are 
expressed, implicitly or explicitly in the cultural voices of their museums. Berlin, a city of great 
culture, defined and redefined by war and reconstruction; New York, a city of immigrants, self-
determination and finance; San Francisco, gateway to the Pacific, home of the counter-culture 
and now capital of tech. 

In each city I met a whole range of museum professionals, and worked closely with a number of 
design studios. Sometimes I visited museums on my own, eavesdropped on conversations around 
me, and sometimes I met with the museum director or designer or talked to one of the room 
guides. Although the subject occasionally felt overwhelming I framed my enquiry by focusing on 
three main questions:

• How to tell good stories in space
• Pushing the role of how materials can shape experience 
• Exploring how to improve the all-important relationship between architecture and content

My experiences − whether tinkering at the Exploratorium in San Francisco, considering the 
museum as ‘anti-archive’ at the Museum of Modern Literature in Stuttgart, looking at the world of 
design through the eyes of an eight-year-old at Cooper Hewitt, or commemorating 9/11 amid the 
very mortar of the Twin Towers - raised some provocative questions. 

Travel To Learn

, My discoveries were varied, relating to technology, to education, to artistic ambition, to that 
critical power of narrative. But the most inspiring places all seemed to have one thing in common: 
they understood the power of human connection. It may be a connection with the self, like 
when a child’s imagination is sparked to see herself in a new way; or a connection with a new idea 
in a tinkering session; or connecting with matter and colour making a fresco; or connecting with 
strangers when you bump into each other trying to see yourself in a crazy reflective sculpture. 
Or it might be connecting to a deep vein of humanity through some textile or photograph or 
ancient ceramic. 

,

1.Museum of Modern Literature near Stuttgart

2.Thomas Heatherwick’s London bus at  
Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum

3.Explainers at the Exploratorium

4.9/11 Memorial Museum in New York City
1.

2.

3.

4.



Return to Inspire

Since returning from my travels I have been asked many times ‘So what did you discover? What 
wisdom can you share?’ At first I struggled to point to anything universal, always mindful of 
how different museums are one from another. But in reflecting over time and in writing a book 
to capture the different things I learned, I came up with five key ideas. I call them my Five Arts 
of Museum Making – considerations that I think would help any museum create meaningful 
experiences for visitors:

1. Defining your purpose: The Art of Why?
Many museums were founded at a time when wealthy philanthropists and collectors thought the 
experience of simply looking at fine art or historical objects would be ‘improving’ to the masses, 
whom they deemed to be in need of redemption from their lowly and ill-educated status. Today, 
the purpose of museums could not be further from this founding ideology. And yet there is still 
a surprising number of organisations who feel they have the right to exist simply by virtue of 
their past. The most successful and engaging museums I visited, the places who are having a real 
impact on people’s lives, were those who truly understood their unique purpose in the world. 
They had reached beyond the obvious principle of caring for collections and had made powerful 
connections between their own story and that of the communities they served, whether that 
was a local group of underprivileged high-school students or a global audience. They asked 
themselves the very brave question: “What and who are we for?” and the answers that emerged 
helped shape the direction and success of the museum.

“Sophisticated Shadows” at the Exploratorium in San Francisco



2. How Dare You?: The Art of Taking Risks
With funding pressures from a reduced public purse and the increasing need to appeal to very 
diverse audiences, many museums feel bound to play safe and avoid controversy. In reality, 
taking artistic risks pays off hugely in terms of bringing in new audiences, raising the profile 
of the organisation and the energy of the people who work in it. If museums start to think of 
themselves as active producers of contemporary culture, rather than guardians of the cultures of 
the past, they will grow their audiences and the funding will follow.

3. Creating the Future: The Art of Dreaming
When American philosopher and inventor Buckminster Fuller wanted to specify a material that 
didn’t yet exist he would note ‘x’ amount of ‘unobtainium’ on his drawings. In his mind it would 
be a material that would be perfectly suited to requirements, other than the fact that it did not 
yet exist. Many museums are also in need of this element of ‘unobtainium’, each one a slightly 
different element from the last. As museums are pre-occupied with how to respond to the 
challenges of connecting with 21st century audiences, and since no one knows exactly how the 
future will unfold, it seems only sensible for museums to stretch their imaginations beyond what 
they already know and to consider, like Buckminster Fuller, what they might be able to create 
that does not yet exist.

Supergraphics lining the floor surfaces at the Museum of Modern Literature, Stuttgart

Southbank Centre, London



4. Make Me Care: The Art of Storytelling
Storytelling in museums is not simply about entertainment. Stories make things happen. Stories 
actually change the world – sometimes for ill, at other times for good. The power of story is to 
create a direct line to the connective emotional tissue of human beings – a connection that facts 
on their own, however astonishing, can rarely achieve.

The art of storytelling in museums is a crucial one, and it’s the art that makes the difference 
between an unmemorable moment spent whiling away an afternoon and a truly remarkable 
experience to be remembered long after the visit has ended. In museums the story must unfold 
as part of a physical journey and within a specific physical space. The mind and the imagination of 
the visitor are crucial to this journey, like the final piece required to complete a jigsaw puzzle.

Critical to making this connection, as many film-makers and other purveyors of story have found 
before me, is to make the audience care. The precise way to do that will depend on the museum, 
the audience, the objects and the stories to be told.

Luggage labels at Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum



5. Making the World a Better Place: The Art of Connection
Like it or not, museums are important players in civic and cultural life and it was clear that the 
museums I visited who connected directly with the social fabric of our lives were by far the 
most inspiring and most successful. 

If museums do have the power to change the world, the power to make the world a better place, 
then they need to master the art of connection because it is only through true connection with 
visitors that any transformation or exchange can happen. As the world evolves we can see the 
tools for connection proliferate, but some tools for human connection will forever remain the 
same and they usually start with the senses. 

On my trip it was hearing an anxious voice on an answerphone; seeing a roll of yellow fabric 
printed with the Star of David; feeling steel chains against my face; smelling the fragrance of an 
18th century coffee shop; my heart beating faster in empathy with a Jewish deportee or a survivor 
from 9/11. Our potential for connection is infinite: with ourselves, with our loved ones or with 
strangers we’ll never know. Within museums we are free to choose where and how we connect, 
and the precise qualities of that connection will vary hugely from person to person and place to 
place, each of us mapping our own imaginations, our own points of reference onto what we see. 

So perhaps the most exciting question we can ask a museum is ‘what kind of connection do you 
want to create? Do you believe your museum can help us to connect with something bigger than 
ourselves; that you can and should help us reach out to make the world a better place?’

Museums must help us to connect with each other, with our own imagination or with worlds 
and ideas beyond our own quotidian horizons. They have long been temples to the past, offering 
connections with objects and stories from long ago, but the true power of museums lies in 
their capacity to help us make sense of our present; to make sense of each other and, with that 
understanding, to create a better future for us all. 

Letters spelling i-amsterdam standing outside the Rijkmuseum in Amsterdam



The Fellowship was a great success in many different ways. I asked some big questions and 
found some big answers. Since my return I have been busy reaching out to different people and 
organisations in the UK in order to share my findings and to develop new ways of applying them 
to their specific situation. So far I have published a fully illustrated book, designed and created 
an exhibition which embodies some of the key findings of the research and have set up creative 
museum projects with a wide range of organisations in the UK. 

Internationally I continue to make connections and have been invited to speak about my 
Fellowship at Columbia University in New York City. As part of that visit I aim to reach out to 
other organisations as my long-term aim is to develop some of the key ideas gained on the 
Fellowship into more specific design and research projects relating to improving storytelling and 
developing the use of haptic materials in museums.

Ultimately my goal is to create an entirely new language of exhibition design based on the 
principles I have learned on the Fellowship.

Post-Fellowship: Overview

Collage of Museum Leaflets by the author



Made you Look. Made you Stare: inspiration from a museum road trip is a new book recently 
published by my architecture practice Feilden Clegg Bradley Studios which has enabled me to 
share the learning from my Fellowship with both a national and international audience. Part 
travelogue, part sketchbook, part provocation, the book asks some important questions about 
the role of the 21st century museum, through case-studies and illustrations. 

The book is haptic and sensory, designed to feel good to hold and a pleasure to look at. I was 
committed to experimenting with a book design that would also embody some of the ideas 
expressed inside – namely the need for exhibitions to make stronger sensory connections with 
audiences. The longer essay-style chapters are punctuated by ‘souvenir’ sections which offer a 
bag of ideas and miscellaneous thoughts picked up along my journey. So the reader can dip in and 
out and feel satisfied they have seen something thought-provoking or they can really dig deep 
and go on a more thoughtful and complex journey.

As with many Fellowship reports, the book represents merely the beginning of a much longer 
journey of exploration and so I aim to use the book as a catalyst for further creative thinking and 
conversation around the many difficult challenges facing museums in the 21st century.

All proceeds from the book sales are being donated to the Foundling Museum, a history and 
art museum in London which celebrates the ways in which artists of all disciplines have helped 
improve children’s lives for over 275 years.  This beautiful building in Brunswick Square tells the 
story of the Foundling Hospital, founded by Thomas Coram in 1739, which was both the UK’s first 
children’s charity and its first public art gallery. Today, the Foundling Museum continues to bring 
together artists and children to directly help improve their confidence, their self-belief and their 
chances of making a good life. 

Click here or email bath@fcbstudios.com to obtain a copy of the book. 
All proceeds will be donated to the Foundling Museum.

Made You Look?

Book published December 2017



As a film-maker and textile designer I passionately believe in the power of light and materials 
to shape our experience of space, to shape how we learn, and to shape how we connect with 
ourselves and with each other. On returning from my Churchill/British Council Travelling 
Fellowship I wanted to experiment with some of these ideas and to practice what I’m preaching 
in my book Made you Look, Made you Stare, by designing an installation to tell the story of my 
journey in 3D form.

Our London studio in Fitzrovia includes a wonderful ‘Front Room’ and ‘Cornerhouse Gallery’ 
where we host events and mount exhibitions, so I was lucky to have a slot here to create a small 
but provocatively-formed series of installations which invite visitors to participate in a sensory 
experiment during their busy day.

One of the key threads that runs through the book is the rocky terrain between permission and 
prohibition that museums have to navigate. So I was keen to bring this core idea to life in my own 
exhibition through making and commissioning a set of visual interventions that would play with 
these ideas. Museums and art galleries compete on a daily basis for audiences who have an ever-
increasing choice of immersive entertainment, but the need to protect precious objects from 
too many curious fingers means that museums have to work harder than most to engage their 
audiences in contemporary and meaningful ways.

As I travelled across the world I was struck by this inherent tension that museum-makers have to 
deal with and, while crossing the street in New York City, I had the idea that the celebrated WALK/
DON’T WALK sign could be transposed to express this tension of TOUCH/DON’T TOUCH. 

Post-Fellowship Projects: Exhibition 

Textile and neon installations in FCBStudios Cornerhouse Gallery 
to celebrate a sensory and haptic approach to exhibition making



I commissioned a neon-sign which hangs in the window of the exhibition space, using this 
very familiar idea of the New York street sign but provoking a curiosity by transposing it into 
something much less familiar. Once through the door, the other installations are equally 
ambiguous and rely on the individual to react according to their whim…

Inside, the sound of a typewriter clicks away and animated type flicks across a white wall, 
expressing provocations from the book. Illustrations by Stephanie Sandall, also featured in the 
book, are writ large on the columns and walls and smaller extracts provide thought-provoking 
content for a sequence of laser cut picture frames that play on the key themes of storytelling, 
memory and museum-making. What does John Steinbeck mean when he says “If a story is not 
about the hearer he will not listen.”?; “Is the future of museums in an out-of-town warehouse?,” 
and “ What is the relationship between story and the place in which that story unfolds”?

Left: Neon installation in FCBStudios Cornerhouse Gallery which plays on the rocky 
terrain being navigated between permission and prohibition in museums.
Top: Supergraphics extracted from the book to describe the fellowship journey.



All these elements provide a context for the main event. Working with my architect colleagues 
Dave Harris, Ashley Clayton and Harry Hewlett, I experimented with making a labyrinth from 
red rope. After many late nights modelling red thread, and finally realising I would need several 
thousand kilometres of rope to achieve what I wanted, we settled on some deliciously sensual 
‘doeskin’ fabric.  The idea was to create a piece that would visually and sensually interrupt the 
digital, head-driven space most of us inhabit in our city lives. The soft and tender feel of the 
doeskin on your face brings you quite literally to your senses; the repetition of the hanging strips 
plays with your visual perception, as you move so does your perspective and your very way of 
seeing is transformed.

The ambiguity of the neon ‘Touch/Don’t Touch’ sign continues as you approach the labyrinth.  
The rows of suspended fabric ask ‘do you dare to touch, to make your own way through or do 
you feel obliged to follow the implied route?’  Choose to follow the narrow pathway which opens 
up between the fabric strips, or allow your curiosity to lead you through the hanging strips in 
whichever way you please. The softness of the fabric makes this transgression seem easy and yet 
many people still confine themselves to the existing pathway.

I’ve entitled the piece ‘Détente’, because it evokes the sense of relaxation and loosening of strict 
formalities: the vertically suspended strips tease and subvert the tradition of the red velvet 
rope, while its repetition emphasises the enduring need for barriers and boundaries.  ‘Détente’ 
also evokes the notion of ‘untented’, because the labyrinth resembles a tent-like canopy that 
has been fragmented, or broken down. The ordered geometry is still in place, but the spaces in 
between the draping fabric allow us to follow our senses, to connect with a moment in time and 
to move without constraint.

Right:‘Détente’, a textile installation evokes the sense of relaxation and loosening of strict 
formalities: the vertically suspended strips subvert the tradition of the red velvet rope, while 

its repetition emphasises the enduring need for barriers and boundaries.



Alongside my own explorations I also commissioned fellow FCBS Partner (and Royal Academy-winning) 
model-maker Ken Grix, to create some chairs for visitors to sit and read. My brief to him was 
simple: ‘Explore the idea of ‘Touch/Don’t Touch’ and I want it to be made of soft red rope’. True 
to form, Ken disappeared into a cloud of material tests and modelling and then taught himself to 
weave! First he made a small desk loom to test the model chair and then built a furniture-sized 
loom in the workshop on which he wove two beautiful pieces of red rope tapestry. 

Ken’s rope chairs embrace this tension of Touch/Don’t Touch by suspending the woven rope 
tapestries within a large steel frame. Designed to resemble a display case but without the glass, 
these structures dare you to break the taboo of that implied case and sit inside. The rope itself 
is soft and appealing to the touch, its woven design beautiful to look at and complex enough to 
make you curious as to how it was made. Et voila! Two highly original pieces of furniture that look 
fantastic and that invite you to over-ride that tension – is it ok to sit inside or is it a work of art 
not to be touched? 

Although playful, these installations ask some serious questions. In the coming year I will be 
exploring these questions of permissions and prohibition, of story and connection and the 
metaphor of the red velvet rope in various collaborative projects across the UK. In the meantime, 
the public is welcome to visit the gallery at 20 Tottenham Street on Monday-Friday between 9.30-
5.30 until early March 2017. 

Rope chairs by Ken Grix, Partner and Chief Model-maker at FCBStudios



Since returning to the UK and writing the book I have begun to collaborate on creative projects 
with a number of museums and arts venues. The aim is to apply what I learned on the Fellowship 
to help these organisations to make stronger and more meaningful connections with their 
visitors, using storytelling, spatial design, haptic materials, film and theatre techniques – not to 
mention tools as yet undiscovered! 

Creative Collaborations In the UK for 2017:
Battersea Arts Centre, London
The Foundling Museum, London
Southbank Centre, London
The National Trust, Petworth
The Whitworth, Manchester 

Fostering Cultural Relations and Knowledge-Sharing Around the World:
Keynote speaker at Taipei National Museum, Taiwan,  December 2015
Keynote speaker at The International Council of Museums, Milan, July 2016
Guest lecturer at Columbia University Graduate Studies for Architecture and Preservation in 
October 2017
Potential Research Projects with Museum of Fine Arts Boston, UCLA, Pixar...
Watch this space! ….

For more detailed understanding of my fellowship findings please see http://fcbstudios.com/
about/books/view/made-you-look.-made-you-stare.

Future Projects for 2017 to disseminate my findings
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