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Work has now officially begun on the £46.4 million transformation of the Royal Museum 
building to create a new National Museum of Scotland. The contractors, Balfour Beatty, 
started work in September and are now well underway on site. The focus of the work at 
this stage is the excavation of the new arrivals hall at street level. For many who have been 
introduced to our plans, the creation of this entire new floor of public space is at the heart 
of the transformation, very identifiably helping turn this much-loved Victorian building into 
an accessible museum for the 21st century.

Work Begins!

Over the coming months, passers-by in Chambers Street 
will see a busy site as trucks shuttle in and out of the 
new space, clearing the soil from the site as the floor is 
lowered by over a metre to increase headroom in the long 
space running the length of the main hall above. Visitors 
entering the Museum in 2011 will come through new 
entrances on either side of the familiar steps and enjoy an 
atmospheric new public space with stone-vaulted ceilings 
offering visitors new amenities including a shop, restaurant, 
dedicated schools facilities and a visitor reception area 
where you will be able to plan the rest of your visit. 

Balfour Beatty was appointed by competitive tender to  
work as part of a team which includes award-winning 
Glasgow-based architect, Gareth Hoskins Associates, and 
world-renowned exhibition designers, Ralph Appelbaum 
Associates. Construction work will take two years, to be 
followed by 12 months’ work to install the new exhibitions.

Tim Clarke, Managing Director of Balfour Beatty 
Construction Scottish Division, said: “We are delighted 
to have secured this major new award from National 
Museums Scotland. The Royal Museum is one of 
Scotland’s most popular visitor attractions and over the 
next 26 months we look forward to working closely with 
the Museums and their advisors on this challenging but 
ultimately rewarding contract”.

Construction workers busy at 
work on Chambers Street.

Artist’s impression of the new stone-vaulted Arrivals Hall.
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National Museums Scotland has enjoyed great support in the past from friends in the 
United States and we are delighted that our American campaign for the Royal Museum 
has made the most positive of starts. Our newly established campaign committee has 
reached its first $1,000,000 and met in November to plan its wider contribution to the 
Project, through profile-raising events and fundraising.

American supporters 
come to the fore

In its relatively short history, the American Foundation  
for National Museums Scotland has made a substantial 
contribution to National Museums Scotland and we are 
delighted that Ian Smith, who chaired the American 
committee during the campaign for the Museum of  
Scotland, has agreed to continue to play a leading role in  
our fundraising.

The Committee have begun a programme of events to 
introduce our work to a wider American audience. The first of 
these, a highly entertaining and engaging reception in New 
York with distinguished historian Professor Tom Devine of the 
University of Edinburgh, was held at the New York Racquet 
and Tennis Club on 19 November. 

A lively audience of over 60 people gathered to hear how, as 
a result of this Project, the Museum of Scotland building and 
the Royal Museum will come together to form a new National 
Museum of Scotland. In his authoritative and entertaining 
presentation, Professor Devine told the stories of Scotland’s 
national collections and some of the people associated with 
them. Describing the phenomenon of Scots migration,  

he showed how the lives and achievements of Scots pioneers 
are reflected in the collections of National Museums Scotland. 
In our feature interview (opposite), Professor Devine offers 
a personal appreciation of our international collection and 
places it into a wider historical context. 

While our programme of events will continue in the United 
States, there will be many opportunities throughout 2009 
for international visitors to participate in Scotland’s Year of 
Homecoming. A year-long programme of events will draw 
audiences from across the world in 2009 and we look forward 
to welcoming many of our friends to Edinburgh to participate 
in the celebrations. 

National Museums Scotland will be participating in the Year 
of Homecoming in a variety of ways including the opening of 
a new exhibition – Salt of the Earth – in autumn 2009. This 
exhibition will explore the modern diaspora across the world 
and highlight Scots’ adventurous spirit as they make their own 
way abroad, taking with them their Scottish values, acumen 
and creativity.

L–R: Margaret Smith, John Macaskill, 
Bridget Macaskill

L–R: Professor Walter Nimmo, Fred Bisset L–R: Iness Hancock, Jamie Hancock, Christopher Gow, Johnathan Piel, Madelaine Piel



Fit for an Empress
In the latest in our series of articles on the conservation of our magnificent 
treasures, conservationist Jill Plitnikas describes one of our most delicate 
and beautiful objects, the Chinese Kingfisher Headdress.

Spotlight Object

One of the most eye-catching objects to pass through 
the new Artefacts Conservation laboratory at the 
National Museums Collections Centre this summer 
was the Chinese Kingfisher Headdress. This Chinese 
woman’s headdress is magnificently decorated with 
feathers from kingfisher birds, phoenix and precious 
stones. From the 19th century, a headdress such as this 
would be worn either by a bride on her wedding day 
or by an aristocratic lady on formal occasions, as an 
indication of her wealth and status. 

Acquired in 1969 by the Museums, this headdress was 
received in very poor condition. Many parts of it were 
broken or even lost and several components had  
been re-attached in the wrong position. Not least, 
it was extremely dirty, which severely dulled the 
appearance of the brilliant blue kingfisher feathers.

Bringing the headdress back to its original condition 
was the focus of conservation student Lydia 
Messerschmidt’s internship. By carrying out in-depth 
examination and analysis, Lydia identified parts of the 
headdress requiring stabilisation, as well as the correct 
placement for components such as the phoenix heads, 
which adorn the sides and front rim. She tested various 
materials and methods for the safe and effective 
cleaning of the feathers and repair of the broken 
elements. After three months of challenging work, 
Lydia finished the treatment of this complex object 
with great success. Once again, it is a headdress fit for a 
very special occasion.

This splendid artefact will take a pride of place in the 
new Inspired by Nature gallery in the transformed 
museum but if you can’t wait that long then it can 
be seen proudly on display in our new exhibition, 
Treasured: Wonderful Things, Amazing Stories, which is 
open now. Due to the delicacy of the headdress, it can 
only be displayed for 6 months before going back into 
storage in preparation for its unveiling in its new gallery 
in 2011. The headdress will be removed from Treasured 
in May 2009. Treasured offers you a first glimpse of a 
selection of fabulous objects – some never seen before 
– which will feature in the new galleries when the Royal 
Museum building re-opens in 2011.

The Chinese Kingfisher Headdress 
in the final stages of conservation 
(above) and before work began (right).



Here Professor Tom Devine, 
an enthusiastic advocate of 
the Royal Museum Project, 
offers a personal view of the 
international importance 
of the National Collections 
which will be displayed in 
the transformed Museum.

Professor Devine is the Sir William 
Fraser Professor of Scottish History 
and Palaeography at the University 
of Edinburgh. He also holds the title 
of Director of the newly-established 
Scottish Centre for Diaspora Studies 
as well as the Head of the School of 
History, Classics and Archaeology at 
the University of Edinburgh.

Among Professor Devine’s 
publications are Conflict and Stability 
in Scottish Society, Improvement 
and Enlightenment, and The Scottish 
Nation 1700–2007.

The Stories of our Past
What does it mean to Scotland to have 
a National Museum?
It is absolutely vital! I believe that no 
nation should be without a national 
museum because it is through its 
physical artefacts from the past that the 
people of a nation can truly understand 
how they came to be. This physicality 
offers an authenticity and acts as a 
transmitter of understanding which 
truly sets the museum apart from other 
methods of education which help people 
learn about where they came from. 

What do you think makes the 
collection at the National Museum  
of Scotland special?
I view much of the collection as a 
metaphor for Scotland: symbolic of a 
remarkable global role and the impact 
this small country has achieved. For me as 
a historian, the collections resonate with 
the stories of our past, which involves the 
great Diaspora experience, emigration 
and Empire. I see it as a magnificent 
showcase of these particular themes. 

How would you describe Scotland’s 
role in the world and how is it depicted 
through the objects in the Royal 
Museum building?
I believe the Scots have been and 
continue to be a global people. This 
worldwide phenomenon is one of 
the greatest themes of the Scottish 
past. Some historians make the 
mistake of solely focusing on parochial 
introspection leaving out much of the 
Scottish international profile. I believe 
that so enormous is this external factor 
that to write the history of Scotland from 
the medieval to the present without 
connecting it with external events is a 
non-history. 

Academia often omits much of this 
essential information, leaving a very 
significant role for the National Museum 
of Scotland to play in the education of 
Scottish people and the rest of the world. 
The very ways in which the artefacts will 

be presented in the displays becomes 
crucial in telling this story because 
it is important to demonstrate the 
complicated yet extraordinary history 
Scotland has had – warts and all. 

What is your favourite object in  
the Museum?
An object that has a special place in 
my consciousness is General Sir David 
Baird’s jewel-encrusted sword (see above 
photo) which was given to him as a 
consequence of the defeat of Tippoo 
Sultan in India. This object and its 
story resonate with me for two reasons. 
The first is that the Baird victory in 
1799 was one of the key phases in the 
development of the Highland soldier as 
the great imperial warrior. The second 
is the seductive allure of the sword itself 
and the resonance of pillage it holds. This 
artefact comes from a world of violence 
that was very familiar throughout 
Scottish history and in particular the 
18th century – Baird and his sword are 
descendents of this very period.

I find it remarkable how each artefact in 
the museum tells a wonderful story or 
vignette. Each is part of a mosaic based 
on material culture expressing a moment 
in time. 

What are you anticipating the most 
from the transformation of the museum 
with the Royal Museum Project?
A very large proportion of what will be 
displayed with the opening of the new 
museum will not have been seen by 
the public, either ever before or for a 
very long time. It is this collection and 
the galvanic effect it will have that I 
anticipate most eagerly. I look forward 
to the hidden treasures that will be 
brought to light and showcased in an 
effective and alluring form to continue to 
educate Scots and the rest of the world 
and to tell the story of who we are today. 

Feature Interview



We are committed to creating more opportunities in our galleries for families to have 
fun and learn together. Building on the success of Connect, one of the most popular 
family destinations in the National Museum of Scotland, we will create two new 
spaces dedicated to families. 

Imagine

New Galleries Spotlight

One of these, Imagine, offers families 
with young children a very special 
experience in the Museum. It is a place 
where adults and children can spend 
time together imagining and creating 
stories, pictures and structures, all 
inspired by real objects from around the 
world. It is a highly interactive gallery 
which uses four themes to entertain 
and amuse families and ensure that 
they learn as they go. 

“Story Place” is a cosy space within 
the gallery for parents and children 
to linger and relax as they read and 
listen to stories, myths and legends 
from a range of cultures. Together, 
they will explore how stories are told 
and created through the use of words, 
pictures and images. Supported by 
“story bags”, containing replica objects, 
book boxes and simple jigsaws, this 
interactive display will allow visitors 
to connect the chosen objects to the 
enchanting stories they have brought 
to life. 

Visitors will have the opportunity to 
experiment with their own creativity 
using basic elements of art inspired by 
objects from across the globe in “Art 
Space”. A giant Islamic panel with a 
striking geometric pattern is a starting 
point for a “big jigsaw” activity, allowing 
visitors to create their own patterns 
and explore how shapes fit together; 
inspired by intricate and elaborate 
teapot designs, families can create 
their own; or build a fantasy landscape, 
using ideas from a 16th century Italian 
mosaic table design. 
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The journey through “Celebrate” 
will allow visitors to experience the 
excitement of international festival 
celebrations. Activities in this area will 
look at movement, dressing up and 
music. A striking Chinese Dragon will 
provide a centrepiece, inviting visitors 
to work together in re-enacting the 
traditional dragon dance or to dress 
up for a party in celebratory outfits 
from different cultures and traditions. 
Those exhausted by all the activity can 
simply lie back and watch a fantastic 
firework show! 

Imagine also includes a space created 
specially for children under five, an 
age group that is often ignored by 

museums. “Little Adventures” focuses on 
learning through play. It will consist of 
a selection of intriguing objects which 
children can discover through a series 
of revelations, provoking surprise and 
curiosity. This unique selection will allow 
very young children to enjoy a special 
experience while older siblings or friends 
enjoy other parts of the gallery. 

Taking its cue from the huge 
success of Connect, Imagine is set 
to engage, delight and inspire the 
young imaginative minds of coming 
generations. 

Early design sketches showing themed 
spaces within Imagine



Ways you can support  
the Royal Museum Project

Trusts and Foundations
Baldoukie Trust
The Badenoch Trust
The Binks Trust
The Misses Barrie Charitable Trust
The Martin Connell Charitable Trust
The Cordis Charitable Trust
Cruden Foundation Limited
Dunard Fund
Mrs J M F Fraser’s Charitable Trust
The Fidelity UK Foundation
The FIL Foundation
The Gannochy Trust
Gibson Graham Charitable Trust
Hugh and Mary Miller Bequest Fund
Nancie Massey Charitable Trust
The Margaret Murdoch Charitable Trust
The Miller Foundation
The Moffat Charitable Trust
The Morton Charitable Trust
National Museums Scotland Charitable 

Trust
Nimar Charitable Trust
The Negaunee Foundation
Portrack Charitable Trust
The Robertson Trust
The Stevenston Charitable Trust

The Tulip Charitable Trust
Garfield Weston Foundation
The Lennox and Wyfold Foundation
The Wolfson Foundation

Individuals
Geoffrey Ball
Richard and Catherine Burns
The Estate of Michael Dean
Gerry and Mary Docherty
The Dowds Family
Norma Drummond
Jo and Alison Elliot
James Ferguson
Gavin and Kate Gemmell
Ronald and Mirren Graham
Mr and Mrs William Gray Muir
Ivor Guild
Simon King
Christine Lessels
Angus McLeod and Campbell Armour
Bruce and Caroline Minto
Harry and Nicola Morgan
Jean Morley
Tom and Susan Murray
Walter and Norma Nimmo
The Estate of Elizabeth Ogilvie

Sir Thomas and Lady Risk
Ian Ritchie
Martin Ritchie
The Ross Girls
Barry and Helen Sealey
Lord Selkirk of Douglas
Sir John and Lady Shaw
The Estate of Miss Adèle Stewart
Mr and Mrs George Stewart
Ian and Flora Sword
James Thomson
Ross Whyte
The Estate of Norman Winterbottom

Organisations
Edinburgh Decorative and Fine Arts Society
Members of the National Museums 

Scotland
Scottish and Newcastle
St Andrew’s Society of San Francisco 
The Miller Group Ltd
The St Andrew’s Society of Philadelphia

And many more anonymous donors

The Royal Museum Project is supported by
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National Museums Scotland would like to thank the following donors for their generous support of 
the Royal Museum Project:

Having received awards totalling £34 million from the Heritage Lottery 
Fund and the Scottish Government and having successfully raised  
over £8.5m from private sources, we now seek a further £3.5 million  
to complete our funding target.

We invite your support to ensure that the lives of future generations of 
visitors will be enriched through their own personal voyages of discovery 
through the National Collections.

We would welcome the opportunity to talk to you about ways in which 
you would like to support the Royal Museum Campaign, and how we 
may recognise your contribution.

With your support, the Royal Museum Project will transform a much-loved 
national landmark into a museum fit for the 21st century and beyond.

We value every gift to the Royal 
Museum Project campaign. If you 
would like to hear more about how 
you can support the Project, please 
contact the Campaign Team,  
on +44 (0)131 247 4095  
or visit our website at  
www.nms.ac.uk/royalmuseumproject




