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Abstract

Museums today are expected to proactively share their collections with external
audiences, but what if this access is constrained by stringent physical restrictions
enshrined in law? This thesis draws on the example of the Royal Armouries, the
national museum of arms and armour, to work through the challenges of facilitating
access to its restricted weapons collections. As the personnel primarily responsible for
overseeing this process, museum registrars are central to this investigation.

By responding to museological debates around the major themes of regulation,
ethics, and access, this research navigates the intersecting practical and theoretical
contexts in which registrars operate. Carefully selected case studies provide departure
points to explore the complex role of the Royal Armouries’ registrar staff in
coordinating the management and use of its weapons collections. The two overarching
principles guiding this research — critical museology and assemblage theory — play an
important role in drawing together the various dimensions of their operational activity.
Interviews with the Royal Armouries’ registrar team ground this analysis in the daily
realities of collections stewardship and enrich the case studies with their expertise.

Harnessing the procedural focus of assemblage theory, this study clarifies the
interconnected processes supporting access to restricted museum objects. Without the
strenuous efforts of its registrar staff to reconcile the seemingly incompatible demands
of regulation and external engagement, the Royal Armouries would struggle to
discharge its responsibilities as a public museum. Following the principles of critical
collections management, this thesis concludes by anticipating future developments in
weapons management and the registrar profession as a whole. This critical investigation
of the Royal Armouries’ routine operations thus represents an important original
contribution to museum studies. Registrars are a key pillar of contemporary museum

programming — this thesis therefore seeks to draw greater attention to their work.
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Introduction

The title of this thesis addresses a range of complex and challenging themes — ethics,
policy frameworks, governance, access, collections management, legal restrictions, and
arms and armour museums. While these subjects may appear to be unrelated at first
sight, they nonetheless converge in the position of the museum registrar. This project
was formulated to articulate their essential contribution to the museum sector. As a
Collaborative Doctoral Award undertaken with the Royal Armouries (hereafter, the
Armouries), this work seeks to present a comprehensive assessment of the registrar’s
role that benefits both professional practice and museological study. The basis of this
collaborative research has been the three key questions posed by the supervisory team in
the Award’s original brief that addressed the workings, challenges, and purposes of
collections management at the Armouries. Engaging with these priorities has

profoundly shaped the direction of this thesis:

What are the ethical and legal dimensions that inform the management of
and access to collections of arms and armour?

The first question lays the groundwork for the project, establishing that daily practice at

the Armouries and its drivers comprise the main substance of this research. It has played
an important role in shaping the investigative approaches that guide the study. The three
major themes that structure this evaluation of collections management at the Armouries

—regulation, ethics, and access — are all significant components of this first question. By
closely studying routine collections work at the Armouries, this study aims to convey

the complex interplay of agents that informs its current operations.

When those collections have specific legislative challenges to access
how does the Museum fulfil its public role and maintain its legal duties?

The second question builds on the functional orientation of the first by considering the
Armouries’ collections management strategies in light of its broader responsibilities. It
captures the tension inherent in its status as a national museum — how to reconcile the
competing claims of regulation and public access. This operational balancing act
originates in the document that officially established it as a national museum, the
National Heritage Act 1983. According to this legislation, the Armouries must ‘care for,
preserve and add to the objects in their collection of arms, armour and associated



objects’, whilst simultaneously ‘secure that the objects are exhibited to the public’.! The
friction between these two discordant purposes is a central theme of this research, as it
generates many of the pressing dilemmas faced by the Armouries’ registrar staff. This
tension is especially apparent in relation to its weapons collections, which are subject to

stringent legal regulation, so it constitutes an encompassing theme of this thesis.

When many see the key role for national museums as public access and
education, given the way they are exchequer-funded, how do we justify
housing collections that are very challenging to enable access to?

The third question is less concerned with the daily operations of the Armouries, unlike
the previous two, and more with its very existence as a public museum. Discussion of
its fundamental rationale is largely absent from the main body of this thesis, as it seems
more constructive to prioritise the examination of weapons management in museums
when very few critical assessments of the practice currently exist.2 However, the
existential issues prompted by this question do feed into this work’s conclusion. After
all, the implementation of an effective collections management strategy helps the
Armouries to justify its ongoing receipt of taxpayer funding as a national museum.?
The overall objective of this study is to produce an authoritative account of the
complex nexus of procedures, principles, actions, and decisions that constitute registrar
practice at the Armouries. To fully realise its potential value, this purpose must be
embedded in the fabric of the research. The management and use of the Armouries’
weapons collections are therefore considered from three distinct but complementary

perspectives. These are codified in a revised set of research questions:

What are the regulatory frameworks that govern access to museum
weapons collections, and how have their shifting parameters shaped the
institutional obligations of the Royal Armouries?

How do ethical principles inform the approach of the Royal Armouries’
registrar staff to the challenges of managing its weapons collections in a
responsible and viable way?

What policies and procedures do the registrar staff at the Royal
Armouries implement to facilitate meaningful access to its weapons
collections, and how can these be refined going forward?

! National Heritage Act 1983, c. 47 (London: HMSO), p. 11.

2 Rachel Adams, 'Military Collections', in The Curation and Care of Museum Collections, ed. by Bruce
A. Campbell and Christian Baars (Abingdon: Routledge, 2019), pp. 100-19.

% In the 2021-22 financial year, government grant-in-aid funding accounted for £9.7 million of its total
income of £12.3 million (78.9%). See, Board of Trustees of the Royal Armouries, Annual Report and
Accounts for the Year Ended 31 March 2022 (London: The Stationery Office, 2022), p. 60.



By seeking answers to these questions — strategically structured around the themes of
regulation, ethics, and access — this research seeks to clarify the intersecting practical
and theoretical contexts in which registrars operate. Through a critical investigation of
weapons management at the Armouries, this study offers recommendations for its future
development across the museum sector. Without the strenuous efforts of its registrar
staff to reconcile the competing claims of regulation and public engagement, it would be
incredibly difficult for the Armouries to discharge its duties as a national museum.
Registrars are integral to contemporary museum operations, so this thesis seeks to draw

greater attention to their work.

The Subject: Registrars and Their Practice

In order to conduct an effective investigation into weapons management at the
Armouries, it is first necessary to understand the general situation of museum registrars.
Their emergence as a key force within the museum profession is a relatively recent
development. While registrars were present in certain US institutions as early as the late
nineteenth century, it was from the 1960s and 1970s that museums frequently began to
employ them in response to the formulation of more rigorous standards of collections
stewardship.* What began as a North American phenomenon then spread to Europe, as
practitioners and institutions there sought to emulate this burgeoning professional
conduct. It was in this context that registrars first emerged in Britain — at the National
Gallery (1977), the National Portrait Gallery (1978), and Tate (1979) — drawing heavily
on models of the role pioneered in the US.% In the intervening years, they have
established themselves as an indispensable part of the museum workforce. Their main
responsibility is the coordination of the sophisticated collections management processes
and strategies that underpin modern museums.® It would be difficult for contemporary
institutions to perform their expected functions — collections stewardship, exhibitions,
loans, digital engagement, education programmes, community outreach — without these

elaborate systems for the perpetuation of cultural heritage. But it is important to

4 John E. Simmons, 'A Very Brief History of the Profession’, in MRM6: Museum Registration Methods,
ed. by John E. Simmons and Toni M. Kiser, 6th edn (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2020), pp. 2-16

(pp. 3-5).

% Héléne Vassal and Sophie Daynes-Diallo, 'From Functions to Profession: The Emergence and Rise of
Registrar Professions in Europe', Museum International, 68.1-2 (2016), 59-70 (pp. 61-62).

6 John E. Simmons, 'Collection Care and Management: History, Theory, and Practice', in The International
Handbooks of Museum Studies, ed. by Helen Rees Leahy and Sharon Macdonald, 4 vols (Chichester: John
Wiley & Sons, 2015), Il: Museum Practice, ed. by Conal McCarthy, pp. 221-48 (p. 224).



recognise that registrars do not perform this work alone, as the profession extends
beyond those officially named as a registrar. At the time of writing, for example, the
Armouries’ registrar department contains a Registrar, two Assistant Registrars, a
Documentation Officer, a Documentation Assistant, and a Registrar Trainee.” This
proliferation of roles threatens to destabilise any coherent conception of registrar
practice in spite of their institutional proximity. To circumvent this difficulty, the use of
‘registrars’ refers to the profession in general. In the context of the Armouries, this
study instead employs ‘registrar staff’ or ‘registrar team’ to encompass its eponymous
registrars, those under their charge, and, where appropriate, their collections department
superiors. Yet even this expanded definition of the museum registrar still simplifies
operational realities. The messiness of everyday practice means their jurisdiction
overlaps with a range of other personnel: collections managers, curators, keepers,
archivists, conservators, technicians, mount makers, computer specialists, consultants,
directors, and volunteers.® These groups may not be registrars, but their respective
contributions are not always mutually exclusive. The theme of institutional
collaboration is thus central to the provision of access to the Armouries’ weapons
holdings. In this respect, the role of registrar staff in coordinating access to museum
collections constitutes the primary (if not sole) subject of this investigation.

Now that a basic overview of museum registrars has been established, the next
step is to explore the scope of their practice. One of their foremost responsibilities is
embedded in the role’s name. The original meaning of ‘registrar’ was a person
responsible for registration — the creation and maintenance of records.® This linguistic
connection reflects the enduring significance of documentation to the profession. The
standard text for registrar practice is still entitled Museum Registration Methods after
sixty years and six editions, with an entire section dedicated to records management.*©
Documentation (of both objects and processes) is undoubtedly a defining element of
registrar practice. This emphasis of the museum’s duty of responsible stewardship

introduces another field closely associated with registrars: collections management. The

" Royal Armouries, 'Collections Department Structure' (unpublished internal document, 2021).

8 Rebecca A. Buck, 'Collection Roles', in MRM5:Museum Registration Methods, ed. by Rebecca A. Buck
and Jean Allmore Gilmore, 5th edn (Washington, DC: American Association of Museums Press, 2010),
pp. 12-13 (p. 12).

°® Mary Case, 'What Registrars Do All Day', in Registrars on Record: Essays on Museum Collections
Management, ed. by Mary Case (Washington, DC: Registrars Committee of the American Association of
Museums, 1988), pp. 13-33 (pp. 18-19).

10 MRM6: Museum Registration Methods, ed. by John E. Simmons and Toni M. Kiser, 6th edn (Lanham:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2020), p. vi.



strong association they currently share is rooted in a common past. Collections
management started to emerge as a distinct field of museum practice during the 1970s
in response to the formulation of more rigorous benchmarks for the care of
collections.™ For the first time, it was widely recognised that the effective stewardship
of museum collections required active coordination. The museum registrar was one of
the specialist roles created to fulfil these new duties, whose occupants became
numerous enough to form a distinct profession in due course.!? It is understandable then
that registrar practice overlaps closely with collections management. There is no
shortage of definitions for the latter occupation, but one should serve to demonstrate its
general scope. Collections management broadly encompasses the fields of inventory,
information, preservation, movement, documentation, exhibitions, and access — in short,
knowing ‘what you have and where to find it’.** Many of these functions are organised
and implemented by registrars within a museum context (see Figure 1, below). This
connection is further emphasised by the common interchangeability of the titles of
registrar and collections manager.* Overall, the historical, practical, and etymological
parallels are undeniable. In spite of this close affinity, however, it is important to
recognise that registrar practice and collections management are not identical. There are
aspects of collections management that are generally acknowledged to lie beyond the
remit of registrars. Collections care and remedial conservation are both key elements of
object preservation, for example, but these functions are chiefly performed by specialist
conservators.® Collections management relies upon many different forms of expertise,
beyond the capacity of any single role. While registrars thus deliver many strands of a
coordinated collections management strategy, it is too expansive a term to encapsulate
their specific contribution to museum operations. An alternative formulation is required.
If registrar practice is not entirely analogous to collections management, then it
is important to establish its parameters for the purposes of this study. In the first place, it
embraces the expanded notion of ‘registrars’ developed earlier in the section. Registrar

practice is thus envisaged to be the practice that is undertaken by an institution’s

11 Marjorie E. Hoachlander, Profile of a Museum Registrar: CASE Research Project 7-78 (Washington,
DC: Academy for Educational Development, 1979), pp. 7-9.

12 vassal and Daynes-Diallo, p. 61.

13 Freda Matassa, Museum Collections Management: A Handbook (London: Facet Publishing, 2011), p. 3.
14 Steven Miller, Museum Collection Ethics: Acquisition, Stewardship, and Interpretation (Lanham:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2020), p. 140.

15 Helen Lindsay, 'Evidencing the Case for Preventive Conservation: The Role of Collections Care
Documentation', Studies in Conservation, 63.S1 (2018), 175-80 (p. 176).



‘registrar staff’, whether this constitutes a single individual or an entire department. As
for ‘practice’, this is framed as ‘what actually goes on in museum work’.*® With respect
to registrar practice, it is used to denote the museological processes that are carried out
by registrars in the course of their routine duties. It represents the unique constellation
of functions and responsibilities that characterises the recognisable sphere of registrar
work. The scope of registrar practice used here does not extend to their administrative
duties (such as personnel management or budgeting), however, as these tasks are not
exclusively performed by registrars and thus do not distinguish their work from other
museum roles. As such, they are better ascribed to an occupational notion of museum
practice rather than registrar practice specifically. The overall rationale for adopting
these parameters is to provide a core group of functions delivered by registrars as the
basis for exploring the challenges involved in facilitating access to restricted collections.
In pursuit of this fundamental objective, it is first necessary to establish an idea of the
routine operations for which they are perceived to be responsible. Consequently, this
thesis has adopted a composite interpretation of registrar practice that brings together its
diverse facets.}” This approach has harnessed various extant definitions — formulated by
registrars themselves in most instances — in order to establish a general impression of
their operational brief. The current scholarship around registrar practice has supplied the
raw material for this endeavour. Strenuous efforts have thus been made to conduct an
exhaustive search for expositions of their diverse remit, starting with the key texts in the
field — such as Museum Registration Methods — and combing their bibliographies to
source further definitions.® While the fragmented nature of the scholarship on museum
registrars means that certain texts addressing their practice may have eluded notice, the
systematic nature of this literature search has overall provided suitably comprehensive
groundwork for the purposes of this thesis. The outcome of this exercise was a group of
eleven distinct interpretations of modern registrar practice that are characterised by a
variety of authors, approaches, and ambits.*® Following this careful selection process, it
has been possible to generate a comparable group of occupational definitions as a means

of harmonising the varied conceptions of registrar practice.

16 Conal McCarthy, 'Grounding Museum Studies: Introducing Practice', in The International Handbooks
of Museum Studies, ed. by Helen Rees Leahy and Sharon Macdonald, 4 vols (Chichester: John Wiley &
Sons, 2015), I1: Museum Practice, ed. by Conal McCarthy, pp. xxxv-lii (p. XXxv).

17 Stuart Bowes, 'The Museum Registrar as "Assembled Role": A Productive Conceptualization of
Collections Management Practice?', Museum and Society, 21 (2023), 62-73 (pp. 67-68).

18 MRM6: Museum Registration Methods.

19 Bowes, pp. 63-64.



After establishing a cohesive body of informed perspectives on registrar
practice, the next step was identifying shared areas of agreement between them in order
to synthesise a single expression from its fragmented articulation. The overall aim has
been to identify the most common duties ascribed to registrar work by its practitioners.
The museological functions referenced by multiple commentators thus form the basis of
the resulting interpretation of registrar practice, while those that only appear in isolated
instances have been excluded (like object valuation). Where appropriate, variations in
terminology have also been grouped under a single term to further streamline this data.
Documentation, for example, encompasses references to its numerous synonyms of
cataloguing, recording, record keeping, or registration.?° Isolating the constituent
elements of daily practice is a challenging task. These individual functions have then
been assigned to larger thematic groupings that accord with professional thinking. The
Registrar Committee of the American Association of Museums identified information
management, logistics, and risk management as the three areas in which ‘registrars are
usually specialists’ — an observation that remains just as salient today.?! This premise is
adopted here with one minor change, replacing ‘information management’ with
‘resource management’ to reflect the registrars’ responsibility for monitoring both
objects and their associated information. This acts as a broad overview of the expansive
operational remit of museum registrars without imposing too great a prescription.
Having outlined the rationale behind this deconstruction of the decisive occupational
contribution of museum registrars, the results of this analysis are reproduced below in
Figure 1. At first glance, this reading of registrar practice encompasses a series of duties
that might not seem superficially connected. There is no definitive reason, for example,
why an individual responsible for accessioning objects should also coordinate the
installation of exhibitions. Their attachment to the same role owes as much to historical
accident as to any professional design.?? The use of a composite interpretation thus
accommodates the haphazard accumulation of responsibilities that has shaped the
current scope of registrar practice. Ultimately, the Armouries would struggle to share

any of its collections without the diligent implementation of these constituent functions.

20 Malcolm Chapman, 'Managing Collections or Managing Content?: The Evolution of Collections
Management Systems', in The International Handbooks of Museum Studies, ed. by Helen Rees Leahy and
Sharon Macdonald, 4 vols (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2015), 1I: Museum Practice, ed. by Conal
McCarthy, pp. 267-92 (pp. 268-69).

21 Registrars Committee of the American Association of Museums, '‘Code of Ethics for Registrars',
Museum News, 63.3 (1985), 44-46 (p. 44).

22 Buck, p. 12.



Figure 1: Composite Interpretation of Registrar Practice
Stuart Bowes, ‘The Museum Registrar as “Assembled Role”: A Productive Conceptualization of Collections
Management Practice?’, Museum and Society, 21 (2023), 62-73 (p. 68).

Resource Management Logistics Risk Management
Accessioning Exhibition Installation Collections Care
Deaccessioning Storage Condition Reporting
Documentation Handling Security
Inventory Control Packing Insurance
Loans Management Internal Movement Due Diligence
Rights Management External Transport Legal Compliance
Exhibition Management Customs Ethical Compliance

There are a number of reasons for this study to adopt this interpretation of
registrar practice. Firstly, it approximates recent definitions produced by recognised
authorities on the subject. It bears close resemblance to the role as recently conceived

by the UK Registrars Group (UKRG), for example, a prominent professional body:

[Anyone] who has a responsibility for carrying out and/or documenting
one or more of the following activities:

* Object entry, acquisition and disposal

* Loans management

* Collection care

* Object packing and logistics

 Exhibition installation

+ Exhibition tour management

* Location control

* Indemnity and Insurance

« Interpretation and advice on legal and regulatory issues.?

Its contents differ from Figure 1 in only a few respects. The correspondence of the
composite conception of registrar practice to prevailing professional thinking lends it a
sense of authority deriving from first-hand experience of the field and ensures it remains
grounded in the processes it seeks to encapsulate.?* After all, maintaining practical
relevance is a central objective of this study. It is also important that this interpretation
fits the prevailing cultural landscape. The uncoordinated development of the registrar
profession at an international level has caused national conceptions of their remit to
diverge somewhat.?® Although the interpretation set out in Figure 1 originally drew on

US works, its resemblance to the UKRG definition enables it to be usefully adopted in a

23 UK Registrars Group, UK Registrars Group Constitution (London: UK Registrars Group, 2019), p. 1.
24 McCarthy, p. xli.
%5 Vassal and Daynes-Diallo, pp. 61-62.



British context as well. Its application to the Armouries’ operational workings thus
negotiates the subtle variations distinguishing international manifestations of the role.
This conception of registrar practice also satisfies the requirements of the study on a
more prosaic level. It provides a thorough overview of their work without becoming too
unwieldy. More comprehensive articulations of registrar practice than the one adopted
here have been published, but these can run to multiple pages — as in the case of the
exhaustive list set out in the most recent edition of Museum Registration Methods.?®
Attempting to investigate the institutional performance of the myriad functions and
duties contained therein would take this study beyond the parameters of a doctoral
thesis. In a similar vein, this interpretation does not purport to represent an exhaustive
account of every task a registrar may perform (the exclusion of their administrative
duties has already been discussed). This has never been its purpose. The composition of
the role is so malleable in reality that developing a conclusive definition of registrar
practice is essentially a futile endeavour. The interpretation outlined in Figure 1 thus
strikes a suitable balance between relevance and coherence. It is detailed enough to
serve as a manageable working summary of the contribution of registrars to
contemporary museum practice. It certainly suffices for the purpose of examining their
role in the provision of access to the Armouries’ restricted collections.

In pursuit of its conceptual objectives, this study emphasises the aspects of
registrar work associated with the major themes embedded in the overarching research
questions. Two of the subjects animating this thesis readily map onto the constituent
functions of registrar practice outlined in Figure 1, namely the parallel duties of legal
compliance and ethical compliance. These processes are both key facets of the
registrar’s responsibility for risk management and are especially significant in the
context of restricted collections. After all, museums hold many objects whose use is
subject to legal or ethical constraints.?” The first two research questions on ‘regulatory
frameworks’ and ‘ethical principles’, respectively, are thus designed to explore the
nature of these demands and what they mean for the Armouries’ registrar staff. Thereby,
this study aims to draw greater attention to the role of registrars in enabling museums to

observe their many legal, professional, and ethical commitments. By comparison, the

26 Erin McKeen, 'The Straw that Stirs the Drink — The Role of the Registrar in the Museum World', in
MRM6: Museum Registration Methods, ed. by John E. Simmons and Toni M. Kiser, 6th edn (Lanham:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2020), pp. 17-20 (pp. 18-19).

27 Freda Matassa, Organizing Exhibitions: A Handbook for Museums, Libraries and Archives (London:
Facet Publishing, 2014), pp. 33-34.
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relationship of access — the third major theme of this study — to registrar practice is
rather less straightforward. Unlike legal and ethical compliance, it does not possess an
obvious equivalent among the functions set out in Figure 1. Nonetheless, the general
scope of registrar practice helps to clarify its relationship with access in a museum
setting. As collections professionals, registrars primarily engage with its distinct
manifestation of ‘collections access’. This formulation is explored in greater depth in
Chapter 4, but it can be summarised as individual proximity to museum objects and
their associated information.?® Many of the functions constituting registrar practice
contribute to this outcome. Documentation enables museums to know what collections
can be used for public access; condition reporting ensures that individual objects are
robust enough to be accessed; object movement brings collections and those accessing
them together; loans and exhibitions management provide the operational groundwork
for these key access initiatives, and so forth. A strong case can thus be made that
collections access is a fundamental goal of registrar practice.?® This may be convincing
from a conceptual standpoint, but it must also reflect institutional realities. Existing
accounts of collections management as a cornerstone of museum programming have
predominantly taken the form of general overviews rather than detailed case studies.*
To redress this situation, this study seeks to convey the complex operational apparatus
underpinning the provision of collections access through the routine experiences of
registrars. This requires institutional cultivation of a wide range of legal, ethical, and
procedural expertise that underlies contemporary registrar practice. Their contribution is

decisive in facilitating the Armouries’ unique offer.

The Institution: The Royal Armouries

The Armouries represents an intriguing case study for any investigation of museum
practice. It has not always existed in its current form. Over the course of its 700-year
history, the Armouries has operated as an armoury, a storehouse, a tourist attraction, a

monument to martial prowess, and has only become a museum in its latest incarnation.

28 Royal Armouries, Collections Access Policy (Leeds: Royal Armouries, 2019), p. 3.

29 Case, pp. 19-20.
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31 Michael S. Lacy, 'Students of Arms: A Survey of Arms and Armour Study in Great Britain from the
Eighteenth Century to the First World War' (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Reading, 1998),
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Whatever its prevailing role, its collection of arms and armour has remained a core
element of its unique institutional identity. This is certainly true of the Armouries’ time
as a public museum, which itself has a long history. It seems no coincidence that the
first concerted attempts during the early nineteenth century to systematically manage
and interpret its collections were pursued alongside measures to make it accessible to a
wider public.®? These have essentially remained the defining aspirations of the
Armouries ever since. Of course, its organisational structure has changed markedly over
the succeeding two centuries. The contemporary form of the Armouries is largely a
product of the last few decades. The first transformative development was the expansion
beyond its traditional base at the Tower of London. During the 1990s, the majority of its
objects and institutional personnel were relocated to a new purpose-built museum in
Leeds, the artillery holdings were transferred to Fort Nelson near Portsmouth, and the
White Tower was redisplayed to showcase its historic functions.®® This arrangement has
effectively remained unaltered to the present day, presenting its registrar staff with all
the opportunities and challenges of operating multiple sites. The other major
transformation in the Armouries’ recent history relates to its governance as a public
institution. The National Heritage Act 1983 legally established it as the repository for a
‘national collection of arms, armour and associated objects’.® This statute has since
provided the formal basis for the Armouries’ status as the national museum of arms and
armour. This title might appear straightforward, but it actually incorporates two distinct
(and often divergent) roles: the Armouries as a public national museum and the
Armouries as the custodian of a major weapons collection. This dual identity continues
to have profound ramifications for its operational conduct.

On the one hand, the Armouries’ role as a prominent public museum commits it
to a range of duties befitting this status. These originate in the National Heritage Act
1983 itself. This legislation outlines the Armouries’ five main obligations as steward of
the national collection of arms and armour: promoting public appreciation of arms and
armour, exhibiting its objects, making its objects available for study, maintaining

thorough records of its objects, and preserving and augmenting the overall collection.®®

32 Malcolm Mercer, 'Samuel Meyrick, the Tower Storekeepers, and the Rearrangement of the Tower’s
Historic Collections of Arms and Armour, ¢. 1821-69', Arms & Armour, 10 (2013), 114-27 (pp. 115-18).
33 Royal Armouries, 'History of the Royal Armouries' <https://royalarmouries.org/about-us/history-of-the-
royal-armouries/> [accessed 24 April 2023].

34 National Heritage Act 1983, p. 11.

% Board of Trustees of the Royal Armouries, p. 2.
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The first three provisions directly charge the Armouries with making its collections
accessible in various forms, while the latter two indirectly support this outcome through
their focus on effective management. Simultaneously, this statute designates the
Armouries as a ‘national museum’. This has a specific meaning in a British context — a
museum enshrined in law that receives grant-in-aid funding in return for the delivery of
certain functions and government priorities set out in a management agreement.® This
arrangement has two major consequences for the Armouries’ operations. Firstly, it is
subject to government authority through its accountability to the Department of Culture,
Media & Sport (DCMS).3" Although this is limited in theory by discretional observation
of the ‘arms-length principle’, direct political intervention can never be ruled out.
Secondly, its receipt of tax revenue raises the expectation that the Armouries will
actively place its resources and services at the public’s disposal.®® This includes its
objects, further reinforcing its legal duty to provide collections access. Beyond its
immediate governance structures, the Armouries also subscribes to a range of
professional codes and guidelines designed to foster best practice throughout the
museum sector. These standards place considerable emphasis on outlining ethical
conduct in the acquisition, maintenance, and use of cultural collections.* In particular,
the principle of collections access for all is a prominent and recurring theme throughout
these structures. It is explicitly raised by many of the professional frameworks that the
Armouries observes.*’ The apparatus of museological governance — legal, political,
professional, and ethical — thus foregrounds the Armouries’ obligations to wider society.
The impetus for collections access pervades all levels of its operational framework, with
important consequences for the institutional performance of registrar practice.

However, this museological commitment to accessibility is seriously challenged

by the fact that weapons constitute a large proportion of the Armouries’ collections. As

3 Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport, Strategic Review of DCMS-Sponsored Museums
(London: Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport, 2017), p. 54.
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such, all of its activities have to comply with the relevant provisions of British weapons
law. Its object is twofold: preventing the purposeful use of weapons in criminal activity
and reducing the likelihood of accidental harm.** The restrictions enacted in pursuit of
these fundamental objectives — primarily physical in nature — are not conducive to the
Armouries’ duty to provide access to its cultural collections. Nonetheless, there is a
degree of flexibility built into this system. The severity of regulation differs from
weapon to weapon, which is ultimately determined by their potential risk. This has
resulted in a complex body of legislation, with a profusion of statutes spanning three
distinct traditions — offensive weapons, firearms, and explosives.*? The access
restrictions on the Armouries’ weapons collections are thus variable, a key factor that
must be accommodated by its registrar staff. Nor are its legislative obligations fixed.
The parameters of weapons law evolve over time in response to changing circumstances
and assumptions.*® To fully understand the legal context in which the Armouries
operates, it is necessary to examine the pressures that have galvanised legislative
developments. There is a strong tendency for political leaders to legislate hastily in
immediate response to major incidents, above all when existing measures are widely
perceived as insufficient.** One consequence of the hurried formulation of new
regulations is that their wider ramifications can be overlooked. Changes to weapons law
can transform the Armouries’ operations, yet the needs of museums are rarely the
priority of lawmakers. Moreover, there is scant guidance on the implications of
weapons law for cultural collections.* It is therefore the role of the Armouries’ registrar
staff to address its obligations as a major weapons repository, resulting from their
professional duty to ensure legal and ethical compliance. This work is best understood
by considering weapons law in its broadest sense, encompassing its content, its
development, and its ramifications for museum practice. This study seeks to show how
this expanded regulatory apparatus affects the Armouries’ collections, a crucial step in

determining institutional strategies to promote engagement with these restricted objects.
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The competing pressures to both extend and restrict access to the Armouries’ weapons
collections thus represent a persistent tension at the heart of its activities.

The Armouries’ mission to reconcile the regulation and use of its weapons
collections has attracted a certain degree of scholarly interest. One expansive survey of
its recent history is Derek Walker and Guy Wilson’s The Royal Armouries in Leeds.*°
They document the relocation of its operations to Leeds in the 1990s, offering valuable
insight into this enduring institutional overhaul. Beyond this, however, analysis of the
Armouries’ contemporary practice is surprisingly sparse given its national museum
status. As no other studies have conducted a comparable assessment of its internal
workings, newer information has to be sought elsewhere. The Armouries’ in-house
journal, Arms & Armour, has explored aspects of its collections practice. It has carried
articles on its early cataloguing systems, the provenance of an experimental grenade
launcher, and the process of conserving a gasmask.*’ While these works do reveal
glimpses of institutional collections procedure, they hardly amount to a detailed account
of weapons management at the Armouries. It is thus necessary to consult its overarching
policy framework to augment this scarce critical material. Its components relate the
Armouries’ approach to its weapons collections at a number of operational levels. The
broadest perspective is presented in multi-year corporate plans, most recently published
for 2023-2028. This type of document shares its roadmap for institutional development,
including the resolve to ‘set the standard for arms and armour care and conservation’.*8
The Armouries’ progress towards these strategic objectives is recorded in greater detail
in its annual reports. Designed to ensure public accountability in its role as a national
museum, they include a summary of progress across many facets of collections practice
— acquisitions, loans, conservation, research, and records management.*® Their value
mainly lies in reporting the concrete actions of the Armouries’ collections staff, even if
the individual reviews only comprise a few paragraphs each. The central mechanism for
directing these concerted efforts is a suite of institutional policies. Its collections are a
salient feature of this structure, as the Armouries has produced eight documents just to

46 Derek Walker and Guy M. Wilson, The Royal Armouries in Leeds: The Making of a Museum (Leeds:
Royal Armouries Museum, 1996).
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govern various aspects of their treatment.*° They reconcile corporate aims, statutory
obligations, and sector standards to model effective collections stewardship. The final
components of the Armouries’ official apparatus are its operational procedures, which
detail the practical measures required to achieve its policy objectives. These methodical
guides outline the successive stages of numerous essential functions from cataloguing to
security.>! They complete the vital process of translating its fundamental mission to the
level of everyday practice. Together, these documents broadly encapsulate the routine
workings of collections practice at the Armouries. All of this material offers its own

value to the critical examination of public engagement with museum weapons holdings.

Critical Museology: Negotiating the Intersection of Theory and Practice

The previous two sections have revealed a number of rich research avenues that this
study is well placed to address. The Armouries represents an instructive model for the
management and use of restricted cultural collections. The regulations imposed on its
weapons holdings emphasise the ongoing friction between the legislative requirements
and public responsibilities of museums. The central role of its registrar staff in
reconciling these claims also provides a valuable opportunity to examine the intricacies
of collections practice and thereby anticipate strategies for its future development. The
overarching structure of the study serves to articulate the operational realities of these
interconnected phenomena. Each chapter builds on the conclusions of its predecessors,
steadily drawing together the key threads to formulate a coherent response to the
original brief. It works through the various frameworks governing the use of the
Armouries’ weapons collections before turning to the strategies implemented by its
registrar staff to facilitate public engagement with them. Its overall structure thus
corresponds to the main research questions: the first two chapters cover the intersecting
regulatory structures of weapons law and museum standards, the third chapter addresses
the role of ethics in its different manifestations, and the fourth considers the operational
basis for collections access. Alongside these main subjects, this thesis is guided by
certain key principles that transcend the thematic chapters, namely critical museology
and assemblage theory. Reconciling these ‘horizontal” and ‘vertical” approaches (for

want of a better analogy) works to this study’s advantage. It has been possible to

%0 Royal Armouries, 'Policies' <https://royalarmouries.org/about-us/policies> [accessed 19 October 2023].
51 Royal Armouries, Collections Policy Framework (Leeds: Royal Armouries, 2019), p. 5.
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investigate the subtleties of the major themes without losing sight of the project’s
guiding purpose: furthering access to museum collections restricted by law.

The first of the major precepts underpinning this thesis is ‘critical museology’, a
means of questioning the conventional premises of museum work. Emphasising the
study of the factors behind the development of museum practice, it offers a means to
engage with the shifting dynamics of power and agency shaping contemporary museum
work.>2 This criticality has a rich heritage. The notion of critical museology has been
hewn out of the polysemic array of intellectual currents swirling around museums, such
as new museology, postmodern philosophy, critical anthropology, and cultural
sociology.>® While these traditions have generated diverse readings of the museum, they
have all proceeded on the assumption that its institutional purpose can be better realised
through conceptual enquiry. Proponents of critical museology — including museum
scholars, museum practitioners, art historians, and anthropologists — have drawn on this
complex legacy by rejecting any separation of theory and practice, instead emphasising
the value of their intersection to the pursuit of tangible change across the museum
world.>* In essence, it advocates the situated exploration of museum behaviours in all
their complexity. Anthony Shelton, for example, has influentially envisioned critical
museology as a continuous process of considered reflection by museum workers on
their practice (as opposed to ‘operational museology’ that merely outlines current
procedure).®® It is a laudable goal, but reality often frustrates such ambitious initiatives.
McCall and Gray make the compelling point that museum staff are usually preoccupied
with their routine duties, so devoting time to rigorous self-evaluation is rarely feasible.®
Despite the barriers to its proper realisation, critical museology remains a productive
basis for this thesis given that self-examination is vital for stimulating ongoing
development. As a three-year project dedicated to exploring registrar practice at the
Armouries, this PhD has thus represented a valuable opportunity to practice critical
museology in a sustained manner. Conal McCarthy offers an effective template for

conducting research inspired by critical museology:
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My goal is to avoid a hypertheorized critique of museums from the
outside, aiming instead for an informed internal account from
professionals, academics, and critics in touch with the realities of
everyday work in museums.®’

This articulation has provided a blueprint for the thesis, emphasising the need for close
cooperation with the Armouries’ staff to fully appreciate its operations. As the quotation
makes plain, failure to ground this research in the day-to-day activities of its collections
department risks it being overwhelmed by theory and losing sight of its intended
practical relevance. A Collaborative Doctoral Award (CDA) without sustained
collaborative input is unlikely to succeed in its objectives. This study thus pursues an
ongoing dialogue between theory and practice in order to better capture the intricacies
of registrar work at the Armouries. By embedding the reflexive tradition of critical
museology into the fabric of this thesis, the aim is to reach conclusions that are equally
valuable to the Armouries, other institutions, and the field of museum studies.

As alluded to in the previous paragraph, this project has carried the further
methodological complication of being structured as a formal collaborative initiative. As
a CDA hosted between the Armouries and the University of Leeds, it has provided an
unparalleled opportunity to strengthen the research partnership between these two
institutions. Bridging the distinct occupational spheres of the museum and higher
education has had both its advantages and disadvantages from a conceptual standpoint.
One valuable feature of the CDA format is that it can offer an unparalleled level of
access to researchers looking to engage critically with the routine workings of museum
practice.®® In relation to this PhD, institutional immersion took the form of a year-long
placement working as a registrar trainee within the Armouries’ collections department.
Although postponed for eighteen months by the COVID-19 pandemic, this embedded
position served as a foundational grounding in the operational realities of managing the
national collection of arms and armour. Going beyond the mediated experience of
investigating registrar practice as an external researcher, the situated experience of
actually performing it on the ground at the Armouries has enriched the exploration of
this shifting occupational world.>® The synthesis of these complementary standpoints

has been a key process in realising the aspirations of critical museology. But delivering
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on a collaborative research initiative has not been without its challenges. This project
has been the first CDA involving the Armouries as a partner institution, so its
development has proven a valuable learning experience across the board.®® Regular
communication within the supervisory team has thus been a central premise throughout
the project, as a means of establishing clear research expectations and reporting
progress on its delivery. The experience of being embedded within the Armouries’
personnel structure has generated its own ethical hurdles, namely the ambiguous power
dynamics at play in the dual capacity of a researcher-practitioner. Effective observation-
based research relies on the flattening of relevant power differentials to encourage open
discourse between all contributors — researchers and participants alike.®* Given that two
of the PhD supervisors are the two highest ranking members of the Armouries’
collections department, their institutional seniority carried the risk of them exerting
undue influence over the direction and content of the research. In order to circumvent
this compromising situation, the placement was administered by staff members without
direct oversight over the research outcomes. The involvement of other Armouries
personnel had the added benefit of expanding the collegial group invested in the project,
many of whom provided their own input in turn. Without these concerted efforts to
develop robust dialogue with a range of museum stakeholders, it would have ultimately
been much harder to deliver a credible account of contemporary weapons management.
Beyond my own experiences as an embedded researcher at the Armouries, its
registrar staff have been a touchstone for this study — and crucial to its pursuit of critical
museology. This project has recorded their thinking through qualitative interviews, a
method suited to exploring ‘experiences, opinions, attitudes, values, and processes’.%2
These are all vital elements of museum work. To best explore the complex realities of
weapons management at the Armouries, interviews were conducted with the relevant
practitioners between November 2021 and February 2023. This process yielded detailed
discussions with the incumbent staff of its registrar department: the Registrar, Assistant
Registrar, and Documentation Officer. A series of interviews were also held with their

direct superiors, the Head of Collection Services and the Director of Collections (now
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Director of Collections, Research and Learning), who were invested in sharing their
insight as partners in this CDA. While their role as both participants in and supervisors
of the research raised a potential conflict of interest, overemphasis of their contribution
has been mitigated by the incorporation of other staff perspectives and extensive
consultation of the Armouries’ policy framework. The collective expertise of these
individuals in weapons management is scarcely matched elsewhere, so their testimony
forms a core pillar of the thesis. From a methodological standpoint, the interviews were
conducted with individual participants rather than as focus groups. While both
approaches have their strengths, one-to-one interviews better suited this study’s
purposes: they allowed deeper discussions with each person; there was greater freedom
to express independent observations; and, logistically, they were more feasible in the
wake of a global pandemic.®® The use of separate interviews thus sought to draw out the
unique perspectives of each staff member, informed by their distinctive role in the
weapons management process. These interviews were semi-structured so as to address
the project objectives while allowing scope for the conversations to develop
organically.®* This provided a suitable balance between brevity and serendipity. The
interviews were consciously structured to mirror the thematic chapters — covering legal
controls, governance structures, ethical conduct, and access strategies — to better engage
with the study’s overarching research questions. Within this thematic framework, the
interviews followed an event-based approach to capture key developments in the
processes underpinning collections access at the Armouries.®® Overall, these discussions
revealed many valuable insights into registrar practice, providing a solid foundation for
future research into this pivotal role. Through these interviews, this project has
ultimately sought to record the unique outlook of the Armouries’ collections personnel
on weapons management as those responsible for its implementation.

To put the principles of critical museology into practice, a selection of case
studies drawn from the Armouries’ operations support the narrative development of this
work. Case studies complement this research because they consider a subject ‘in depth

and within its real-world context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon
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and context may not be clearly evident’.®® This is a valuable approach for a study
embedded in the everyday realities of registrar practice at the Armouries. Key examples
were chosen to illuminate the major themes outlined in the guiding research questions,
following the overall structure of the thesis. Each chapter thus scrutinises a formative
moment in the development of weapons management at the Armouries that speaks to its
core issues. The first chapter considers the institutional ramifications of the UK ban on
handguns imposed by the Firearms (Amendment) Acts of 1997, namely its historical
contingency, its unintended consequences for museum practice, and its ongoing legacy.
The second chapter utilises a routine visit of the National Security Adviser to the
Armouries to explore the negotiated parameters, non-disciplinary character, and
operational benchmarks of its governance frameworks. The third chapter examines its
innovative co-curated exhibition ‘At the Sharp End’ to highlight the convergence of
distinct ethical traditions, the omnipresence of ethics in museum practice, and the
ethical paradoxes embodied in public weapons collections. Finally, the fourth chapter
assesses the access arrangements to the Armouries’ collections at the latest Weapons in
Society conference, revealing an intersection of risk management, layered safeguards,
and inter-departmental collaboration. Each of these instances provides a detailed
snapshot of ‘the day-to-day care of the collections as they move within the museum or
between museums’ that has long characterised the work of registrars.®” Commencing
every chapter with a revealing episode of registrar practice at the Armouries serves to
ground the analysis in the daily routines of managing restricted collections. These case
studies thus establish a solid foundation for the consistent pursuit of critical museology
throughout this thesis. After all, refinement of the Armouries’ strategies for facilitating
engagement with its weapons collections cannot take place without meticulous

examination of existing institutional processes.

Assemblage Theory: Addressing Complexity in the Museum
In seeking to reflect the realities of everyday museum practice, this study must address
its many heterogeneous drivers. Museums are by their nature complex organisations.

They are constituted by a range of elements: ‘activities, rules, norms, behaviours,
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materials, technologies, people and interactions.’® Considering the case studies
summarised in the previous paragraph, the Armouries certainly fits this picture. Like all
museums, it is subject to a shifting array of internal and external pressures that
determine its scope for action.®® It is thus essential to recognise the Armouries’ unique
institutional composition while also remaining attuned to the broader cultural, political,
and legal contexts in which it operates. In order to accommodate such organisational
complexity, this thesis adopts the precepts of assemblage theory. This approach itself
has longstanding if fragmented intellectual roots. The first major tradition associated
with the development of the assemblage discourse proceeded from the work of Gilles
Deleuze and Félix Guattari. Their conceptualisation of social organisation as rhizomatic
agencements characterised by the principles of interconnectivity, heterogeneity, and
multiplicity has provided much of the conceptual groundwork for successive studies of
the assembled.”® One enduring legacy of this generative exercise has been to posit the
assemblage as a grounded way of encountering reality in all its entangled richness. This
premise applies equally to museum entities as to any other facet of observable existence.
Another pervasive conceptual strand informing the development of assemblage theory
has been the affiliated approach of actor-network theory. Emerging out of science and
technology studies from the 1980s, one of its foundational injunctions is that researchers
should ‘follow the actors’.”* This entails establishing the contribution of all human and
non-human agents to any given phenomenon, without pre-emptively determining their
relative importance. In its firm repudiation of hierarchical taxonomies, actor-network
theory has thus further expanded the profusion of elements that may serve to constitute
socio-material relations. The resemblance of assemblages and actor-networks is clearly
evident in their respective efforts to articulate heterogeneous and emergent systems of
association, but that is not to say they are identical in every respect. There is a nuanced
but significant distinction in their integration of unexpected phenomena, for example,

which exposes assemblage theory’s embrace of the emergent in contrast to actor-
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network theory’s preference for the fixed and stable.”? In conceptual terms, it seems that
an assemblage is more receptive to reconfiguration than a network. As the relational
associations constituting the cultural world are regularly disrupted by the emergence of
present and future possibilities, this thesis will therefore adopt the anticipatory emphasis
of assemblage theory rather than its actor-network counterpart. After all, analysis of the
contemporary museum should acknowledge its pressing need to accommodate change.

Having determined assemblage theory as a productive approach to the core
matter of this thesis, its application to a museological context can now be considered in
greater depth. There is no shortage of conceptual material to guide this endeavour. To
reference the occupational definition endorsed by the International Council of Museums
(ICOM), museums are in essence institutions dedicated to the propagation of world
culture.” Both of these defining characteristics — cultural engagement and institutional
composition — have been addressed extensively by the scholarship around assemblage
theory. The challenge lies in aligning these debates. Transcending its original roots in
sociology and philosophy, the assemblage has been readily employed as a constructive
way of exploring the generation and incarnation of culture in modern societies. Sharon
Macdonald has deftly expressed its general value to the study of cultural heritage:

Taking an assemblage perspective on heritage directs our attention less

to finished ‘heritage products’ than to processes and entanglements

involved in their coming into being and continuation [...] it focuses on

tracing the courses of action, associations, practical and definitional
procedures and techniques that are involved in particular cases.”

In short, this focus on dialogue and exchange can offer valuable insight into routine
operational actions that are often eclipsed by the end result. Given that museum work is
constituted by the same negotiated networks of agents, processes, and affiliations, the
concept of the assemblage has much to offer in articulating its evolving contribution to
cultural life. It admits the decisive role of the mundane, the transient, and the obscure in
informing the development of accepted museological conduct. In parallel to the

discourse around the assembled nature of the cultural practices performed by museums,

2 Martin Muller and Carolin Schurr, ‘Assemblage Thinking and Actor-Network Theory: Conjunctions,
Disjunctions, Cross-Fertilisations', Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 41 (2016), 217-
29 (p. 219).

73 International Council of Museums, 'Museum Definition' <https://icom.museum/en/resources/standards-
guidelines/museum-definition/> [accessed 27 September 2022].

4 Sharon Macdonald, 'Reassembling Nuremberg, Reassembling Heritage', Journal of Cultural Economy,
2 (2009), 117-34 (p. 118).



23

another body of work addresses the configuration of the institution itself. As social
organisations, museums are not only assemblages themselves — constituted by myriad
interpersonal, physical, hierarchical, legal, bureaucratic, and discursive relations — but
are also identifiable actors in assemblages of greater magnitude.” While the Armouries
might thus appear as a single hegemonic entity in dialogue with equally homogenous
bodies to an external observer, it could equally be perceived as a constellation of
departments, relationships, and spaces by one of its staff members. It is all a matter of
perspective. This notion of organisations as indeterminate associational assemblages has
made notable headway in museum studies as a means of encapsulating their contextual
interdependence. A recent review of museological research has been able to dedicate an
entire section to prevailing studies of ‘museums as assembled organisations’.’® In its
pursuit of the intersecting drivers of registrar practice at the Armouries, this thesis can
thus build on a wealth of accumulated learning. Conceptualising the museum as an
assembly of human and non-human actors is generating insightful new readings of this
enduring cultural institution, so there is every reason to believe that it will have the
same result for the routine enactment of weapons management.

Assemblage theory can help to articulate the intricacies of weapons regulation.
There are few museum objects as heavily controlled as weapons, resulting from their
enduring association with violence. A multitude of laws, directives, and standards
govern these collections, affecting the interactions of museum staff and visitors alike.
Its apparatus thus incorporates many of the ‘heterogeneous elements’ — artefacts,
people, texts, organisations — that characterise cultural assemblages.”” People and texts
are especially pertinent to the subject of regulation. Societies routinely enshrine
regulations in documents to foster and perpetuate desired behaviours, with museums
being no exception.”® But this process works both ways, as existing instruments guide
the thinking of those charged with formulating new regulations. Research into the
relationship between documentary infrastructures and museum practice has explored
this reciprocal exchange. Bethany Rex has utilised assemblage theory to scrutinise the

entrenched role of documentation in museums, emphasising its power to determine the
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shifting parameters of institutional ‘work worlds’.”® Pursuing this approach therefore
helps to clarify the restrictions on the Armouries’ collections, which are a product of
ongoing dialogue between codified measures, enforcing authorities, and museum
practitioners. Using assemblage theory to interrogate this regulatory framework also
emphasises that each of its constituent elements is itself a synthesis of numerous
interactions. To paraphrase Rex, every provision is ‘the fine edge of a whole series of
mobilisations’ 8 While individual laws respond to the legal, political, and social context
of their creation, they are as much shaped by prior debate and subsequent interpretation.
Likewise, the apparatus of museum governance conceals an array of underlying
conventions and behaviours that are only revealed on close inspection. Finally, ethical
statements draw on the assorted beliefs, ideals, and assumptions that inform museum
practice — a snapshot of ongoing sector discourse.! Without this expanded perspective,
any study into the regulation of museum objects would be superficial at best. Utilising
assemblage theory, the first three chapters thus seek to navigate the interconnected
networks of statutes, standards, and principles that constitute the regulatory assemblage
governing museum weapons collections. This work ultimately serves to establish the
parameters determining the routine conduct of the Armouries’ registrar staff.

These same characteristics also make assemblage theory an effective means of
negotiating the everyday realities of weapons management. It does stress the substantial
and varied contribution of museum registrars to this endeavour, as many of the common
constituent functions of registrar practice collated in Figure 1 support museum use of
weapons collections. This breadth helps to articulate the sophisticated strategies
developed by registrars to facilitate access to restricted collections. Moreover,
assemblage theory recognises the diverse factors that inform this work. Following its
conceptual logic, these agents may be human or non-human, individual or communal,
localised or widespread, emergent or entrenched, immediate or protracted.®? In the case
of weapons management at the Armouries, this expansive outlook encompasses actors

well beyond its regulatory apparatus. Legal constraints, professional conduct, ethical
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standards, technological systems, administrative procedures, institutional policy, staff
relationships, and individual experience all guide the actions of its registrar team to
varying degrees.®® Assemblage theory encourages the assessment of the relative impact
of these elements on their own terms rather than according to any preconceived formula.
In this respect, it complements the focused case studies that advance the main themes of
this study. Dissecting indicative moments of registrar practice at the Armouries helps to
discern the networks of actors that inform the use of its weapons collections. The fourth
chapter of this thesis augments these contributions by systematically examining how the
unique demands of weapons regulation intersect with the composite remit of registrar
practice. The complexity of these interactions should not be underestimated. This
becomes especially apparent when the contingent nature of registrar work itself is
considered. Perceptions of the role are constantly being negotiated and renegotiated in
the course of its everyday performance.?* Assemblage theory’s emphasis of processes
and entanglements makes it especially receptive to change. For a study seeking to show
how registrars interact with mutable concepts like regulation, access, and ethics, this
capacity to accommodate shifting realities is invaluable. The continuing relevance of
museums depends on their ability to adapt to new circumstances.® By applying
assemblage theory to the intersection of registrar practice and weapons management,
this thesis seeks to express their evolving interplay in an intelligible manner. After all,
one of its fundamental objectives is to highlight the indispensable contribution of the

Armouries’ registrar staff to the institutional provision of collections access.

The Literature: Assembling a Composite Scholarship

As might be expected from a study that seeks to bring together such an array of themes
and concepts to address the lack of scholarship around the responsible stewardship of
museum weapons collections, its source material is comparably diffuse. While its core
focus on registrar practice at the Armouries indicates a predominantly museological
approach, this thesis is by no means confined to the subject. The need to establish the
binding parameters of weapons law that govern its entire operations, for example,

entails the consultation of relevant legal commentaries. As the tensions between
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weapons regulation and collections access occupy a central place in this project, legal
debate has to be harmonised with museum interpretation of key provisions. Harnessing
an interdisciplinary body of knowledge creates a stronger basis for working through
these competing motivations. Even within the discipline of museum studies, this thesis
must draw on numerous fields and approaches to produce a nuanced account of access
to restricted collections. Over the last few decades, an established body of critical
thinking has developed around various facets of museum practice — often grouped under
the convenient shorthand of ‘New Museology’.8¢ Any study of the contemporary
museum has to navigate this formidable discourse. This multifaceted examination of
public engagement with the Armouries’ holdings embraces scholarship across the fields
of collections management, governance, ethics, and access. In each case, however, these
major strands of museum studies are inflected by the unique concerns of weapons
collections. How then should the intersection of these distinct and specialist domains be
accommodated? The solution adopted here is to extend the application of assemblage
theory to encompass the literature review as well. The assembly of these significant (but
often uneven) spheres of research should produce a holistic overview of weapons
management in a cultural context.®” This survey assesses the state of the prevailing
research landscape as a means of sketching the contours of current debates and
identifying any visible omissions. By summarising the overall strengths and limitations
of the available literature, it is thus possible to determine the original contribution of
this thesis to understandings of contemporary museum practice.

As collections have long been central to museum operations, it is natural that
abundant attention has been paid to the principles and processes underpinning their
management. Professional handbooks constitute one major dimension of this output,
which seek to circulate models of collections stewardship across the sector. Registrar
practice, collections management, and exhibitions management have all recently been
addressed by dedicated primers.® The value of such guides to this thesis lies in their
detailed account of the complex processes essential to routine museum work, whose
basic principles underpin the Armouries’ operations. Alongside this more operational

strand, there is also a growing body of critical enquiry into collections management.

8 Mason, Robinson, and Coffield, pp. 20-21.

87 McCarthy, p. xI.

8 MRM6: Museum Registration Methods; Matassa, Museum Collections Management; Matassa,
Organizing Exhibitions.



27

Two chapters in The International Handbooks of Museum Studies convey the potential
of this emerging discourse: John Simmons examines the history and theory underlying
modern conceptions of collections management, while Malcolm Chapman considers the
development of information management systems in museums.®® Both studies articulate
the finer points of their chosen topics supported by informative examples, but their
analysis of these expansive subjects is necessarily curtailed by their brevity. There is
certainly scope for further exploration of this rich discipline. A common theme of all the
prior works is their focus on collections management in general rather than specific
object types. The unique needs of museum weapons collections have still received a
certain level of scrutiny. However, the existing research is more concerned with the
challenges of interpretation than the mechanics of access. Numerous examples of the
former can be cited: an expert roundtable discussion considers the conceptual issues
around the public display of firearms; Siobhan Doyle reflects on the enduring emotive
power of a bullet embedded in a brick from the 1916 Easter Rising; and James Scott
examines common display typographies for objects associated with conflict.% While
such studies are valuable to this thesis insofar as they explore the general treatment of
weapons by museums, their coverage of underlying processes is incidental. Analysis of
the specific domain of weapons management is much rarer. Rachel Adams’ recent work
on the care and curation of military collections is thus exceptional in providing an
overview of the regulation, licensing, storage, care, handling, movement, and use of
weapons.®* Her survey thus represents an important reference point for this study, even
though it only encompasses a few pages. Given that this brief summary is the most
extensive examination of weapons management in museums at present, there is a clear
need for further research into the field. As the national museum of arms and armour, the
working practices of the Armouries constitute a fertile case study for this endeavour.
Any examination of weapons management in a museum setting cannot ignore
the instrumental role of legislation. This is not a simple task given the dispersal of
weapons law across a wide array of statutory formulations. Consulting legal summaries

can help to clarify the terms of this accumulated material. A comprehensive model of
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this approach is J. B. Hill’s Weapons Law, which outlines the sources, definitions, and
implications of English law for almost any weapon imaginable.®? Its main drawback is
that it was last revised in 1995, so much of its content is outdated and does not cover a
number of notable legal developments. It nonetheless remains an authority on the
overall structure of English weapons law, especially as no other single work matches its
scope. Rudi Fortson’s recent article on the Offensive Weapons Act 2019 assesses the
latest major revision of offensive weapons regulation in depth, for instance, but it lacks
range as it only focuses on the provisions of one statute.®® For a thorough and up-to-date
account of weapons law, it is necessary to look beyond published commentaries. The
Crown Prosecution Service maintains accessible guidance on the practical application of
offensive weapons law, firearms law, and explosives law.** While the judicial emphasis
of this advice makes it less relevant to museum interests, it does provide a clear
overview of current legal practice. The influence of weapons law on the Armouries’
programming cannot be fully grasped through its text alone, as contingent pressures also
play a major part in its operation. Situating legislation within its wider social context is
thus a common conceptual approach, with the Dunblane Massacre of 1996 attracting
particular attention. Researchers have examined its criminological background, the role
of grassroots campaigns in its aftermath, and its comparative legislative impact within a
European frame of firearms control.*® These works all make it clear that weapons law is
not a fixed edifice formulated in a vacuum, but a constellation of regulations evolving in
response to the concerns of contemporary society. What is currently missing from this
expanded conception of the legislative sphere is analysis of its cultural dimension.
While Malaro and DeAngelis have conducted a systematic evaluation of the legal
apparatus surrounding museum collections, this only applies to the US and does not
address the control of weapons.®® No similar publications appear so far to have explored

the implications of weapons law for British museums. The intersection of legislative
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structures, museum practice, and weapons management is thus overdue critical
appraisal. Given the scarcity of material on the subject, this thesis seeks to determine
the impact of this legislation through the lens of the Armouries’ weapons collections.
Weapons law is not the only apparatus that governs the Armouries’ operations,
as it is also subject to a parallel series of political and professional frameworks. Sara
Selwood and Stuart Davies have published a valuable overview of these regulatory
arrangements in the context of the English museum sector.®” By examining the holistic
development of cultural policy initiatives and the authorities responsible, this work
emphasises the interconnected nature of contemporary governance structures. This
broad survey is complemented by focused studies into the individual entities that
populate the cultural landscape. The political influence of DCMS is one of the better
documented elements. The Strategic Review of DCMS-Sponsored Museums and the
Mendoza Review have respectively assessed its oversight of national institutions and of
the museum sector overall.®® Together, these reports convey the policy environment that
all UK museums negotiate on a routine basis. Likewise, the workings of Museum
Accreditation have also attracted critical interest. Both the Mapping Museums project
team and Bethany Rex have explored distinct aspects of its multifaceted role in shaping
professional values and behaviours.® The direct relevance of their articles to this thesis,
however, is limited by their respective focus on Accreditation’s contribution to sector
representation and workforce development rather than its codification of best practice in
collections stewardship. The minimal scholarship on the role of collections management
standards is even plainer in relation to other key structures. Certain frameworks — the
Government Indemnity Scheme, Spectrum, and BS EN 17820:2023 — are notably absent
from the critical discourse. While there is sufficient material then to outline the general
nature of museum governance, its impact on weapons management requires further
scrutiny. In order to meet this array of provisions, museums have developed concerted
strategies to assure compliance throughout their activities. There is a clear body of work
examining institutional engagement with governance frameworks, which owes much to
the combined efforts of Clive Gray and Vikki McCall. They have considered museum

approaches to a number of key concerns: government strategy, New Museology, the
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policy-practice gap, and competing agency.% Their research to date has culminated in
the monograph The Role of Today’s Museum. This study brings together the major
threads of their earlier work to affirm that the perceived roles of museums are intimately
connected with public assumptions and cultural priorities.’®* Gray and McCall’s
cumulative output thus determines that the activities of individual museums cannot be
divorced from their broader political or social contexts. Fundamentally, the literature on
museum governance emphasises that common notions of professional practice emerge
through ongoing dialogue across the sector and beyond — a process manifested in the
many regulations, standards, and guidelines governing the actions of the Armouries.

As stewards of shared cultural heritage, museums look to numerous expressions
of ethical conduct as a means of maintaining their operational integrity. Gary Edson’s
Museum Ethics was the first work to tackle this eponymous subject in depth.1%
Although its analysis of museum ethics has now been superseded in many respects, his
thorough examination of the prevailing array of professional standards, guidelines, and
principles remains a useful overview of the field. Codes of ethics are a central feature of
this discourse, as the product of concerted sector efforts to articulate responsible
museum practice.%® Given their resulting prominence, it follows that these ethical
frameworks have since been the subject of dedicated study. The latest iterations of the
official codes published by the Museums Association and ICOM have both been subject
to close scrutiny.%* After all, their terms offer a salient model of professional conduct
across a range of key topics. From a broader standpoint, Tristram Besterman’s outline
chapter on museum ethics provides an effective summary of the overlapping sources of
potential guidance.1® Its value lies in the rationalisation of this complex ethical
landscape, where standards of practice are determined as much by wider social ideals as
shared professional conduct. Some observers have sought to move away from codified

expressions of museum ethics entirely, pursuing alternative models that are held to
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better reflect the constant evolution of socially engaged practice. Janet Marstine, for
example, has proposed a versatile ‘new museum ethics’ that can respond more
dynamically to the nuances of modern museum work than inflexible codes.!% There
have been sustained efforts to realise this proactive approach to museum ethics.
Through a series of participatory workshops, Marstine, Jocelyn Dodd, and Ceri Jones
demonstrated the value of collaborative and generative discourse to the articulation of
ethical practice in museums.2?” These works affirm that ethical standards should not be
viewed as natural constants to be set down at will; instead, they are negotiated values
emerging from open dialogue across the museum sector. This notion has since been
applied to collections management. The clearest expression of current debates in the
field is Steven Miller’s Museum Collection Ethics, which reflects on a series of pressing
issues — authority, authenticity, access, provenance, stewardship, and regulation.1% Its
importance is cemented by the fact that no published studies appear to have examined
the unique ethical challenges of looking after restricted objects. At present, general
analysis of collection ethics offers the only available insight into the specific demands
of weapons management. While the prevailing literature on museum ethics does then
provide a starting point for this thesis, a detailed investigation into the ethical basis for
registrar practice at the Armouries thus holds great potential to strengthen the field.

As institutions professing to maintain cultural heritage on behalf of society,
museums have a duty to share their collections with the widest possible audience. The
importance of their public role is reflected by the volume of works that have explored
the multifaceted nature of access in a museum context. Richard Sandell provided
conceptual clarity in the early stages of this discourse, framing access as the opportunity
to benefit from museum services through sustained and varied participation.'%® Building
on this assessment, numerous studies have sought to identify the prevailing obstacles to
engagement as the first step in redressing them. The terminology used to classify these
access barriers has varied (spatial, communicative, social, and sensorial, for example,

compared with physical, sensory, intellectual, financial, emotional/attitudinal, and
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cultural).'!0 Yet the broad resemblance of these themes indicates that museums face
common challenges in their delivery of effective programming. As this thesis seeks to
explore the mobilisation of restricted objects for public benefit, it prioritises those works
that address the barriers to various forms of collections engagement. Suzanne Keene’s
Fragments of the World is notable for its systematic examination of the core role of
collections in public museum outputs, exploring the many opportunities and challenges
this entails. By surveying the processes integral to the various uses of their objects (such
as research, learning, memory, creativity, and enjoyment), this book consistently affirms
that museums cannot adopt a uniform approach to collections access.*'!* While weapons
are never raised explicitly, this principle is vital to the Armouries’ collections strategy
as a means of accommodating their greater physical regulation. One solution has been
the extension of its access provision to the digital sphere, whose transformative impact
is a prominent theme of museological debate.''? Research into the shifting interplay of
museums, collections, and virtual platforms has been sharpened by the experience of the
COVID-19 pandemic. A growing group of studies are revisiting institutional initiatives
to deliver meaningful forms of digital access — collections databases, online exhibitions,
hybrid installations, and social media — while physical venues were closed.!*3 This shift
towards digital practice has also accentuated the equivocal relationship of virtual
collections engagement to other modes of access. Researchers have articulated the
unique materiality of digital museum objects, questioning the secondary status often
ascribed to them relative to encounters with the ‘real thing’.** However, there has been
little exploration of what this emerging hybrid reality means for the dissemination of

restricted collections. The current literature on access in museums, both physical and
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digital, does effectively convey the general principles shaping public engagement with
the Armouries’ holdings. But it remains to be seen how its conclusions specifically
apply to the routine use of its weapons collections in light of their unique constraints.

It is clear from this thematic synopsis of the available literature that there is
plenty of material for this thesis to negotiate. In many areas, the volume of research has
made sifting through potential sources of insight a much greater task than their initial
collation. The discourse on access and inclusion in museums, to give one example,
encompasses a vast array of studies, approaches, and initiatives whose exploration could
constitute a book in its own right.**> As such, it has only been viable to consider the
works most relevant to the content of this thesis for reasons of clarity and brevity. Yet in
spite of the evident abundance of published research, this overview has revealed certain
disparities and gaps in the record. There are key collections management frameworks
that are absent from the academic literature by all accounts, namely BS EN 17820:2023,
Spectrum, and Government Indemnity. Given the central significance of professional
benchmarks, critical investigation into the workings of these unexamined standards will
further enrich the ongoing dialogue between the aspirations and realities of collections
personnel.!® It should certainly provide important insight into the routine demands of
registrar practice. From the perspective of this thesis, perhaps the foremost subject not
explored in the published discourse is the intersection of weapons management with the
key concerns of museum studies. As such, there is ample scope to examine operational
approaches to weapons collections through the notions of law, governance, ethics, and
access. The thematic arrangement of this thesis, as expressed in its overarching research
questions and chapter structure, has been formulated to systematically address this
overlooked dimension of museum practice. This expansive investigation of museum
weapons collections is especially important in the context of the Armouries, as its
institutional workings are another area that has received scarce intellectual attention.
There is clear institutional resolve to change this situation, exemplified by the adoption
of the ‘Royal Armouries Collection and its Public Role’ as one of its strategic research
priorities over the last five years.''’ As a leading authority on weapons management, the

Armouries’ operations represent an ideal subject for working through the complexities
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of this largely uncharted field. Even themes long established in the existing literature —
collections management, legislation, governance, ethics, access — may yield rich

insights when applied to the unique setting of the national museum of arms and armour.
This thesis thus strives to explore the shifting convergence of these major museological
preoccupations through the lens of routine institutional practice. Much of its originality

and value ultimately lies in the novel synthesis of this otherwise familiar material.

The Objective: Critical Collections Management

The twin principles of critical museology and assemblage theory underpin this overdue
investigation into the multifaceted practice of weapons management at the Armouries.
Fundamentally, these conceptual choices can be ascribed to an emerging scholarship
around ‘critical collections management’ that embraces the embeddedness of critical
museology and the expansiveness of assemblage theory. As an approach, it emphasises
‘the broader political and institutional contexts which have stabilised and normalised the
central technologies and practices associated with collections: the catalogue, access, and
handling’.1!8 Critical collections management thus foregrounds the tangled convergence
of administrative procedures, institutional conventions, and professional standards that
embody contemporary collections practice. In relative terms, it is a recent conceptual
innovation. It first grew out of the innovative work of Cara Krmpotich and Hannah
Turner around the stewardship of indigenous collections, but its analytical potential has
since been adopted by a growing number of researchers working across museum studies
and its position looks set to be cemented by a forthcoming collaborative monograph.*®
While critical collections management as a distinct area of study is still in its early
stages, it harnesses a rich tradition of museological thinking around the theoretical basis
of cultural collections. From the 1990s, it has been affirmed that all engagement with
museum objects is heavily determined by ‘curatorial inheritance’, an accumulation of

social traditions, inherited knowledges, and past decisions.?® Over time, the focus of
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these debates has subtly shifted from the collections themselves to the wider conditions
of their institutional stewardship. In his overview of the field, for example, John
Simmons devotes considerable attention to clarifying the intersecting operations of
collections management.1?! This work and others like it may not have explicitly used
the moniker of “critical collections management’, but they essentially share its
principles in all but name. Building on these conceptual foundations, the approach
aspires to generate greater critical engagement with the policies, procedures, and
practices that constitute collections management in order to address the pressing issues
faced by its practitioners. It proposes nothing less than a wholesale re-evaluation of the
field, striving to inform the ‘mundane practices and everyday decision-making’ of
museum departments as much as their ‘organisational policies and visions’.!?? This
thesis seeks to achieve the same ends, albeit focused specifically on the unique context
of the Armouries and the efforts of its registrar team to articulate best practice in the
provision of access to its weapons holdings. Ultimately, the adoption of critical
collections management is calculated to better anticipate the many challenges
encountered in the course of managing restricted museum objects — expected or not.

In keeping with the principles of critical collections management, this thesis
seeks to uncover the diverse factors that determine access to the Armouries’ weapons
holdings. Routine engagement with these restricted collections generates a series of
deep-rooted and interconnected queries. What sources of regulation exist in relation to
museum weapons collections? What forces have prompted their development? Why
have these regulatory frameworks taken their current form? How do their distinct terms
interact with one another? How are they interpreted by different stakeholders? How do
the Armouries’ registrar staff process and respond to their provisions? What strategies
do they implement to facilitate access to its restricted collections in a legal and ethical
manner? How does the treatment of weapons differ from other types of objects? Should
museums even hold weapons collections in light of their particular challenges? This
thesis works to develop a coherent response to this tangled knot of questions, which the
Armouries and many other museums confront in the course of their duties.'?® Given the
enormity and complexity of the subject, this exploration extends across four central

chapters. The first of these concentrates on the extensive legislative restrictions that
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govern the possession, management, and use of weapons in a museum context. The
second chapter examines the impact of various official standards relating to collections
management produced by an amorphous group of professional and political bodies. The
third chapter addresses the elusive role of ethics — variously manifested as sector codes,
collaborative discourse, and core values — in determining institutional treatment of these
challenging objects. Together, these first three chapters work through the multifaceted
regulatory assemblage governing access to museum weapons collections. All of these
frameworks affect the Armouries’ holdings in distinct ways, but it is their intersection
that dictates the routine actions of its registrar staff.'* The fourth chapter then explores
the institutional strategies formulated to facilitate access to its weapons collections in
light of these prevailing regulatory obligations. Through the lens of registrar practice, it
identifies the interdependent measures necessary to fulfil the Armouries’ competing
duties to assure public safety, national security, and popular engagement. Together,
these explorations are designed to parse weapons management by considering its major
thematic dimensions in turn. Hence the pursuit of critical collections management as a
guiding approach that is able to accommodate embedded operational realities.!?® But it
should be recognised that this is a two-way process. Few studies have sought to apply
the principles of assemblage theory (or even actor-network theory) to the everyday
realities of collections stewardship.'?® None appear to have applied this approach to
either registrar practice or weapons management. By bringing these themes into open
dialogue with one another, this investigation of the Armouries’ operations thus has
much to offer the conceptual development of critical collections management in return.
Museum treatment of weapons may not map directly onto other occupational priorities,
but they are not the only objects subject to imposing legal and ethical controls.

In summary, this thesis seeks to augment critical understanding of museum
registrars by using the Armouries’ routine operations to work through the challenges of
facilitating access to restricted collections. To ensure that practice informs this research
throughout, designated case studies of institutional weapons management establish a

sound basis for the thematic chapters. These detailed examples introduce the major
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issues surrounding the regulation and management of these restricted collections,
preparing the ground to explore the structural intricacies of registrar practice. The
interview contributions of the Armouries’ registrar team enrich the case studies with
their practical insight and, more generally, keep the analysis grounded in the daily
realities of collections management. Their agency is influenced by myriad interactions
and negotiations, so any assessment that does not consider their engagement with the
wider functional context will be flawed from the start. This thesis works to avoid this
outcome by embedding the theory-practice axis that characterises effective institutional
stewardship of material culture. By such means, it articulates recognised notions of
responsible weapons stewardship with the aim of informing future procedure. Its
systematic evaluation of the Armouries’ distinct operational parameters thus represents
an important original contribution to the field of museum studies. Another primary
source of conceptual originality lies in the unique integration of the study’s thematic
preoccupations. No published work appears to have examined the tangled intersection
of registrar practice, weapons collections, legislation, governance frameworks, ethics,
and access. Their convergence in the work of the Armouries’ registrar staff offers a
valuable opportunity to interrogate the nature of their interplay. This thesis approaches
the resulting exchanges through its main research questions, framed by the major
museological concepts of regulation, ethics, and access. It is the role of the overarching
methodologies of critical museology and assemblage theory to weave these distinct
thematic strands into a cohesive narrative. Drawing from this core body of research
material, it may then be possible to identify ways of easing the persistent tension
between regulation and access that constrains engagement with restricted collections
held in the public interest. The overall findings are articulated in a manner that both
satisfies the objectives of this study and suggests new directions for research, guided by
the principles of critical collections management. The ultimate objective of this thesis is
to marry embedded institutional research with current museological thinking to reach

new conclusions on registrar practice at the Armouries.
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Chapter 1: Weapons Regulation

Most of this legislation is not written with museums in mind. Sometimes
the legislation mentions us, which is great, because other times legislation
doesn’t even mention museums and our activity. You come up against
things when you start to do things because you start working it through
and thinking, oh actually, that means that we can’t do that, but that’s what
we’ve always done. Okay, maybe we aren’t able to do that anymore, but
is there a way we can do that? | think a lot of the legislation is written, has
been written, as a knee-jerk reaction to an event or a series of events,
actually then there are holes in the legislation. But that’s the case with all
legislation. There are definite holes in it and until you start to work
through, and work through that practice, you can’t think of everything
before in an abstract manner. It doesn’t always work like that. Sometimes
these things will only come out as you work through it.*?

On 13 March 1996, the deadliest mass shooting in British history took place. A gunman
entered Dunblane Primary School with four legally owned handguns and proceeded to
kill sixteen pupils and their teacher before turning the gun on himself.}?8 This tragedy
provoked a national outcry and strident calls for stricter regulation of such firearms,
galvanising British lawmakers to act. In February 1997 the Conservative government
designated all high-calibre handguns as ‘prohibited weapons’, which was then extended
to small-calibre handguns by the incoming Labour government in November 1997.1%°
Under the terms of the two Firearms (Amendment) Acts of 1997, the general possession
of handguns was thus banned without special dispensation. This legislation reclassified
them under the Firearms Act 1968 from being Section 1 firearms (private ownership
allowed with the correct licence) to Section 5 firearms (private ownership prohibited).3
These changes have profoundly affected the work of the Armouries’ registrar staff. The
transformed legal status of handguns has not translated directly to museum specimens,
as certain firearms controls do not apply to any institution with the proper licensing
arrangements. Even allowing for these tailored exemptions, licensed museums are still
required to implement more stringent safeguards for Section 5 ‘prohibited firearms’

than other classes of firearm.*3! In theory then, the legal reclassification of handguns
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should have had major consequences for their use and management within a museum
context. However, it had less of an impact than might be expected at the Armouries. Its
registrar staff already oversaw a robust institutional strategy to manage existing
collections of Section 5 firearms as required by its license terms — access restrictions,
stringent security systems, and robust storage — so they did not need to change much to
comply with the new controls.'*? The immediate impact of stronger handgun regulations
was relatively minor for the Armouries. Nor have these provisions affected the
development of the National Firearms Centre (NFC) to any great extent, the most secure
site operated by the Armouries that holds its modern firearms collections. Many of the
prohibited handguns were transferred there following its relocation in 2005, but this was
primarily due to the superior storage facilities provided by the NFC rather than any
reflection of the new legal status of these firearms.13® Again, the specific regulation of
handguns has been subsumed into the wider strategies formulated by the Armouries to
fulfil its responsibilities under weapons law. For all the apparent severity of the 1997
Acts, the exemptions available to museums combined with the Armouries’ established
practices mean these legal developments have largely left the management of its
prohibited firearms untouched.

The direct impact of the handgun controls stipulated by the Firearms
(Amendment) Acts of 1997 may have been relatively modest for the Armouries, but their
long-term consequences have carried greater weight. Following the enactment of this
legislation, the Home Office organised an amnesty to encourage private individuals to
relinquish prohibited handguns and remove them from circulation. Between July 1997
and February 1998, around 162,000 handguns and 700 tonnes of ammunition were
surrendered to police forces across Great Britain.!3* Although the majority of these
items were destroyed, it was recognised that the most unique historical examples should
be preserved on account of their cultural value. As such, a small proportion were
eventually transferred to a selection of museums in order to enrich their collections. It is
difficult to calculate precisely how many of these handguns entered the Armouries’

possession as a result, but internal records suggest a figure in the thousands.**
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Processing this inundation of objects has been a vast undertaking. Every item must be
accessioned, inspected, documented, photographed, researched, measured, transported,
and stored, requiring hours of careful work in each case. When scaled up to such a
substantial collection and coupled with the relevant legal restrictions, the enormity of
the task is evident. The Armouries has thus devoted considerable resources and effort to
clearing this backlog ever since, making steady progress in this endeavour.**® Ensuring
institutional compliance with any aspect of weapons law is not a trivial process that
should be rushed. The potential consequences of violation are too grave for its staff to
even contemplate. As a result of the mandated handgun amnesty then, the ramifications
of the 1997 Acts have long occupied the attentions of the Armouries’ personnel. This
legislation has ultimately continued to dictate the stewardship of handguns decades after
its introduction, even if in a more circuitous fashion than might be expected.

This case study reveals a number of key insights into the regulation of museum
weapons collections. Firstly, museums have much greater legal freedom than private
individuals. As the control of handguns has demonstrated, the fact that the Armouries
can acquire and possess these firearms at all sets it apart from the general public. The
cultural engagement with these otherwise prohibited objects facilitated by museums is
perceived as being important enough to justify this exemption, albeit subject to stringent
regulation. This unique legislative situation can have unpredictable effects on museum
operations, often impinging on their development in ways that ‘were not in the mind of
the legislators’.3” The impact of the Firearms (Amendment) Acts on the Armouries, for
example, has been less the direct result of their strengthened handgun restrictions than
the influx of these newly prohibited firearms into its custody following the subsequent
amnesty. The Armouries’ registrar staff must be keenly attentive to the law’s many
intricacies, lest they overlook a significant detail that applies to its objects. This
uncertainty stems from the reality that museum needs are rarely a high priority during
the formulation of weapons legislation. The 1997 Acts were ultimately a response to the
Dunblane Massacre that sought to prevent future tragedies of similar magnitude by
removing the offending weapons from general circulation.**® The concerns of museums
were incidental to this overriding objective. This example conveys the contingent nature

of the legislative context in which museums operate, since weapons law has often been
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strengthened in response to contemporary developments. A statute introduced at a
particular historical moment can remain in force for generations, continuing to regulate
behaviour in times far removed from the context of its creation.'®® The Armouries’
registrar staff must negotiate these aging and proliferating frameworks to maintain
institutional compliance with its legal responsibilities. In order to fulfil these complex
demands, they have cultivated a comprehensive understanding of the relevant controls
and proactively seek to anticipate the introduction of new provisions. The 1997 Acts
had relatively little impact on the Armouries’ management of handguns because the
necessary safeguards were already in place for its other prohibited firearms. Thorough
preparation is thus essential to the consistent observance of these legal obligations.*4°
Fundamentally, the example of the Firearms (Amendment) Acts of 1997 underscores the
uneasy relationship between weapons law and museum practice that pervades the work
of the Armouries. It speaks to many of the themes articulated in the opening quotation
of this chapter: the cursory recognition of museums in weapons law, the historical
contingency of individual statutes, and the need for close scrutiny of their contents.
Given the enormity and complexity of the pervading legal edifice, these concerns are

hardly unique to the Armouries’ collections of handguns.

‘Collections Which Are Essentially Restricted by Law’

As the ongoing institutional repercussions of the Firearms (Amendment) Acts of 1997
exemplify, management of the Armouries’ weapons collections is heavily determined
by parliamentary legislation. As the national museum of arms and armour, it possesses
thousands of objects that could pose a threat both to individuals and society at large if
stringent safeguarding procedures are not enacted.'** After all, many items within its
extensive weapons collections were purposefully devised to inflict harm. In order to
mitigate the potential dangers of maintaining such a substantial concentration of high-
risk objects, the Armouries abides by the provisions of English weapons law — Scotland
and Northern Ireland are subject to distinct legislative traditions as a result of their

devolved administrations. The Armouries affirms its rigid adherence to this body of law
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in its Collections Policy Framework, acknowledging the importance of fulfilling its
legal obligations ‘in the course of preserving the national collection of arms and
armour’.}#? The contravention of just one clause could jeopardise its entire existence,
tarnishing its institutional reputation and endangering the future of its collections. It is
thus essential that the Armouries’ registrar staff work to ensure that its collections
management strategies invariably comply with the relevant legal provisions. However,
this is no easy task. Its current Collections Access Policy outlines some of the statutes
that regulate the possession and use of museum weapons collections: the Firearms Act
1968, the Knives Act 1997, the Explosives Act 1875, the Explosives Regulations 2014,
the Offensive Weapons Act 2019, the Violent Crime Reduction Act 2006, and their
subsequent amendments.1*3 This list is a useful starting point for investigating the
legislative context in which the Armouries operates, but it still only encompasses a
proportion of the relevant legislation. The Firearms (Amendment) Acts of 1997
discussed earlier, for example, are not explicitly mentioned.** Overall, there are at least
30 major statutes spanning nearly 150 years that currently regulate the possession, use,
or transfer of weapons in some capacity (see the Appendix). If this thesis is to
effectively address the challenges of facilitating access to these restricted collections, it
must first present a coherent summary of the elaborate legal framework that shapes
these interactions and its specific provisions for museums.

England currently enforces one of the most substantial bodies of weapons
legislation in the world. This regulatory framework consists of three distinct legal
traditions that apply to different categories of weaponry — by chance, these correspond
to the first three Acts cited by the Armouries’ Collections Access Policy — firearms law,
offensive weapons law, and explosives law. As each legislative corpus has developed
almost entirely in isolation from the others (again, see the Appendix), this study works
through their respective controls on the Armouries’ collections in turn. The divergence
of these legal traditions has resulted from their mitigation of the specific dangers posed
by these different object types. Individual pieces of legislation have often been enacted
in response to historically contingent events and debates that have arisen from their use

(or misuse).'* These influences can still be discerned in current legal frameworks. If

142 Royal Armouries, Collections Policy Framework, p. 3.

143 Royal Armouries, Collections Access Policy, p. 2.

144 Firearms (Amendment) Act 1997; Firearms (Amendment) (No. 2) Act 1997.
145 Hurka, pp. 4-5.



43

this study is to effectively grasp the complex legal status of the Armouries’ collections,
it must situate these different strands of weapons law within their historical context. As
if the legislation itself is not already complicated enough, there is also the matter of its
interpretation. Even where the letter of the law remains constant, the shifting priorities
of enforcing authorities can profoundly influence how the relevant legislation is applied
to museum practice.'*® The maintenance of weapons collections is thus bound by an
expansive legal apparatus, requiring the Armouries’ registrar staff to expend great effort
to comply with its terms. It is not the place of this thesis to conduct an exhaustive
summary of every clause of weapons law, as such an endeavour is well beyond the
scope of a doctoral thesis. Instead, it focuses on the restrictions that directly affect the
Armouries’ ability to provide access to the weapons under its charge. After all, these are
the clauses its registrar staff have to master if they are to ensure constant legal
compliance during the management, exhibition, and use of its collections. This is a
challenging task, one exacerbated by the ‘cluttered and confusing’ state of weapons law
that makes it ‘all too easy for legal practitioners and commentators to fall into error’>.14’
The same clearly applies to museum registrars. The possibility of overlooking a crucial
detail is always a risk when there are no comprehensive guides for applying the
provisions of weapons law to contemporary museum practice. As such, this chapter as a
whole seeks to provide an intelligible synopsis of the current legislative landscape. This
groundwork determines the true scale of the constraints encountered by the Armouries’

registrar staff in their efforts to facilitate greater access to its weapons collections.

Offensive Weapons Law

The first of the major legal traditions that constitute English weapons law targets
offensive weapons. This legislative corpus originated with the Prevention of Crime Act
1953, whose full title reads: ‘An Act to prohibit the carrying of offensive weapons in
public places without lawful authority or reasonable excuse.’**® This statement conveys
the basic object of offensive weapons law, reducing the potential risk of such weapons
to society at large. Contemporary observers appear to have understood the 1953 Act as

an attempt to reverse a perceived rise in criminal violence following the Second World
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War.149 Seventy years later, the purpose of offensive weapons law remains much the
same. A key component of the UK Government’s recent ‘Serious Violence Strategy’
has been the introduction of ‘further measures on offensive and dangerous weapons’ in
response to increases in violent crime.’ Legislation to regulate the acquisition and
possession of offensive weapons has thus long been viewed as an effective means of
limiting the perpetration of serious violence. While it is not the aim of this thesis to
evaluate the effectiveness of these initiatives, this guiding purpose strongly influences
the operation of offensive weapons law. But what actually distinguishes an offensive
weapon from other forms of weapon? One might assume that all weapons could be
classed as offensive, but under English law the term ‘offensive weapon’ has a particular
application. The 1953 Act adopts the following phrasing: ‘any article made or adapted
for use for causing injury to the person, or intended by the person having it with him for
such use.’*®! For legal purposes, offensive weapons thus range from military-issue
equipment down to a small penknife in certain circumstances. Firearms are explicitly
excluded from this formulation, however, as they are subject to their own body of
legislation.®2 In practice then, offensive weapons primarily encompass melee weapons
and projectile weapons that lie outside the definition of firearms (namely those without
barrels). The scope of this legal designation becomes evident when mapped onto the
Armouries’ collections. Staff weapons (Class VII), maces, hammers, and axes (Class
VIII), swords (Class 1X), daggers, knives, and bayonets (Classes X and XXII), and
bows and crossbows (Class XI) all fall within the remit of offensive weapons law.
These objects comprise around 30 percent of the Armouries’ holdings — roughly 22,000
items in total — according to a recent internal evaluation.®® Any unauthorised
appropriation of these collections could be calamitous for public safety. If the strategies
adopted by the Armouries’ registrar staff to mitigate this serious risk are to be
ascertained, it is first necessary to explore the intricacies of offensive weapons law.
Two main approaches can be discerned in offensive weapons law to reduce
public exposure to these potentially dangerous articles: general prohibition and targeted

restriction. The Prevention of Crime Act 1953 is an example of the former. Subsection

149 John LI. J. Edwards, 'Prevention of Crime Act, 1953', Modern Law Review, 16 (1953), 482-84 (p.
482).

150 HM Government, Serious Violence Strategy (London: The Stationery Office, 2018), p. 7.

151 Prevention of Crime Act 1953, p. 2.

152 Criminal Justice Act 1988, c. 33 (London: HMSO), p. 95.

153 Royal Armouries, 'Collections Strategy 2019-2024' (unpublished internal document, 2019), p. 12.



45

1(1) of this Act states: ‘Any person who without lawful authority or reasonable excuse
[...] has with him in any public place any offensive weapon shall be guilty of an
offence.’™®* The breadth of this formulation means it could apply to anyone, even an
individual in momentary possession of such a weapon. This would conceivably include
both staff and visitors participating in the Armouries’ routine programming. The general
prohibition on carrying offensive weapons in public is further supplemented by the
Criminal Justice Act 1988. Section 139 stipulates that it is unlawful to carry a bladed or
sharply pointed article in public, except a folding pocketknife with a blade under three
inches long.> Given that this Section’s language is almost identical to that of the 1953
Act, it further refines the types of items that constitute an offensive weapon. Identifying
the objects in the Armouries’ collections that are banned in public is thus quite a
straightforward (if time-consuming) exercise. However, determining what actually
constitutes a public place across its institutional sites is more difficult. The definitions
of ‘public place’ adopted by the 1953 and 1988 Acts are essentially identical: ‘any place
to which at the material time the public have or are permitted access, whether on
payment or otherwise.’**® According to this provision, the Armouries’ gallery spaces
constitute a public place, at least during opening hours. But what of other areas — stores,
archives, workshops, and offices — whose status is more ambiguous? One line of
thinking posits that they would still be considered public spaces under this legislation,
as public access is possible if heavily restricted for the most part.®’ In the absence of
further clarification, this matter cannot be resolved definitively. In any case, this debate
has less bearing on the Armouries’ operations than is first apparent. Both the 1953 and
1988 Acts contain exemptions for certain circumstances where offensive weapons are
possessed in public for legitimate purposes — expressed as ‘reasonable excuse’ and
‘good reason’, respectively.?>® These formulations are open to interpretation, but a staff
member or a visitor possessing an offensive weapon on a museum site in the course of
public programming seems a sound defence. Museums are not covered by these
particular provisions on the grounds of their cultural role. The Armouries is thus
effectively exempt from the general prohibition of possessing offensive weapons in

public, as long as its work is perceived to warrant this special dispensation.
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Figure 2: Flick Knife, X.1600
Royal Armouries, ‘Knife (1980-1990)” <https://collections.royalarmouries.org/object/rac-object-34761.htmI>

[accessed 11 November 2021].

Figure 3: Gravity Knife, X.1561
Royal Armouries, ‘Knife - Gravity Knife (1939-1944)” <https://collections.royalarmouries.org/object/rac-object-
21139.html> [accessed 4 February 2022].

Alongside the general restriction of offensive weapons in public spaces, there
have been efforts to further regulate specific articles that are considered to be especially
dangerous. This approach was initiated by the Restriction of Offensive Weapons Act
1959, which complemented the broad focus of the Prevention of Crime Act 1953 by
placing specific constraints on flick knives and gravity knives. In its current form, the
1959 Act makes it illegal for anyone in England to manufacture, sell, hire, offer for sale
or hire, possess for sale or hire, lend, or give to another person these particular items.*>
As the Armouries possesses examples of both types of knives (Figures 2 and 3), its
registrar staff must be aware of the substantial restrictions that ordinarily apply to them.
The provisions of the 1959 Act were also augmented later by the Criminal Justice Act
1988. Section 141 of the 1988 Act authorised the creation of statutory instruments to
prohibit the production or transfer of any designated offensive weapon under the same
terms as the 1959 Act outlined above.*®® The Criminal Justice Act 1988 (Offensive

Weapons) Order 1988 duly specified the weapons in question (excepting those over 100
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years old): knuckledusters, swordsticks, belt buckle knives, push daggers, butterfly
knives, telescopic truncheons, blowpipes, and an array of martial arts weapons.*®* One
of the advantages of this arrangement is that extending the restrictions enacted by
Section 141 of the 1988 Act does not require major legislative change. It has thus been
possible to promptly regulate new categories of offensive weapons when the need has
arisen: disguised knives in 2002, stealth knives and regular truncheons in 2004, longer
curved swords in 2008, zombie knives in 2016, and cyclone knives in 2019 (see the
Appendix). These will likely be joined by machetes and large outdoor knives in the near
future following a recent government consultation.®? These designated objects only
constitute a fraction of the Armouries’ collections, but the controls on their movement
and transfer could be seriously disruptive. A prohibition on lending these objects would
cause particular difficulties for its registrar staff, as those responsible for arranging this
key form of collections access. This is exacerbated for international loans by further
prohibitions on importing these select offensive weapons, as both the 1959 Act and
Section 141 of the 1988 Act contain clauses to this effect.’®® Importing, lending,
disposing, or otherwise transferring these specific categories of offensive weapons
would thus all be illegal under normal circumstances. Unaltered, these provisions would
severely hamper public access to the relevant parts of the Armouries’ collections.

It is fortuitous then that this body of legislation does contain a number of
exemptions for museums. Unlike their presumed immunity from the general prohibition
of possessing offensive weapons in public, these defences explicitly mention museums.
Legislators first considered their specific needs under offensive weapons law in the
Criminal Justice Act 1988. Subsection 141(8) permitted the manufacture, sale, hire,
offer for sale or hire, possession for sale or hire, lending, giving, or import of any
weapon regulated under Section 141 to make it ‘available to a museum or gallery’,
while Subsection 141(9) authorised anyone ‘acting on behalf of a museum or gallery’ to
hire or lend such a weapon for cultural, artistic, or educational purposes.®* As such, the
Armouries’ acquisition and use of objects specified by the Criminal Justice Act 1988

(Offensive Weapons) Order 1988 and its subsequent amendments — from knuckledusters
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to cyclone knives — has always been possible. As this exemption was introduced
alongside the relevant restrictions, museums were immune from the moment of its
implementation. However, this did not happen with the weapons regulated by the
Restriction of Offensive Weapons Act 1959. Sixty years elapsed before an exemption for
museums from its controls on flick knives and gravity knives was finally implemented
by the Offensive Weapons Act 2019. Subsection 44(4) amended the 1959 Act to exempt
museum personnel from the regulation of these knives on the same terms as Subsections
141(8-9) of the 1988 Act outlined above.® It would have technically been illegal for
the Armouries to loan a gravity knife or a flick knife to another institution before this
point, despite being able to lend most other restricted offensive weapons. This is a
prime example of the need for the Armouries’ registrar staff to closely read the letter of
the law, especially in complex cases.!® Legislation is still binding even if it is flawed.
In this case, the historical fragmentation of offensive weapons law appears to have
engendered the anomaly. Contemporary parliamentary proceedings suggest that
lawmakers overlooked the need to retroactively extend the museum exemptions
formulated for the 1988 Act to gravity knives and flick knives as well, even though the
1959 Act was explicitly discussed during these debates.'®” This oversight was only
rectified three decades later, although it hardly seems to have affected the Armouries’
operations in the intervening years. Perhaps most significantly, it conveys a recurrent
theme in the development of weapons law: the belated recognition of museum needs.

If museums are exempt from the prevailing restrictions on the transfer of certain
offensive weapons, then it surely follows that the same applies to their possession. The
ownership of these objects was not regulated until the last few years, when offensive
weapons law was expanded into the private sphere for the first time. Sections 44 and 46
of the Offensive Weapons Act 2019 made it illegal to even possess any of the weapons
subject to the 1959 Act or Section 141 of the 1988 Act.'®® While the primary target of
these provisions was private ownership, they would have also made museum possession
of these newly unlawful objects impossible — precluding any further intervention.

Disposal of the offending collections would have been the only legitimate course of
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action, as is standard practice when a museum can no longer meet the legal conditions
of a particular item.*®® Not only would this have compromised its role as the custodian
of the national collection of arms and armour, but the need for appropriate disposal
arrangements would also have created considerable work for its registrar staff (see
Figure 1). Legal changes have operational consequences, as with the handgun ban and
amnesty outlined in the opening section. It is fortuitous then that the 2019 Act also gave
museums explicit immunity from these new prohibitions. It thus remains legal for
individuals to possess any weapon listed by either the 1959 Act or the amended 1988
Order ‘in their capacity as the operator of, or as a person acting on behalf of, a museum
or gallery’.1"® This clause is certainly important for the Armouries’ routine operations,
as it serves to exempt its institutional holdings from all controls pertaining to these
high-risk offensive weapons at present. Coupled with the museum defences for public
possession, this provision essentially assures the continued integrity of the Armouries’
offensive weapons collections. Indeed, its registrar staff generally consider their
immediate risk to personal safety to be a greater concern than any legislative
stipulation.}’* Nonetheless, the Armouries cannot become complacent about its
privileged legal status. There is always the possibility, however slim, that its immunity
may be altered or revoked in a future statute. Its registrar staff must therefore follow any
relevant legislative developments closely and be prepared to act accordingly.

At this stage, it would appear that no aspects of offensive weapons law actually
apply to the Armouries’ collections. This is not entirely true. Crossbows are absent from
the main body of offensive weapons law, as they are regulated separately under the
Crossbows Act 1987. Its main provision relating to museum practice is the prohibition
of anyone under the age of eighteen from possessing a working crossbow with a draw
weight of over 1.4 kilograms (or its constituent components), without supervision by
someone older than twenty-one.*’? Although this specific situation cannot be common
in a museum context, this does not make this provision any less binding. The 1987 Act
does not include an exemption for museums, so it falls to the Armouries’ registrar staff

to ensure its terms are observed in relation to its crossbow holdings. The Crossbows Act
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1987 is not the only standalone measure in this area that the Armouries must consider,
the same is true of the Knives Act 1997. This statute takes a different approach to the
control of offensive weapons. Instead of restricting the objects themselves, it targets the
materials publicising them. The 1997 Act made it an offence to market knives — defined
as a bladed or sharply pointed instrument — in a way that suggests their suitability for
combat or encourages their violent use.!”® While this measure seeks to regulate the
general sale of knives, its breadth could also unintentionally constrain the work of
museums that hold such objects. Its application hinges on the definition of ‘marketing’,
which comprises selling or hiring a knife, offering one for sale or hire, possessing one
for sale or hire, and publishing material to support the sale or hire of one.”* Thus, the
1997 Act does not affect the offensive weapons collections held by the Armouries,
which are not commodities, but it does apply to replicas sold in its gift shop. Its retail
department follows procedures for age verification and merchandising, developed in
concert with its registrar staff, to ensure operational adherence to the terms of offensive
weapons law.1"® This case highlights the importance of the cultivation of legal expertise
by collection professionals, especially in relation to weapons. The fact that the 1997 Act
only controls marketing publications around knives could easily be overlooked, giving
the mistaken impression that any material published by museums on knives — such as
research or social media posts — could breach its terms. It is thus vital that the
Armouries’ registrar staff maintain an extensive working knowledge of offensive
weapons law, even though its collections are largely exempt. It is far better to take on
the added burden of mastering its provisions than to risk the serious consequences of

accidental violation. Caution ultimately has to prevail.

Firearms Law

If offensive weapons legislation appears elaborate, then the dispersed provisions of
firearms law attain another level of complexity. Firearms regulation is a controversial
issue in many modern societies including the UK, often inciting polarised debate when
new controls are proposed. On one side is a pro-gun lobby that seeks to limit restrictions

on the use of firearms for recreational or occupational purposes, which is invariably
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ranged against an anti-gun lobby that supports firearms regulation as a means of
combatting their threat to both individuals and society at large.’® This friction has
profoundly shaped the national development of firearms law. In order to accommodate
these competing interests, legislators have sought to effectively neutralise the danger of
firearms to public safety without overly restricting their legitimate possession or use.*’’
The Armouries treads this fine line every time it displays, distributes, or demonstrates a
firearm during its public programming. As with offensive weapons law, this legislative
apparatus has evolved to meet changing requirements. Advances in the power, accuracy,
firing rate, and production of firearms have only increased their potential threat to
society. In response, firearms law has been periodically updated to account for these
technological developments as well as broader shifts in public attitude. However, this
piecemeal accumulation has produced a sprawling legal corpus. A 2015 report on
firearms law found that its controls were spread across 34 different statutes, a figure that
has only increased in the intervening years.!’® This legislative proliferation hardly
expedites the implementation of its provisions. The basic act of establishing what
actually constitutes a firearm for legal purposes is challenging in this context. The
current definition of firearms is expressed by the Policing and Crime Act 2017: a ‘lethal
barrelled weapon’ that discharges missiles with kinetic muzzle energy over one joule; a
‘prohibited weapon’ (a category that will be explored further); a ‘relevant component’
of a lethal barrelled or prohibited weapon; or an ‘accessory’ designed to diminish the
noise or flash of a lethal barrelled or prohibited weapon.t”® The legal meaning of
firearms is thus expansive, not only covering ‘lethal barrelled’ and ‘prohibited’ articles
but also their constituent parts. Due to this broad scope, large swathes of the Armouries’
collections are controlled by firearms law. According to a recent internal estimate, it
holds around 26,000 firearms, one of the largest museum collections of its type. &
Given the scale of these holdings, it is imperative that the Armouries closely observes
firearms law in the interests of public safety. However, comprehensiveness does not

equate to uniformity. Different types of firearms are subject to graduated levels of
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control corresponding to their perceived threat to society. The resulting variation has
profound ramifications for the management and use of museum firearms collections. It
is primarily the responsibility of the Armouries’ registrar staff to clarify the messy
intersection of firearms legislation and operational practice.

The foundation of English firearms law is the Firearms Act 1968. Designed as a
consolidating measure, it brought together all the firearms legislation introduced during
the first half of the twentieth century.'® The 1968 Act was comprehensive in its intent.
It covered a wide range of subjects: restrictions on firearms and ammunition, firearms
offences, firearms certificates, firearms dealers, police enforcement, sentencing, and
relevant exemptions.'® The majority of these provisions remain in force today, albeit
often modified in their details. Among its many clauses, the 1968 Act specifies certain
individuals who are forbidden from possessing firearms at all. Museums are affected by
these measures insofar as they cannot transfer (construed as to ‘let on hire, give, lend
and part with possession’) their firearms to any prohibited person.*®® The 1968 Act
applies this blanket ban to a few notable groups. The first of these is ‘persons previously
convicted of crime’. Under Section 21, it is unlawful to transfer firearms or ammunition
to persons imprisoned for three to thirty-six months within five years of their release,
while individuals who have served a custodial sentence of three years or more cannot
ever be given them.'® Section 24 then regulates the supply of firearms to minors,
making it an offence to “part with the possession’ of a licensed weapon or ammunition
to a person under the age of fourteen.'® Finally, Section 25 forbids the transfer of any
firearm or ammunition to someone believed to be ‘drunk or of unsound mind’.8® Few
would dispute the safety rationale behind these prohibitions, but they do markedly
constrain access to museum firearms collections. During the 2021-22 financial year, for
example, children under sixteen comprised over 20 percent of the Armouries’ total
visitors.'®” Although these statistics do not give a specific figure for under 14s, they are
a key demographic by any measure. Given that they represent just one of the prohibited

groups, the 1968 Act bars outright a sizable proportion of the Armouries’ audience from
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directly interacting with its firearms holdings. Few other object types in museums are
subject to such absolute restrictions on public engagement. Yet, it is a reality that the
Armouries’ registrar staff must accommodate in the course of their routine practice. At
minimum, it requires them to develop thorough processes to screen everyone that may
come into contact with its firearms collections — staff, contractor, or visitor.'88 While
this additional step does complicate the provision of collections access, it is essential to
meeting the Armouries’ regulatory obligations. The law always takes precedence.
Beyond these blanket prohibitions, the provisions of the Firearms Act 1968 are
primarily determined by the nature of the objects themselves — similar to offensive
weapons law. It inaugurated a core feature of contemporary firearms law: different
grades of regulation proportionate to the perceived danger of individual firearms. Their
material diversity demands such an approach, as the risk posed by a fourteenth-century
hand cannon differs dramatically from that of a twenty-first-century assault rifle.*®°
Despite them both fitting the definition of a firearm, their substantial differences in
power, firing rate, accuracy, ease of use, and availability of ammunition require very
different levels of control. To account for this heterogeneity, the 1968 Act allocated all
firearms and ammunition to four categories of varying severity. The default state under
Section 1 is that a firearms certificate is required to possess firearms or ammunition,
unless an object is specifically addressed by another section.'®® Similarly, Section 2 of
the 1968 Act made it an offence to possess certain shotguns without holding a shotgun
certificate, which entails a simpler licensing process than its Section 1 equivalent.***
Section 5 articulates the strongest category of regulation, which surpasses Section 1 in
stipulating certain firearms and ammunition that are illegal to possess without express
ministerial authority. These are the ‘prohibited weapons’ cited earlier in the definition
of firearms. When the 1968 Act passed, only three forms of weapon were prohibited
under Section 5 — automatic firearms, weapons discharging noxious substances, and
noxious ammunition — but this list has since grown substantially.'%? This class of
restrictions appears frequently during this thesis, so the relevant articles are henceforth

referred to as ‘Section 5 firearms’ for brevity. Finally, certain firearms were exempted
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from all three of these Sections of the 1968 Act — namely ornamental ‘antiques’ and air
weapons not considered to be ‘specially dangerous’ — whose possession is not regulated
at all.!®® While many individual weapons have subsequently been transferred between
these legal categories, this fundamental sectioning apparatus has endured to this day.
Yet, despite its elaborate regulatory structure, the 1968 Act made no specific provisions
for museum collections. The exemption of ‘antique’ firearms possessed as ‘a curiosity
or ornament’ from its provisions was the nearest it came to considering their unique
concerns.'® The existence of the NFC alone demonstrates that not all firearms in
museums are antiques. Two decades elapsed before museums were directly addressed.
The Firearms Act 1968 may be the basis of English firearms law, but the next
major piece of legislation, the Firearms (Amendment) Act 1988, is just as significant for
museums. The Schedule of the 1988 Act introduced the Museum Firearms Licence, the
first legal mechanism tailored to the needs of firearms management in museums.**® This
Licence, with a few minor adjustments, has remained the primary framework governing
museum ownership and use of firearms ever since. The Armouries’ current institutional
policy exemplifies its continued jurisdiction, affirming its status as a ‘Museum Firearms
Licence holder’ in no uncertain terms.**® The longevity of this licensing arrangement —
three and a half decades so far — suggests that its provisions have achieved a measure of
operational success. The terms of the Licence itself are central to understanding its

impact on museum practice, so it is worth reproducing them in full:

While a museum firearms licence [...] is in force in respect of a museum
the persons responsible for its management and their servants—

(a) may, without holding a firearm certificate or shot gun certificate,
have in their possession, and purchase or acquire, for the purposes
of the museum firearms and ammunition which are or are to be
normally exhibited or kept on its premises or on such of them as
are specified in the licence; and

(b) if the licence so provides, may, without the authority of the
Secretary of State under section 5 of the principal Act, have in
their possession, purchase or acquire for those purposes any
prohibited weapons and ammunition which are or are to be
normally exhibited or kept as aforesaid.®’
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Simply put, institutional procurement of this Licence exempts a museum and its staff
from offences related to the purchase, acquisition, and possession of all firearms and
ammunition that are kept on its premises. It essentially makes the routine management
of these objects by the Armouries’ registrar staff possible. There are few clauses across
the whole body of weapons law that match its significance within a museum context.
Without this sweeping provision, the Armouries simply could not maintain its extensive
and diverse collection of firearms. The Museum Firearms Licence guarantees its ability
to function as the national museum of arms and armour.

As might be expected with such high-risk objects as firearms, however, the
immunity provided by the Museum Firearms Licence is subject to a number of stringent
conditions. Subparagraph 1(3) of the Schedule to the 1988 Act stipulates that a Licence
cannot be granted unless the local chief of police ‘is satisfied that the arrangements for
exhibiting and keeping the firearms and ammunition in question’ will not endanger
public safety.'®® These security inspections are extremely thorough. They encompass
building specifications, perimeter security, surveillance, alarms, lighting, exhibition
arrangements, display cases, key control, staff vetting, and so on.'®® In the Armouries’
case, this process takes place across all three of sites. As its venues come under the
jurisdiction of different police authorities — West Yorkshire Police, the Metropolitan
Police, and Hampshire Constabulary — each of them must be satisfied by the security
arrangements at the relevant location before its Licence can be granted.?®® Subparagraph
1(4) then states that Museum Firearms Licences are subject to any conditions specified
by the Secretary of State to secure the safe custody of all firearms and ammunition held
by approved museums.?! These binding terms are informed by the police inspections,
augmenting the robust oversight over the licensing process. Museums must therefore
demonstrate that their security arrangements conform to the highest standards in order
to acquire a Museum Firearms Licence. Subparagraph 1(5) of the Schedule ensures that
museums maintain their protective measures through the compulsory renewal of the
Licence every five years, each time subject to another inspection.??? If these conditions
were not already rigorous enough, the 1988 Act deters the lax management of firearms

through its provisions for rescinding a Licence. Subparagraph 2(3) outlines the grounds
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for revocation: the local police believes maintaining the Licence would pose a danger to
public safety; a museum fails to surrender its Licence when required; or a museum staff
member is convicted of an offence under the Schedule to the 1988 Act (such as
purposefully making false statements to procure a Licence or failing to comply with its
conditions).?%® Institutions must diligently observe the terms of a Museum Firearms
Licence, as its revocation would threaten the loss of their unique collections. The
Armouries thus works closely with its regulatory bodies to ensure the maintenance of its
Licence. Its registrar staff notify the relevant police constabulary, and often the Home
Office as well, about major developments involving its firearms holdings — acquisitions,
loans, or new security measures.?%* By proactively informing its licensing authorities of
any important changes, the Armouries is much less likely to contravene the stringent
conditions that govern the routine management of its firearms collections. The
stewardship of a public weapons collection regularly entails this kind of careful trade-
off. Shouldering an increased security burden is the price the Armouries must pay if it
wishes to maintain greater institutional freedom in the use of its firearms holdings.

Of course, the framework of firearms law has not remained static since the
introduction of the Museum Firearms Licence in the late 1980s. Firearms regulation has
been extended intermittently over the following years, a process that the Armouries has
monitored closely. Central to this development has been a huge expansion in Section 5
prohibited firearms and ammunition — from three categories when the Firearms Act
1968 was passed to eighteen today.?% Stricter regulation was not inevitable, as it has
been motivated by specific historical events and decisions. The impact of high-profile
shootings on the development of firearms legislation has been especially prominent, as
the Firearms (Amendment) Acts 1997 have already proven. Regrettably, Dunblane is not
the only tragedy to have shaped English firearms law. Nine years earlier, a gunman
killed sixteen people and injured fifteen more before committing suicide in the town of
Hungerford. Like Dunblane, the perpetrator legally owned the pistol and two rifles that
were used to carry out this mass shooting.2% In response to the ensuing public outcry,
the UK Parliament passed the Firearms (Amendment) Act 1988. Alongside introducing

the Museum Firearms Licence, it reclassified numerous articles as prohibited Section 5
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weapons: burst-fire firearms, self-loading and pump-action rifles, self-loading and
pump-action shotguns, smooth-bore revolvers, rocket launchers, mortars, explosive
ammunition, and missiles.?%” This development has had long-term consequences for the
regulation of museum firearms collections. Since the introduction of the 1988 Act, any
institution intending to hold examples from this expanded group of objects has first had
to secure an enhanced Museum Firearms Licence and implement the robust security
measures this requires.?% It is a sobering thought that the legal clampdown provoked by
the Hungerford shootings still has a tangible effect on the management of museum
firearms collections over thirty years later. For this reason, it is prudent for museums to
anticipate future developments to firearms regulation. Any change to the legal
framework can have a profound impact on the routine management of firearms
collections, irrespective of its rationale. If a certain firearm model were to be reassigned
from Section 1 to Section 5, for example, the Armouries’ collections staff would soon
have to identify the affected objects through audits and update institutional records to
reflect their new legal status.?%® This procedure thus enables the Armouries to adapt its
operations quickly and effectively to the evolution of firearms regulation, should the
need arise. On balance, firearms law is as much a process as an edifice. Far from being
monolithic and unchanging, the current body of legislation encompasses many different
components that reflect the changing priorities of firearms regulation over the last fifty
years. In short, firearms law can be productively conceptualised as an assemblage.
Visualising this framework as an interconnected system of distinct and historically
contingent statutes helps to explain its current complexity. The Armouries’ registrar
staff have to navigate this legislative palimpsest to determine the appropriate
institutional approach to the management of its firearms collections.

While high-profile events have profoundly shaped the development of firearms
regulation, the idiosyncrasies of the British political system have also played a notable
role. The unusual regularity of stable parliamentary majorities has enabled quick
legislative responses to mass shootings in the UK.?*® When there is the political will and
sustained public pressure, firearms legislation can be enacted rapidly. Following both

Hungerford and Dunblane, new firearms restrictions were adopted within two years — a
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quick turnaround in legislative terms.?!! However, the frequent haste of these legislative
endeavours has also inadvertently allowed ambiguities to creep into firearms regulation
over time. The status of Section 5 weapons under the Museum Firearms Licence offers
an instructive example of this phenomenon in relation to museum operations. The
Firearms (Amendment) Act 1988 permits licensed museums to ‘have in their possession,
purchase or acquire’ prohibited firearms and ammunition.?*> Museums could not legally
hold such objects without this clause, but its wording does not satisfy all of their needs
on close inspection. It does not empower museums to transfer Section 5 firearms, for
instance, even to another licensed institution.?*® This could seriously impede the work
of the Armouries and its peers, as lending programmes are a staple mode of access for
museums, whether they hold fine art, figurines, or firearms. The ramifications of this
legislative ambiguity were exposed in the course of everyday practice. Two museums
had arranged a loan of a Section 5 firearm believing that they had observed the correct
protocol. Prior to the object’s return, however, the Home Office blocked the move as its
personnel concluded that the Museum Firearms Licence alone does not cover museum
loans of prohibited firearms or ammunition.?'* Without the exemption provided by the
Licence, museums are bound by Subsection 5(2A) of the Firearms Act 1968 that makes
it an offence to transfer Section 5 firearms without ministerial authority.?'®> All museum
loans of these objects would henceforth require explicit government approval. The
Armouries perceived that this would create a serious obstacle for any institution holding
prohibited firearms of cultural significance, so it mobilised its institutional experience to
articulate museum needs. A compromise was soon reached to the effect that the Home
Office now ratifies loans of Section 5 firearms between two licensed museums as a
matter of course, provided there are no obvious complications.?!® This episode
underscores a fundamental reality of weapons regulation: legislation is not infallible.
Such discrepancies often produce different interpretations of legal conduct, in this case
represented by the distinct conclusions drawn by the Home Office and the museum
sector. To consult legislation in isolation is not always enough to determine a museum’s

obligations under firearms law. The Armouries’ registrar staff must also accommodate
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the disposition of its regulatory authorities in the development of institutional
collections management strategies. It is the most effective way of negotiating the

inconsistencies that have infiltrated firearms law over the years.

Explosives Law

The third and final body of legislation pertaining to the Armouries” weapons holdings is
explosives law. Not only does it preserve examples of historical ammunition in its
accessioned collections, but it also uses black powder to demonstrate the workings of
firearms and artillery during public demonstrations.?!’ These distinct holdings affirm the
diversity of explosive substances, which heavily determines the overall nature of their
regulation. Even when compared with the other branches of weapons law, the current
legal definition of explosives has an especially expansive remit:

‘explosive substance’ means a substance or preparation [...] which is —
(a) capable by chemical reaction in itself of producing gas at such a
temperature and pressure and at such a speed as could cause damage to
surroundings; or

(b) designed to produce an effect by heat, light, sound, gas or smoke, or a
combination of these as a result of a non-detonative, self-sustaining,
exothermic chemical reaction.?®

This formulation highlights a fundamental characteristic of explosives: their material
volatility. The sensitivity of explosive substances to environmental changes can have
grave consequences if the correct precautions are not observed. Preventing serious
accidents caused by negligence has been a key premise underpinning the development
of explosives law. This represents a significant difference from both firearms and edged
weapons, which are materially inert and so pose limited danger in themselves. Their risk
stems from their use or, rather, their misuse. Explosives can also be used purposefully to
cause harm, but it is the destructive potential of their accidental detonation that sets
them apart in law from other weapons. This dual threat is reflected in the structure of
explosives legislation, which has two distinct strands: public security and occupational
safety. The Explosive Substances Act 1883 is an example of the first type, as the

principal statute concerned with the use and possession of explosives with intent to
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endanger life or property.?'® As museums do not harbour such motives in the use of
their explosives collections, this legislation is outside the scope of this thesis and will
not be explored further. Instead, this section prioritises the other major branch of
legislation, the regulation of explosive articles as an occupational hazard. This tradition
has deep roots. Its first expression was the Explosives Act 1875, fuelled by a series of
fatal accidents during the 1860s and 1870s that were the result of lax conduct around
explosives.?? It closely regulated the ‘manufacturing, keeping, selling, carrying, and
importing’ of explosives, which included the introduction of a licensing system and
official inspectors.??! Although the 1875 Act has since been superseded by later statutes,
explosives law still ultimately seeks to mitigate the destructive potential of explosive
substances through occupational regulation. Its ongoing influence can be discerned in
the Armouries’ efforts to protect staff, contractors, and visitors from the dangers
inherent to the presence of explosives on museum premises.

The Explosives Act 1875 may have established occupational safety as a key
premise underpinning explosives law, but it was not until the 1970s that the current
regulatory framework came into being. This legislative overhaul was largely prompted
by the work of a committee chaired by Lord Robens, which conducted a comprehensive
review of contemporary health and safety legislation. The resulting Robens Report of
1972 found that the legal apparatus for explosives initiated by the 1875 Act was no
longer fit for purpose, concluding that their regulation should be incorporated into a
comprehensive workplace safety regime.??? This recommendation was realised by the
Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974, which heralded a new era in occupational
safety law. The regulation of explosives was subsumed into a general framework of
obligations that outlined the respective roles of employers and employees in assuring
safe working conditions. Three are particularly significant to museum practice: the duty
of employers to guarantee the welfare of their employees (Section 2), the duty of
employers to prevent non-employees from being exposed to risk (Section 3), and the
duty of employees to observe all relevant health and safety provisions in the course of

their routine work (Section 7).223 Failure to comply with these responsibilities carries
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severe penalties. Section 33 of the 1974 Act made it an offence to abortively discharge
any duty required by Sections 2 to 7.2%* This clause ensured that the new arrangements
possessed the necessary authority to provide an enduring framework for occupational
safety. To this day, the Armouries’ Health and Safety Policy opens by stating its duties
as an employer to its employees and the general public under Sections 2 and 3,
respectively.??> While the 1974 Act marked a profound transformation in British health
and safety law, the prominence accorded to explosives regulation represented a notable
continuity. One of its foremost objectives remains ‘controlling the keeping and use of
explosive or highly flammable or otherwise dangerous substances, and generally
preventing the unlawful acquisition, possession and use of such substances’.??® The
duties outlined in Sections 2, 3 and 7 thus apply directly to every operational interaction
with explosive articles, as do the offences contained in Section 33. All institutions
whose work involves explosives are fully liable for mitigating their potential risk to
personal safety. Unlike the other branches of weapons law, the Armouries’ status as a
museum does not exempt it from this central obligation. For the purposes of the 1974
Act, it is an employer like any other with an unequivocal duty of care to all members of
society.??” The public claim on the Armouries’ explosives collections makes its
observation of health and safety legislation even more pressing.

It is important to note, however, that the Health and Safety at Work etc. Act
1974 does not represent an exhaustive overview of explosives law. Outlining the finer
points of health and safety regulation was never its purpose. Instead, the 1974 Act
empowered lawmakers to formulate supplementary legislation to realise its aims in
specific policy areas.??® This provision has since enabled successive governments to
enact detailed regulations covering key aspects of occupational safety. The 1974 Act
may have set out the broad expectations surrounding the Armouries’ explosives
collections, but it is these subsequent measures that have predominantly determined
their routine management by its registrar staff. The current expression of this focused
legislative approach is the Explosives Regulations 2014, which effectively provides the

entire technical apparatus of explosives regulation including their possession, storage,
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use, transfer, and identification.??® This statute thus supplies the detail of contemporary
explosives law, complementing the general approach of the 1974 Act. The connections
between these two pieces of legislation do not end there. The 2014 Regulation is
enforced by Section 33 of the 1974 Act, which makes it an offence to contravene any
health and safety regulations issued under its terms.?%® The regulation of explosives is
encapsulated by these two key statutes, a stark contrast to the sprawling series of
measures that constitute offensive weapons law and firearms law. However, this relative
concision does not necessarily equate to practical simplicity. As the 2014 Regulation
enforces an extensive regulatory framework that applies to all manner of explosives, its
application to the Armouries’ operations is not straightforward. It retains different
explosive substances across its venues for a range of purposes: black powder and
ammunition for working collections, black powder for firearms demonstrations, and
historical small arms ammunition at its Leeds site; while at Fort Nelson it holds
historical artillery shells as well as black powder for artillery firings.?*! This complex
situation is compounded by the language of the 2014 Regulation. The term ‘civil
explosives’ encompasses the majority of explosive substances held by the Armouries —
primarily black powder — but excludes small arms ammunition regulated by the
Firearms Acts 1968 to 1997.2%2 Mirroring the other branches of weapons law, the nature
of a particular article determines the enforced restrictions. Even from this cursory
overview of the regulatory landscape, it is clear then that the Armouries’ registrar staff
have many variables to consider when determining access to its explosives collections.
The Armouries’ various holdings are governed by the licensing system that
forms the centrepiece of the 2014 Regulation. Any museum working with explosives in
a routine capacity must secure two forms of authorisation, each with their own distinct
requirements. The first of these is the certificate to acquire and keep explosives, which
allows a fit person (or organisation) to possess designated explosive substances —
although small arms ammunition is exempt given its regulation under firearms law.?
The necessary background checks are overseen by the local police, one of the numerous

enforcing authorities that constitute the assemblage of weapons regulation. In order to
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obtain the certificate, all applicants must prove the following: they have a good reason
to acquire explosives; they do not pose a danger to public safety; they are of sound mind
and temperate habit; they are not a ‘prohibited person’ (primarily individuals convicted
under the Explosives Substances Act 1883); they will prevent unauthorised interference
with all explosives; and they can keep the explosives in a suitable location.?** These
criteria may appear stringent, but they are a proportionate response to the risk posed by
explosives. At the Armouries, all staff who interact with explosives on a regular basis
have to be certified, whether they manage ammunition stores, demonstrate historical
weapons, or test modern firearms.?*® Responsible management of explosives thus
begins at a personal level. It is important to note that these certificates are not issued for
an entire organisation, but individual sites. As such, all of the Armouries’ venues where
explosives are present require their own individual certificate. Each one must specify
the type and maximum amount of explosives that can be kept onsite — 15 kilograms of
black powder, for example, in its stores at Leeds.?*® Having a definitive overview of
explosive holdings is crucial to both their custodians and regulatory authorities, as it
enables them to determine the necessary safeguards. The Armouries’ registrar staff are
responsible for overseeing the certification process, which entails keeping track of the
people, premises, and products involved in careful explosives management. This is an
ongoing commitment. Similar to the Museum Firearms Licence, the explosives
certificate is renewed every five years, and the local police authority can revoke it if its
conditions are breached or its holder is no longer deemed fit to manage explosives.?*’
Both the Armouries as a whole and its individual personnel must therefore maintain
spotless records if they are to continue using explosives as part of institutional
programming. There is no margin for error when managing such sensitive items.

The second component of the licensing framework enacted by the 2014
Regulation is the licence for the storage of explosives. This is essentially a stronger
counterpart to the acquire and keep certificate, which regulates greater concentrations of
explosives. The storage licence does also apply to individual sites rather than entire
institutions, but it has a higher initial threshold than the certificate. Under the 2014

Regulation, a licence is not needed to permanently store a combination of the following:
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up to ten kilograms of shooters’ powder (which includes black powder), up to an
additional five kilograms of shooters’ powder, and up to fifteen kilograms of small arms
ammunition.?® The Royal Armouries Museum in Leeds does not require a storage
licence, as its quantities of both historical ammunition and black powder do not exceed
the relevant margins. Its certificate to acquire and keep explosives specifies fifteen
kilograms as the site limit for black powder, the maximum total that can be held without
a licence.?* In contrast, the need for a storage licence at Fort Nelson is undeniable. Its
standard stock of black powder for artillery demonstrations far surpasses the limit for
immunity (firing a single charge requires 300 grams), and, in any case, its historical
artillery shells are often not exempt.2*° Not only do the type and quantity of explosives
determine the licensing status of each site, but they also dictate storage requirements.
The 2014 Regulation stipulates a range of additional conditions — separation distances,
building specifications, and operational conduct — that correspond to the explosives held
by individual licensees.?*! An institution’s responsibilities under explosives law are
designed to be proportionate to the potential damage their holdings could cause. The
measures required to safeguard the large quantities of explosives held at Fort Nelson
exemplify this principle. The demands made by the 2014 Regulation are considerable: a
purpose-built magazine, secure storage within the Fort’s confines, ample clearance
between different processing areas, and closely monitored staff access. Even with these
controls in place, the Armouries’ collections staff have reduced the standard stock of
black powder at the Fort in order to guarantee regulatory compliance.?*? These
conditions have legal force, so it is the licence holders that must adapt their working
practices. Like the other frameworks examined by this chapter, all licensees are subject
to regular scrutiny to ensure their continued observation of the authorised standards of
explosives management. The licence to store explosives is reviewed by the enforcing
authorities every five years, who again have the power to vary its terms or revoke it
entirely.?* The latter outcome would cause serious upheaval for the Armouries, as this
would heavily constrain the possession and demonstration of its artillery collections at

the very least. This exacting system of oversight thus compels its registrar staff to
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attentively observe the terms of its storage licence. Overall, the licensing arrangements
vested in the certificate and the licence closely regulate the use of explosive articles by
museums. The added burdens are critical to mitigating their destructive potential.
Alongside the elaborate licensing system enacted by the Explosives Regulations
2014, it also mandates a series of general provisions to foster careful interaction with

explosives. Regulation 26 outlines the need to maintain a safe operational environment:

Any person who manufactures or stores explosives must take appropriate
measures —

(a) to prevent fire or explosion;

(b) to limit the extent of fire or explosion [...] and

(c) to protect persons from the effects of fire or explosion.?*

The duties imposed by this clause are considerable, but the 2014 Regulation does not
specify what it actually entails. As the enforcing body, the Health and Safety Executive
(HSE) has issued guidance detailing the procedures, actions, and behaviours that
constitute ‘appropriate measures’ for a given licence holder.?*® This example affirms the
value of the expanded perspective afforded by an assemblage approach. If the letter of
explosives law is considered in isolation, then it is easy to overlook the crucial role
played by HSE and its guidance in framing access to explosives collections. The
Armouries works closely with licensing authorities to develop a safety apparatus that
corresponds to the magnitude of its explosives collections and thereby meets its legal
obligations. Supplementing this general mandate for safe conduct, Regulation 28
stipulates that explosives must also be disposed of as carefully as possible.2*¢ While the
Armouries aspires to maintain its accessioned explosives collections for future use, it
has observed this requirement on the rare occasions where disposal has been the only
option. When removing explosive substances from its historical artillery shells, for
instance, it has brought in external specialists that routinely undertake this sensitive
work.?*” Some legal obligations simply cannot be met by internal capacity alone,
however developed it may be. Without external collaboration, the Armouries would find
it difficult to use any form of explosives in conformity with its safety obligations.

The 2014 Regulation then turns to security concerns, controlling those allowed
to come into contact with explosives. Regulation 30 states that anyone who holds
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explosives must take ‘all appropriate precautions’ to prevent any unauthorised access to
them by individuals that do not have the explicit permission of the licence holder.?4®
Like the implementation of ‘appropriate’ safety measures, the open-ended nature of this
clause aims to encompass diverse storage arrangements. Its practical application is again
considered in substantial depth by parallel HSE guidance on the security provisions of
the 2014 Regulation. The Armouries has incorporated many of its recommendations
into operational practice: durable building fabric, robust storage cabinets, limited staff
access to ammunition stores, and strict key control.?*® As the legislation cannot address
every potential situation, the Armouries’ registrar team again cooperate with the
relevant licensing authorities to fulfil its security obligations under explosives law. In
addition, the 2014 Regulation directs its attention towards individuals perceived as more
likely to compromise the integrity of explosives collections. Regulation 32 forbids any
employer from knowingly employing a ‘prohibited person’ in any position where they
could interact with explosives.?° Staff screening is thus a key part of this security
apparatus. Not only does the Armouries perform extensive security checks before
confirming all new hires, but its staff who routinely work with explosives undergo
further investigation by the police before they are certified.?®* Any “prohibited persons’
should be identified during this thorough process. The security restrictions around
explosives are not limited to articles in situ. Under Regulation 31, any substances
governed by the certificate to acquire explosives can only be transferred within Great
Britain if the recipient also possesses this certificate.?>? In addition, Regulation 8
stipulates that any person receiving ‘civil explosives’ must seek prior approval from a
competent authority — HSE in Great Britain or an equivalent international body.?® If the
Armouries intends to lend an explosive article to another museum, it must first ensure
that the proper permissions and licensing arrangements are in place. Overall, the safety
and security provisions of the 2014 Regulation are undeniably extensive, even if their

practical ramifications do sometimes require clarification. Explosives are thus under
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close observation throughout their time at the Armouries, as their acquisition,
possession, use, and disposal are all heavily regulated.

The final requirement of the Explosives Regulations 2014 is a comprehensive
documentation system to support its licensing arrangements. Regulations 35 and 36
state that the following information must be noted about all explosives kept in the
workplace: physical identification, quantity, location, details of all onward recipients,
and the date of any further alteration, use, transfer, or destruction.?>* This obligation is
not hugely demanding for the Armouries, as it is standard museum practice to maintain
detailed object records within a collections database. Any institution following the
Spectrum documentation standard, for example, will record the entry, acquisition,
location, inventory, and exit of all its holdings at minimum.?* With slight modification
then, existing museum cataloguing systems can serve as a suitable repository for the
required information on explosives collections. Unlike general museum registration
procedures, however, the maintenance of these records must adhere to certain legislative
conditions. This documentation must be updated and audited regularly, secured against
all forms of tampering, and be intelligible to the custodian and any enforcing bodies.?®
This is no fleeting commitment. Records on all the Armouries’ explosives must be kept
for three years after their use, transfer, or destruction — even its small arms ammunition
that is largely exempt from explosives law — while those for ‘civil explosives’ must be
retained for ten years hence.?>’ These provisions amount to a robust monitoring system,
designed to ensure that explosives are accounted for at all times. In the unlikely event of
explosive articles being lost by a museum, the 2014 Regulation also outlines the process
of recovery. Regulation 37 orders that any loss of explosives must be reported promptly
to the local police authority, providing details of the discovery along with the total
quantity and description of explosives involved.?>® In compelling the responsible parties
to notify law enforcement about misplaced explosives, it lessens the immediate risk to
public safety by aiding their relocation. Ultimately, it is this premise that underpins the
regulatory edifice established by the 2014 Regulation, as a specific application of

occupational safety law. Holding and using explosives are dangerous acts, which must
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be closely regulated in the name of public welfare. Museum collections of explosives
cannot be immune to these controls, as the harmful effects of an explosion are the same
regardless of the reason for their possession. As exponents of public access, museums
must be especially sensitive to their duty of care. The Armouries’ registrar staff thus
have to be able to prove beyond reasonable doubt that everything has been done to
satisfy the objectives of explosives law.?>° To do anything less would jeopardise the

safety of both its staff and the general populace it seeks to welcome through its doors.

Room for Manoeuvre: Interpretation, Negotiation, and Agency

The previous sections have made it clear that the legal restrictions governing offensive
weapons, firearms, and explosives differ greatly in approach and scope. But they do
express at least one common theme, the regulation of weapons collections in museums
is as much the product of interpretation as of content. Law does not always have a
single definitive meaning that is acknowledged by all interested parties. Its practical
application always involves some degree of mediation, depending on the reader’s
standpoint.?®® This is a relatively simple task when all parties accept the meaning of a
particular clause. In certain cases where the law’s requirements are unclear, enforcing
bodies have intervened to provide an authoritative reading. The advisory documents
published by HSE to clarify the safety and security requirements of the Explosives
Regulations 2014 have already been examined. Likewise, the Home Office has issued a
Firearms Security Handbook that devotes a chapter to the stringent safeguards necessary
to possess a Museum Firearms Licence under the terms of the Firearms (Amendment)
Act 1988.25! These documents are not legally binding on the Armouries, but their
endorsement by the appropriate licensing bodies is a highly compelling reason to adopt
their recommendations. Where the wording of legislation is ambiguous and no guidance
exists, however, it can be difficult to proceed. A museum’s reading of these passages
may not exactly match the conclusions reached by other authorities. The regulation of
offensive weapons in public spaces offers an instructive example. Under the Prevention
of Crime Act 1953, it is permissible to have an offensive weapon in a public place with

‘lawful authority’ or ‘reasonable excuse’.?®? It is currently assumed that the possession
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of these articles during routine museum operations on an institutional site constitutes a
legitimate exemption. Given the latitude of the term ‘reasonable excuse’, however, there
is always the possibility that a discordant reading may emerge and break this consensus.
With specific reference to weapons of cultural significance, the perspectives of key
stakeholders — government personnel, regulatory bodies, law enforcement — can conflict
with each other and museum thinking. If the development of legal restrictions is
conceptualised as an assemblage, it reveals a contested process involving a range of
agents.?®3 Debate over individual legislative provisions often stems from nuanced
disparities in the purpose of these various actors. The Home Office, for example,
proclaims its duty to protect the public from the misuse of weapons, while the
Armouries is committed to ensuring the positive contribution of these same collections
to “public life and communities’.?%4 When such distinct perspectives on the role of
weapons within modern society prevail, it is no wonder that ambiguous aspects of their
regulation can become a sticking point. If the Armouries is to maintain the integrity of
its weapons collections in line with its duties as the national museum of arms and
armour, it must make its concerns heard whenever debate ensues.

In reality, these sporadic divergences over the application of weapons law to
cultural practice are rarely insurmountable. Together, the various interested parties
generally work out some form of arrangement. The Armouries is regularly involved in
these negotiations, as its status as a national museum makes it a natural representative
for museums on the subject of weapons regulation.?®® Its dialogue with enforcing
authorities has secured major concessions for museums. The success of the Armouries’
staff in streamlining the loan of Section 5 firearms between museums has already been
raised. Coming to an agreement with the Home Office that a routine email would
suffice to secure the necessary approval has simplified the process for both parties.
Slight changes in the interpretation of a single clause can drastically affect the routine
management of museum weapons collections. When a particular demand has appeared
disproportionate to the observation of its legal duties, the Armouries’ staff have worked
to uphold its interests. The Home Office has previously requested a full list of its
firearms, which the Armouries has declined to provide on the grounds that its diligent

maintenance of an up-to-date collections database is enough to meet its licensing
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obligations and that any further reporting would prove an impractical burden for all
concerned.?®® This example highlights the value of cultivating a rigorous understanding
of weapons legislation. The Armouries can negotiate with other authorities from a place
of strength due to internal knowledge of its legal responsibilities. Generally, however,
discrepancies over the application of weapons law are a rare occurrence. The desire for
all parties to ensure the smooth operation of weapons regulation encourages genuine
collaboration between the Armouries and its enforcing agencies. During the creation of
the NFC, for example, its staff worked closely with the local police authority to develop
a secure storage site for its large collection of modern firearms.?®” This collaborative
approach to the observation of weapons law is by no means confined to major projects,
as it also characterises the everyday management of these objects. The Armouries’
registrar staff have thus regularly updated HSE about the recent changes to explosives
procedures at Fort Nelson, such as the reduction of black powder held there, to continue
meeting current legislative standards.?®® Both of these examples display the readiness of
the Armouries to work with key authorities to assure the legality of its operations. As
the application of weapons law can be so heavily influenced by the distinct priorities of
multiple actors, cooperation between interested parties is an effective means of avoiding
misunderstandings or transgressions. It is only as a last resort following the breakdown
of this working consensus and the threatened imposition of unnecessary burdens that the
Armouries’ staff press their case.

The Armouries’ engagement with weapons law extends beyond implementation
to its very formulation. Its role as the national museum of arms and armour empowers it
to enter the legislative process. The Armouries’ input has often been solicited directly
by government departments (usually the Home Office or DCMS), but it has interceded

on its own initiative at times.2%°

It has regularly harnessed the consultation process for
prospective legislation, a valuable opportunity to enshrine the needs of museums in
statute. For example, the Armouries has actively been consulted in recent government

proposals to establish a legal definition of antique firearms and to classify certain large
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knives as prohibited offensive weapons.?’® In such instances, the Armouries is one of an
assemblage of actors — encompassing museums, heritage groups, demonstrators,
recreational users, and law enforcement agencies — seeking to influence the content of
weapons law. It is one voice among many articulating the unique needs of cultural
collections. The Armouries and other museums have also realised the value of pooling
their efforts to get their concerns heard amongst this crowded field. The outcome of this
collaboration has been the Museum Weapons Group (MWG), an expert body dedicated
to addressing the challenges of weapons management in museums.?’* One of its roles is
to advise on any proposed legal changes, drawing on its members’ combined knowledge
of weapons regulation to inform the government of their potential impact on museums.
There are even occasions where it is possible to pinpoint the Armouries’ contribution to
this campaign. Following the 2015 Paris shootings, the EU Commission proposed the
wholesale deactivation of high-risk firearms, including those in museum collections, a
reaction that was averted partly through the representations of Armouries personnel.?’
The subsequent UK restrictions enacted by the Policing and Crime Act 2017 on this
subject specifically exempted the transfer of these objects between two institutions with
Museum Firearms Licences.?”® Sometimes direct intervention is the most effective way
to articulate museum needs. The Armouries’ agency in shaping weapons regulation is
also exerted through the performance of its consultative role. It is in a strange position
where its staff often hold greater subject knowledge than its regulatory authorities,
especially on historical weapons. The Armouries has regularly invited Home Office
personnel to the NFC for firearms training, while West Yorkshire Police have sought its
guidance on the appropriate legal classification for certain obscure firearms.2’* This
advisory function may not be as high-profile as its lobbying efforts, but it is just as
important. The maintenance of an effective legislative framework relies on all parties
possessing a shared understanding of both its terms and its practical application. The
Armouries cannot just observe the legal restrictions pertaining to its own collections, its

expertise also compels it to be an active contributor to the field of weapons regulation.
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Overall, there is no doubt that weapons legislation imposes notable restrictions
on the Armouries’ collections. The terms of offensive weapons law, firearms law, and
explosives law are stringent, even allowing for the extensive exemptions for museums.
This rigour derives from the converging forces that have informed the development of
this legal edifice: historical precedent, legal process, governmental priorities, traumatic
events, risk thresholds, public expectations, and technological advances, to name a few.
As a unique combination of these actors has shaped each of the three traditions of
weapons law, it follows that the controls they enforce on museum collections are quite
distinct.2”® Offensive weapons law is the least onerous in its demands on museum
practice. The Armouries’ accessioned collections are almost entirely exempt from this
body of legislation, aside from a few restrictions on the possession of crossbows. The
regulations imposed by explosives law are much greater, comprising two overlapping
licensing systems as well as a series of broader directives. Like all organisations,
museums are bound by the universal claims of occupational safety that underpin this
apparatus.?’® Firearms law is different again, exempting museums from its toughest
measures but still subjecting them to a thorough licensing regime. It is also the legal
corpus in greatest need of an overhaul, as its dispersal across an ever-growing series of
statutes complicates its routine implementation.?’” The Armouries’ registrar staff must
be sensitive to the idiosyncrasies of these distinct legislative traditions in the course of
their routine duties. If establishing a museum’s obligations under weapons law was not
already difficult enough, the fact that certain key passages are open to interpretation
further inhibits its enforcement. It can be challenging to reconcile the major interests at
stake in regulating weapons collections of cultural significance — museums, licensing
authorities, law enforcement, and government departments. This is why the Armouries
and these other bodies work hard to find common ground when debating the finer points
of weapons law and their application to museum practice.?’® Consensus is greatly
preferable to conflict. For all parties involved, there is no substitute for thorough
understanding of this legal apparatus and its provisions for specific types of weapons.
At the Armouries, its registrar staff are one of the main sources of this expertise. As

those responsible for institutional compliance with its legal obligations (see Figure 1),
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they have to be aware of the stipulations, exemptions, and imperfections of weapons
law that govern its routine operations. Developing public access arrangements that
satisfy this multitude of provisions is far from straightforward. The legal restrictions on
the Armouries’ weapons holdings constrain institutional programming to an extent
unfamiliar to most museums. Even so, it does possess a certain degree of agency to
shape the terms of its regulatory framework. The relationship of weapons law to
museum practice is multifaceted and interdependent, so casting it as a unilateral
imposition only serves to obscure its rich complexity. The Armouries’ registrar staff

have greater room for manoeuvre than might be expected.
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Chapter 2: Professional Frameworks

| think there will be a theme through these questions that there isn’t
anything really specific out there for weapons collections. As a
national museum, or as most museums and particularly accredited
museums, you meet certain standards in terms of management of any
collection, the information, access, care. You have to meet those
standards because there isn’t anything specific. When you look at
PAS 197, for example, it’s got this list of legislation at the back that
applies to collections management, and nowhere does it talk about
the specifics related to weapons collections or any other specific
collection. Nor is there a separate document that you can look at that
would do that for you.?"

During a routine site visit of the National Security Adviser (NSA) to the Royal
Armouries Museum in Leeds, the public display of firearms came up as a key topic of
discussion. The NSA offered the suggestion that the Armouries could further improve
the security of these exhibited objects by using cable locks, clamps, or bolts to fix them
to their display cases.?® In spite of the recommendation, this additional precaution has
not been implemented in practice. There are a number of compelling reasons why the
Armouries has chosen not to tether firearms in its public galleries: its existing display
arrangements are already proportional to the risk; introducing more intrusive security
measures would compromise public engagement with these objects; and it could set a
binding precedent for cabling across the sector that may not be appropriate in every
instance.?! Firearms thus remain unfettered in the Armouries’ exhibition spaces (see
Figure 4), their security being assured in the first instance by the robust physical
integrity of its display cases. What may initially appear as a simple difference in
approach masks a complex network of actors, frameworks, and motives, whose
intersection can be better navigated by applying the lens of assemblage theory. This
particular episode is worth exploring in greater depth, as it reveals the considerable
pressures originating in the museum sector that inform the provision of access to
weapons collections. Weapons law is not the only regulatory apparatus that the

Armouries’ registrar staff must accommodate in the course of their duties.
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In order to appreciate the significance of this discussion, it is necessary to
understand the role of the NSA — now superseded by the Manager, Security and
Protection Advice (MSPA) — and their involvement with the Armouries. As its prior
title clearly expressed, the MSPA is a national authority on matters of museum security,
based at Arts Council England (ACE). Not only is the position-holder responsible for
ensuring the general safety of the collections held by national museums, but they also
oversee the security arrangements for all loans facilitated by the Government Indemnity
Scheme.?® It is unwise for any cultural institution to proceed with a major collections
initiative without first consulting the MSPA.. This is especially true for the Armouries,
given its position as a national museum and the heightened threat posed by its weapons
collections. Consequently, the MSPA is responsible for supervising its institutional
operations in a number of key areas: conducting the security reviews required to
maintain its accredited status, overseeing its participation in GIS, and authorising all of
its loans out.?®® It is hardly surprising then that the Armouries’ registrar team work hard
to maintain an effective working relationship with the MSPA. They form a natural
partnership for the most part, as their priorities are aligned in seeking to mitigate the
genuine risks presented by the storage and use of weapons collections. Generally, the
Armouries’ staff comply with the MSPA’s recommendations as a matter of course,
recognising their authority and expertise in the field of collections security.?®* Loans are
a key area that relies on a common understanding between them, as it is a process often
fraught with unexpected difficulties and additional security concerns. The Armouries
may have chosen not to cable firearms down in its own galleries, but it does implement
this extra safeguard when it lends them to other museums without a security apparatus
of equivalent strength.?® When operating in an unfamiliar institutional context, its
registrar staff readily follow the advice of the MSPA as the approver of national
museum loans. It is in the interests of both parties that their dealings proceed smoothly,
as close cooperation is the most effective way of ensuring that the Armouries’ weapons

collections remain secure during public engagement.
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Figure 4: Untethered Webley-Fosbery Automatic Revolver — Royal Armouries
Photographed by the author, 10 June 2022.
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Figure 5: Tethered Webley Mark VI Revolver — Imperial War Museum
The Firearm Blog, ‘Imperial War Museum London — Part I’
<https://www.thefirearmblog.com/blog/2017/01/12/imperial-war-museum-london-part/> [accessed 31 May 2022].

If the working relationship of the Armouries and the MSPA is typically
harmonious, then what prompted their different positions on its firearms displays?
Firstly, there are strong pressures towards the standardisation of weapons management
in museums. The Armouries is not alone in striving to reconcile the elaborate provisions

of weapons law with cultural collections practice. Responding to unique operational
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circumstances, individual museums have developed distinct approaches to the challenge
of maintaining the integrity of their weapons collections. The former NSA cited the
example of the Imperial War Museum (IWM) to support this further safeguard, who
routinely cable firearms in their exhibition spaces (Figure 5).28¢ As this measure offers
an extra layer of protection, it is logical that the NSA recommended its adoption across
the sector, including at the Armouries. If two national institutions cabled their firearms
collections on public display, it would effectively enshrine it as standard practice for all
UK museums. In contrast, the underlying premise of the Armouries’ stance is that
security arrangements must be appropriate to the specific needs of each institution.?8’
Cabling firearms may therefore suit IWM’s situation, while also being surplus to
requirements at the Armouries. The difference in the respective positions held by the
Armouries and the NSA is more comprehensible from this perspective, as both
approaches have their merits. It is essential to place this episode within its wider
institutional context. Cabling firearms is not the only safeguard implemented by
museums to maintain the security of weapons collections when on display. Robust
display cases, continuous CCTV, regular invigilation, clear lines of sight, and the
separation of prohibited firearms all contribute to the Armouries’ multi-layered security
apparatus.?8 Securing firearms to the display cases would augment these provisions, but
the existing arrangements are already highly effective without this further precaution.
As such, the decision not to cable down exhibited firearms is hardly a repudiation of the
Armouries’ duty to uphold public safety. The difference between its institutional stance
and the NSA’s position is much less stark than first appearances suggest. The issue at
stake is whether the prevailing security measures are robust enough to reduce the risk of
displaying weapons to acceptable levels. It is essentially futile to prescribe a definitive
response to such a multifaceted endeavour, so it is no wonder that these two parties
came to different conclusions on the value of cabling the Armouries’ firearms.

These distinct perspectives on public firearms display portend an underlying
trend identified by the opening quotation of this chapter — the lack of authoritative
guidance on weapons management in museums. General standards of best practice in

collections management have been codified in numerous forms: government directives,
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accreditation programmes, professional guidelines, and discipline-specific codes.? Yet,
these frameworks rarely address the particular needs of weapons holdings. The Museum
Accreditation Scheme (MAS) and GIS, the two structures that bring together the MSAP
and the Armouries, both exemplify this tendency. While they each prescribe a minimum
standard of museum security, they do not stipulate specific protections for weapons
collections, let alone pronounce a judgement on the need to cable firearms.?* It is
necessary to look elsewhere to ascertain the roots of the Armouries’ and the NSA’s
divergent stances on the matter. The only source of guidance that specifically addresses
the issue of securing exhibited firearms — and one of the few to consider the regulation
of museum weapons collections at all — is the Firearms Security Handbook issued by
the Home Office. It states: “Where small firearms or concealed firearms are displayed,
separate devices/fixtures should be fitted to secure the exhibit(s) to the body of the
cabinet.”?®! This provision does reinforce the NSA’s position, but it is not binding
(expressed using ‘should’ rather than ‘must’). It was shown in the previous chapter that
the Handbook can only provide recommendations, so the Armouries is under no
obligation to introduce this measure if its staff decide it would be counterproductive to
its work. Short of including it as an official condition of its Museums Firearms Licence,
the Armouries ultimately has the final say whether or not to cable down its displayed
firearms collections. The NSA’s suggestion may be supported by the available guidance
for museums, but the Armouries’ objection is equally valid under the terms of weapons
law. This episode anticipates many key hallmarks of the governance of museum
weapons collections: the unwavering pursuit of best practice in collections management,
the proliferation of institutions and operational frameworks shaping the overall field, the
complex interaction of legal and museological structures, the weight of interpretation,
competing perceptions of access, the need for sustained collaboration, and, critically,
the absence of weapons from existing professional standards. This last consideration has
had a marked effect on the management and use of Armouries’ weapons holdings.
Where no specific guidance exists, its registrar staff are obliged to interpret and apply
the relevant frameworks to the best of their ability. The Armouries has thus forged a

path in many other areas besides the secure exhibition of firearms.
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A Broader Perspective

This debate over firearms display clearly demonstrates that the restrictions applied to
the Armouries’ weapons collections are not solely rooted in legislation. There is a much
greater range of powers at work. Overlaying the edifice of weapons law is a series of
statutes, codes, and guidelines that are intended to foster robust working practices
across the museum sector. As material objects remain a definitive part of contemporary
museum identity, collections management is a key concern of these frameworks.?%? In
pursuit of best practice during their routine duties, the Armouries’ registrar staff thus
observe these museological provisions over and above the demands of weapons law.
The first set of structures expressly address the Armouries itself. Both the foundational
National Heritage Act 1983 and its DCMS Management Agreement lay out the overall
parameters governing the use of its collections. As for broader professional guidance,
the Armouries’ overarching Collections Policy Framework is a useful starting point. It
outlines the museological standards that inform its approach to collections management:
DCMS’s Combating Illicit Trade guidelines, Museum Accreditation, Spectrum 5.0, and
PAS 197 (since superseded by BS 17820).2°3 Moving beyond this general overview to
more specialist subjects, there is also detailed sector guidance governing museum loans
in the form of GIS.2%* Given the extent of this occupational apparatus, the Armouries’
registrar staff hardly appear to lack support in developing coordinated strategies to
manage the national collection of arms and armour. However, it is important to note that
collections management is a broad discipline.?®® Some of these frameworks do not
specifically address the practices covered by this thesis. The Combating Illicit Trade
guidance, for example, is primarily concerned with the effective performance of due
diligence on incoming objects rather than the mobilisation of existing collections.?% Its
provisions are largely tangential to this study and therefore will not be pursued further
here. Even those professional guidelines that are concerned with collections access do

not generally tackle the challenges posed by particular object types. Plurality alone does
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not guarantee specificity, so it is necessary to assess the individual impact of each
scheme on the management of the Armouries’ weapons collections.

Another complication resulting from this abundance of applicable frameworks is
that it greatly expands the range of actors involved in determining access to museum
weapons collections — a theme that is especially apparent when taking an assemblage
perspective. Government departments, sector support organisations, and professional
bodies all contribute to the administration of these museological guidelines to varying
degrees.?” The Armouries’ registrar staff are thus required to develop durable working
relationships with each of these diverse stakeholders, reconciling their purposes with
those of the agencies responsible for overseeing the implementation of weapons
legislation. Variation in the scope, priorities, and powers of these cultural agencies —
such as DCMS, ACE, and Collections Trust — has a marked influence on the nature of
their involvement. As such, the impact of their provisions on the management and use
of the Armouries’ weapons collections is far from uniform. One major variable that
determines the practical application of these distinct frameworks is their geographical
remit. The National Heritage Act 1983 and the DCMS Management Agreement are
unusual in their explicit focus on the Armouries’ operations as an individual institution.
Here, its status as a national museum introduces an extra dimension to the prevailing
regulatory assemblage. It is more common for museological standards to operate at a
national level, with bodies like DCMS and ACE primarily tailoring their initiatives to
the idiosyncrasies of the British cultural landscape.?® These structures aim to strike a
stable balance between general applicability and institutional pertinence. Lastly, BS
17820 and Spectrum are distinguished by their international scope, advancing templates
for various aspects of collections practice that seek to transcend national differences
(although the partial inclusion of their provisions within MAS means they do exert
particular authority in a British context).?®® The reach of a given framework informs its
relevance to the Armouries’ unique circumstances as the national museum of arms and
armour and, by implication, the impact it has on its weapons holdings. This further
crowding of the regulatory landscape only complicates the provision of access to its

collections, an endeavour already constrained by its legal obligations.
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It is important to note, however, that these frameworks do not always operate in
the same way as weapons law. They are much more diverse in their composition and
emphasis. While there are invariably compelling reasons for the Armouries to observe
these standards, the operational urgency of their enforcement varies from case to case.
The regulation of museum practice is occasionally rooted in legislation, but it is more
often enforced through subtler means linked to funding opportunities or reputational
standing.3® Even where this guidance is not compulsory, it would still be unwise for the
Armouries to overlook the relevant recommendations. Then there is the depth of their
content. It is possible to discern a notable split in the overall focus of these various
governance systems: those seeking to inform all aspects of museum practice and those
that exclusively pursue collections management.3%! Subject-specific guidance such as
BS 17820 or the GIS annexes generally govern institutional practice in greater detail
than broader frameworks like MAS, where collections management is just one of many
concerns. This contrast in approach ultimately has important ramifications for the
routine work of the Armouries’ registrar staff. Despite these variations, the constituent
components of this museological apparatus nevertheless follow the same underlying
principle of general applicability. They are generally more concerned with maintaining
overall standards of collections management than addressing the challenges of particular
object types, even where these are considerable.%? The breadth of these frameworks
decisively impacts their application to the Armouries’ weapons collections and the
development of appropriate management strategies by its registrar staff. This is not as
simple as identifying the requirements of each standard and implementing them in turn.
They are closely interconnected in practice, often referencing each other as well as the
relevant legislation.>® It is therefore the aim of this chapter to draw out the intricacies of
this elaborate regulatory assemblage to convey their focal role in dictating access to the
Armouries’ weapons collections. These overlapping systems of museum governance are

no less significant to the work of its registrar staff than the provisions of weapons law.
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Government Oversight: Governance of the Royal Armouries

As this chapter seeks to examine the museological frameworks that affect the use of the
Armouries’ weapons collections, it is apt to begin with those that directly address its
practice. The foremost of these is the National Heritage Act 1983, which constitutes the
current legal foundation of the Armouries as the national museum of arms and armour.
Formulated as part of government efforts to standardise the administration of its cultural
dependants, this law was designed to establish parity in its governance with collecting
institutions of similar national significance.*®* With only minor alterations, the 1983 Act
has determined the Armouries’ operational structure for four decades. While its clauses
primarily outline the composition and jurisdiction of the Board of Trustees, they are not
altogether silent on the issue of collections access. Under Subsection 18(2), the
Armouries is mandated to ‘care for, preserve and add to’ and ‘maintain a record of” all
objects under its charge.3® The duty to maintain and enhance its holdings hardly seems
restrictive at first. After all, effective collections stewardship and documentation are key
cornerstones of contemporary museum practice.% Yet, these constitutional obligations
conflict with the Armouries’ other core purposes. The conditions most suitable for an
object’s care are rarely the same as those that are favourable to the facilitation of public
access.>"” This is a tension that all museums must negotiate in some form, but its impact
on the Armouries is complicated by the presence of weapons collections. Beyond this
general requirement, the 1983 Act does not regulate the internal management of any
specific objects. Yet the very existence of these clauses recognises that certain controls
are necessary to maintain the future integrity of the Armouries’ collections. The 1983
Act adopts a similar approach to lending. It again phrases the Armouries’ obligations in
positive terms, although the applicable caveats are more explicit. The Board may lend
its collections, provided that it considers the ‘suitability of the prospective borrower, the
purpose of the loan, the physical condition and degree of rarity of the object, and any
risks to which it is likely to be exposed’.>% In short, its objects can be loaned but only if
the Armouries’ registrar staff determine that the benefits outweigh any potential risks.

Once again, public engagement with the Armouries’ collections must be weighed
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carefully against its other institutional duties, imposing a negotiated limit on their
accessibility. This is even more of a complex process where its weapons holdings are
concerned, even though they are not singled out by the 1983 Act. Not only must the
Armouries observe its legal duties as a national museum, but it also has to meet the
rigorous demands of weapons law. It is ultimately the responsibility of its registrar staff
to strike an appropriate balance between these competing claims.

The influence of the National Heritage Act 1983 over the Armouries’ collections
extends beyond its immediate terms. Nowhere is this more apparent than its funding
arrangements. Section 22 of the 1983 Act permits the Armouries to receive government
revenue to cover institutional expenses, with the crucial proviso that these payments
carry any ‘such conditions as the Secretary of State imposes’.3% The details of the
current understanding between the Armouries and DCMS are set out in its Management
Agreement. Common to all national museums, these settlements designate the level of
Grant-in-Aid funding received by each institution and the political expectations as to
how it should be spent.®!° This is crucial to the Armouries’ existence. In the 2021-22
financial year, Grant-in-Aid constituted 79 percent of its total income.3!! The Armouries
can hardly resist any claims made by its DCMS Management Agreement, as the loss of
its main income stream would be disastrous. Government control of such a large part of
the Armouries’ funding theoretically enables it to enforce certain operational practices
in any given area. The notional existence of a power, however, does not guarantee that it
will be exercised. While the current Management Agreement does impose controls on
the Armouries’ operations, these mainly address institutional integrity and financial
accountability. It rarely mentions collections at all. Aside from maintaining free entry to
the Armouries’ permanent collections, the only other relevant passage outlines the broad
duty to protect its ‘world-class collections’.31? This requirement strongly resembles the
formulation used in the 1983 Act and operates in a very similar fashion. The need to
safeguard the collections means that limits have to be placed on public accessibility, so
the Armouries’ staff are charged with working out the details. The regulatory burden of

this apparatus may be relatively light at present, but the Agreement could be amended in
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future to better meet perceived social and cultural needs.3*® There have been no
revisions so far that have affected public access to the Armouries’ collections in any
meaningful capacity, but the potential is always there. Its registrar staff must remain
alert to the possibility of greater political intervention.3!* As things stand, neither the
1983 Act nor the DCMS Management Agreement tackle the unique issues raised by the
stewardship of the national collection of arms and armour. These instruments may be
central to the Armouries’ existence, but they mainly determine its strategic governance.
On the rare occasions they do address its collections, they articulate general objectives
instead of detailing specific management requirements. After all, civil servants and
politicians are not appointed for their detailed knowledge of collections practice. It is
thus necessary to look beyond the Armouries’ constitutional arrangements to better

grasp the influence of museological frameworks on the use of its weapons holdings.

Framing Collections Policy: BS EN 17820:2023

The first part of the museological apparatus governing the Armouries’ weapons
collections is BS EN 17820:2023, Specifications for the Management of Moveable
Cultural Heritage Collections (BS 17820). The British expression of a European cultural
initiative, this framework was designed to provide standard operational specifications
for effective collections practice.®!® It is thus relevant to all institutions tasked with
maintaining material culture of some kind, libraries and archives as well as museums.
Its breadth is reflected in the wide range of organisations represented on its preparatory
committee. Alongside a British Standards Institution (BSI) representative, its members
were drawn from governments, societies, libraries, archives, galleries, and museums,
including the Armouries by chance.3!® It thus brought together a range of practitioners
to develop accepted operational standards that would apply across the cultural sector. In

this way it strongly resembles the PAS 197 Code of Practice for Cultural Collections
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Management on which it was built, in both approach and content.3!” The outcome of
this collaborative endeavour was a framework concerned with collections management
from a strategic perspective. BS 17820 outlines the overarching policy structure
required to effectively manage material culture rather than focusing on the details of
day-to-day practice.®!® As such, it informs the overall direction for the custodianship of
museum collections. BS 17820 first lists the optimal features of collections management
policy, and then addresses the specific needs of its four main components: collections
development, collections information, collections access, and collections care and
conservation.®*® All museums are strongly advised to develop policies covering each of
these areas, whose individual contents are described in detail by BS 17820. While its
provisions are not automatically binding in the same way as legislation, there is
nevertheless an expectation that all institutions will strive to meet the terms of BS
17820 as a template for best practice recognised throughout the museum sector.®?° As a
national museum, the Armouries is expected to set an example by demonstrating the
highest standards of conduct across all of its activities. Its registrar staff have thus
developed its collections policy in accordance with BS 17820, codified in four
documents that mirror its division of collections management.?! Given the prevailing
authority of the Armouries’ collections policies, institutional observance of this standard
indirectly shapes the use of its entire holdings. As such, this section seeks to examine
the impact of BS 17820’s strategic emphasis on the Armouries’ weapons collections,
even where this is not immediately evident. Operational policy is as significant as
routine procedure in facilitating access to these restricted objects.

BS 17820 begins by setting out the general principles that underpin an effective
collections management framework. These are designed to inform all collections-related
policies developed in line with its provisions, from access to care. General applicability
is a recurring theme throughout BS 17820, an approach that is reflected in the absence
of guidance addressing particular collection types. As such, weapons are not covered
explicitly by the standard’s recommendations for the creation of a functional collections

management policy framework. There is a good reason for this omission. If BS 17820
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sought to specify policy requirements for every object type held by museums, it would
become unworkable in practice.®?? It ultimately prioritises breadth over depth. BS 17820
does nonetheless acknowledge that weapons collections may require extra precautions,
albeit by implication. It states that all collections management policy should be
‘appropriate’ to institutional circumstances, including the nature of objects.®?® Given the
elevated risk involved in the possession and use of weapons, BS 17820 effectively
obliges any museum holding them to build greater safeguards into its operational policy.
The broad nature of this formulation directs the institutions themselves to determine a
suitable response. This works on the premise that individual museums are best placed to
determine the structural apparatus governing their collections activities, as the experts in
their given field. BS 17820 first stipulates the essential elements of collections policy,
which the Armouries then must apply to the management of the national collection of
arms and armour.3?* Its registrar staff are thus expected to formulate institutional policy
that accommodates the unique needs of weapons collections, while working to the
broadest possible brief. On the subject of staff competency, for example, BS 17820
recommends the delivery of training programmes tailored to the demands of managing
specific institutional collection types.3? This is especially important for weapons, where
the consequences of mismanagement are likely to be serious. It would not be difficult
for personnel to overlook the additional precautions for the routine movement of
firearms, if they had not been made aware of their particular needs.?® The practical
outcome is that the Armouries is obliged to establish procedures designed to familiarise
its staff with the complexities of maintaining its collections, even if this does seem like
basic common sense. This clause highlights one of the main challenges of this
museological framework, that its application to weapons collections is rarely self-
evident. Just because the provisions of BS 17820 do not single out weapons, this does
not mean they have no impact on the Armouries’ operations.

Alongside its general recommendations, BS 17820 includes a basic checklist for
each of its constituent policy areas and their subsidiary procedures. Three of these —
collections access, collections information, and collections care — play an important role

in shaping the institutional use of all museum objects. Similar to the rest of BS 17820,
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these individual policy templates do not specifically mention weapons at any point.3?’
Yet, it is also evident that this targeted guidance adopts the same proportional approach,
obliging the Armouries to anticipate the challenges posed by its collections in each of
these areas. BS 17820’s first provision for effective collections care policy is that
museums should exercise risk management during all collections activities.®?® It makes
sense that museums should strive to mitigate any threats posed by their collections —
especially weapons — so BS 17820 gives it operational force. In this vein, the Armouries
recently pursued a comprehensive review of its collections security to better manage
public access to its stores.®?° Regular policy audits are one strategy employed by its
registrar staff to lower the risks of using weapons collections in routine programming.
While it is difficult to pinpoint the role of BS 17820 in fostering this institutional ethos
of risk management, it is surely a contributing factor. Its annex on collections
information likewise infers the need for additional measures to safely utilise weapons
collections. Beyond broad motions to implement secure data storage and protect item
records, BS 17820 also directs museums to closely inspect the security features and user
permissions of their collections management system.33° Given the heightened degree of
confidentiality imposed on certain weapons in the Armouries’ collections (see Chapter
3), it is vital that its staff have full control over the availability of related information.
Even its coverage of collections access expresses the same concern for the integrity of
museum holdings. BS 17820 recommends that institutional policy should outline all
barriers to the public use of collections as well as the approaches to overcome them.3!
Few museum objects are subject to greater barriers than weapons. The Armouries’
Collections Access policy duly outlines its operational constraints, such as ‘designated
areas of high security’ where access is regulated and the individuals legally prohibited
from possessing its weapons.33? Here, BS 17820 mainly serves to clarify existing
arrangements. Its facilitatory role conveys another facet of collections access that
reveals the frictions of museum practice. A BS 17820-compliant policy should manage
‘the demands of access and long-term protection and security, in accordance with the

outcome of risk assessments’.3*3 This clause epitomises the fundamental dilemma of
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public weapons collections. But practitioners seeking clear solutions reach a dead end,
as BS 17820 provides no further guidance for striking this delicate balance. It contains
no resolution to the tension between access and regulation inherent to the Armouries’
weapons holdings. BS 17820 may provide the basic policy structure, but its registrar
staff are responsible for populating this template to best serve institutional audiences.
A key strength of BS 17820 is its awareness of the interconnected nature of the
governance structures surrounding museum collections. It calls for organisational policy
to profess compliance with the relevant ‘legal and ethical requirements’ imposed on
their objects.®* This is certainly important for weapons management, as it is governed
by a complex regulatory assemblage formed of numerous statutes, standards, and codes.
However, BS 17820 does not provide any indication as to what these might be. In
keeping with its broad focus, it does not address the frameworks governing specific
collection types.®*® The omission of weapons regulation limits its effectiveness in
clarifying the Armouries’ duties. BS 17820 nevertheless places a strong emphasis on
helping institutions to meet their official obligations, even if only in a broad sense. It
may no longer identify specific legal statutes and professional standards like PAS 197
due to its enlarged European scope, but regulatory compliance remains a prominent
theme.3* Observing the demands of applicable legislation is a particular priority of BS
17820. Its general principles and its four constituent policies all contain provisions to
this effect, collectively ensuring that legal requirements are a central consideration in
the development of operational collections policy. This thorough treatment of legal
issues is especially relevant to the Armouries, as it is required to reconcile its primary
institutional commitments under the National Heritage Act 1983 with the considerable
demands of weapons law.*¥" But again, BS 17820 prioritises a general commitment to
legality over the content of particular laws. The Armouries’ registrar staff are therefore
responsible for identifying its unique legislative obligations as the national museum of
arms and armour, so as to wholly incorporate them into the collections policy structure
provided by BS 17820. Beyond satisfying the relevant legal requirements, it also
advocates that institutional policy should be consistent with current best practice in

collections management. While the only standard BS 17820 specifically references is
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Spectrum (as a suitable cataloguing benchmark), elsewhere it asserts that all of the
provisions have been designed to complement existing regulations and codes in the
field.33® Much of the value of BS 17820 thus lies in its coordination of the diverse legal
and professional structures that govern museums, articulated in a format that individual
museums can apply to their collections policies. When institutional operations are
subject to a regulatory assemblage as complex as that of the Armouries, any assistance
in mastering its multifaceted interactions is beneficial. The direct impact of BS 17820
on the control of weapons collections may thus be relatively limited, but it acts as a key
mechanism for bringing other prominent frameworks into alignment with one another.
BS 17820 is a peculiar standard, at least in its implications for museum weapons
holdings. Nowhere does it explicitly regulate these objects, as its provisions only apply
to them in a general sense. Nor does it directly determine the routine management of
museum objects of any kind, as its overt policy focus places it at a remove from
everyday operations. In spite of these qualifications, BS 17820 still exerts considerable
influence over the Armouries’ current treatment of its weapons collections. Isolating the
contribution of any single framework to institutional practice is not straightforward, yet
it is evident that it informs both the structure and substance of its collections policies.
BS 17820 represents an advance on PAS 197 in many ways, as its provisions are
clearer, broader in scope, and more accessible to a non-specialist audience.>® They
express the prevailing professional standards that the Armouries should incorporate into
its operational policy and procedure. BS 17820 thus provides the underlying framework
that informs the approach of its registrar staff to collections management at all levels.
Of course, any development of its institutional collections policy equally affects all
objects in its custody. Where BS 17820 does place additional burdens on the use of the
Armouries’ weapons collections, it stems from the need to apply its provisions
proportionally. The risks presented by weapons are greater than most other objects, so it
follows that the Armouries is obliged to implement further safeguards to satisfy the
standard.®*® These range from the pursuit of a risk-managed approach to the delivery of
dedicated training in weapons management. The provisions of BS 17820 for collections
care as well as collections access reinforce the urgency of finding a suitable balance

between the competing demands of risk mitigation and public engagement. In this
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sense, these conditions hardly constrain access to the Armouries’ weapons collections.
It is more useful to instead frame them as operational guidance to facilitate this
process.3*! Overall, the relevance of BS 17820 to the management of the Armouries’
weapons holdings is more strategic than practical. Its constant integration of legislation
and professional standards into an institutional policy template helps museums to work
through their various obligations. It may leave the task of negotiating the demands of
weapons law and museological practice to the Armouries, but it does equip its registrar
staff with a framework to accommodate these intricate structures. In this way, BS 17820
aligns with the ideas of assemblage theory. Echoing Sharon Macdonald’s focus on the
myriad entanglements of heritage process, it directs museums to consider all possible
influences on collections management when formulating institutional policy.3*? Given
the complex set of regulations governing the use of weapons in museum programming,

the formulation of collections policy at the Armouries has to be especially meticulous.

Setting the Standard: Museum Accreditation

The Museum Accreditation Scheme (MAS) is one of the foremost national frameworks
regulating museum practice. As of November 2023, over 1,700 museums across the UK
held Full or Provisional Accreditation, with all three of the Armouries’ venues being
fully accredited.®® This figure becomes even more impressive when its criteria are
consulted. To become an accredited museum, it is necessary to demonstrate exemplary
levels of professional conduct across a range of areas, including collections stewardship.
Collections have been a priority of MAS since its inception. Launched in 1988 as the
Museum Registration Scheme, one of its initial requirements was the ‘publication of an
acceptable statement of collections management policy’ covering acquisition, disposal,
inventory, documentation, and conservation.* It has undergone many revisions in the
intervening years — it is now the Museum Accreditation Scheme and its administration
has been devolved to the four nations of the UK — but it has retained a strong collections

focus throughout. Three out of nine of the current standard’s major benchmarks directly
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address collections.*® MAS is thus a key component of the regulatory assemblage that
controls access to the Armouries’ holdings. It has good reason to observe these terms, as
being a fully accredited museum confers considerable benefits. Besides the increased
prestige that comes with accreditation, most public sector and charitable funding
streams are only available to accredited museums.®*® The threat of professional censure
is never far away either. If an institution fails to meet its standard requirements of MAS,
they may lose their accredited status entirely.3*” Being expelled from the scheme would
be detrimental to any museum, as they would suffer considerable reputational damage
as well as the loss of extra financial support. As an institution heavily invested in MAS,
the Armouries has every incentive to comply with its provisions. These are articulated
in two stages. The Accreditation Standard provides a broad overview of its conditions,
while a supplementary guidance document gives detailed practical recommendations for
their implementation.®* By examining their contents alongside one another, it is
possible to discern the role of the accreditation process in shaping the routine
management of the Armouries’ collections. Having established the operational
jurisdiction of MAS, the next step is to examine the nature of any constraints it places
on museum weapons collections. After all, the elevated threat they pose to public safety
surely warrants higher standards of management than the norm.

The first of the accreditation standards that shapes weapons management at the
Armouries does not exclusively address collections. Instead, it concerns risk mitigation
whose operational ramifications extend far beyond collections matters. MAS instructs

the Armouries’ registrar staff to arrange a thorough assessment of its security systems:

You should get security advice for all the buildings and sites that the
museum occupies. You should do this at least every five years, and the
advice should cover:

e arrangements for your staff, volunteers and visitors

e your stored and displayed collections

e your buildings and sites
The advice should be proportionate to the size, scope, vulnerability and
value of your museum and collections.>*°
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A prominent feature of this formulation is its indiscriminate nature. It does not specify
any particular conditions for weapons, or any other object type for that matter. Instead,
like BS 17820, its influence over weapons collections primarily derives from its
espousal of a ‘proportionate’ approach. As the Armouries possesses extensive holdings
of these challenging objects, its security arrangements are assessed more stringently
under MAS. Beyond the general measures required of all accredited museums, the
Armouries must prove that its facilities and procedures are appropriate to the threat
presented by weapons collections.®° By passing this regular inspection, it is deemed to
be adequately mitigating the associated risks. Not only is the content of this security
review informed by the Armouries” weapons holdings, but the same also applies to the
assessor. The Accreditation Guidance clarifies that the source of institutional security
advice should correspond to potential collection risks.** As well as the routine security
assessment by the accreditation staff, the Armouries has its premises inspected by the
MSPA every five years.®5? There are two reasons for this further check: the MSPA’s
oversight for the security of all national museums (as seen earlier in the chapter) and the
heightened threat posed by its weapons holdings. The institutional focus of this review
complements the breadth of the Accreditation Standard, applying its security provisions
to the Armouries’ particular situation. But the use of individual assessment by MAS
does leave this process open to a degree of interpretation. The absence of any explicit
textual reference to weapons collections means that the focus of these security visits can
vary in practice depending on the assessor.>® This makes it difficult for the Armouries’
registrar staff to predict its security obligations under MAS with absolute certainty. But
this essentially becomes a moot point when the legal demands of the wider regulatory
assemblage are recalled. The Armouries’ maintenance of both firearms and explosives
licences also entails routine inspection by its enforcing authorities. Given the stringent
nature of the security arrangements specified by weapons law, there is very little that
MAS can add. Yet, the accreditation process does offer another valuable opportunity for
the Armouries to review its security arrangements at regular intervals. Public access to

its weapons collections would be unthinkable without a proven security regime in place.
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In comparison, the Accreditation Standard dedicates an entire chapter to best
practice in collections management. The first of its benchmarks that addresses the use of
museum objects, maintaining relevant collections information, stipulates two criteria: an
approved documentation policy and observation of the Spectrum primary procedures.>*
The policy requirements for documentation under MAS affect the Armouries’ weapons
collections in a similar way to the equivalent provisions in BS 17820. A compliant
institutional framework should ensure that collections documentation meets ‘ethical
commitments and legal requirements’, without elaborating on what these entail.*> This
is the nearest acknowledgement here that certain collection types might have distinct
information needs. Any terms specific to weapons in the Armouries’ documentation
policy thus originate from internal processes rather than being a demand of MAS.3% In
conjunction with these policy requirements, MAS designates a minimum benchmark for
documentation practice. It draws on the existing Spectrum cataloguing standards to this
end, integrating its primary procedures into the accreditation requirements on the
grounds that they are ‘essential for managing collections effectively and making them
accessible’.*>" While these are both key criteria for the continued existence of public
weapons collections, MAS again makes no specific provision for individual object
types. It lists the procedures that the Armouries is required to implement — object entry,
acquisition and accessioning, location and movement control, inventory, cataloguing,
object exit, loans in, loans out, and documentation planning — but provides no direction
as to how these might address the unique situation of its weapons collections.®*® This is
not surprising, as this clause has to cover all conceivable collection types in limited
space. The co-option of another established framework is advantageous in this sense, as
its provisions treat the subject in much greater depth. Spectrum is a major standard in its
own right whose influence over collections documentation extends far beyond its brief
citation in MAS.2*® Unusually, it does mention weapons within its primary procedures
in a single instance. Its guidance on Location and Movement Control advises that a risk
assessment conforming to the relevant legislation should be recorded to determine the
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appropriate operational requirements for firearms.% Although this measure is only a
suggestion, its incorporation into MAS as a Spectrum primary procedure gives it greater
impetus. Documented risk assessments are a standard feature of weapons management
at the Armouries when determining appropriate access arrangements to its restricted
collections.®! These professional standards have surely encouraged its institutional
adoption. The specific impact of these documentation benchmarks on the regulation of
weapons collections is relatively modest overall. It is nonetheless important for the
Armouries’ registrar staff to fulfil all of its obligations, however minor they may seem.
MAS then shifts its attention to the ability of museums to conserve and care for
their collections. The structure of this section mirrors that of collections information,
requiring a policy document and a plan that both meet high standards of collections
care. On the policy side, applicants are again asked to prove their compliance with
‘ethical commitments and legal requirements’ in the delivery of collections care.36?
Otherwise, this section does not further constrain the use of weapons or any other
specific collections. This supports the judgement that object type is largely immaterial
under MAS if an institution can demonstrate its adherence to the relevant legislation.3%
Exempting the demands of weapons law, nothing here distinguishes the treatment of the
Armouries’ holdings from any other museum collection. By contrast, the requirements
for the care and conservation plan are more targeted in their impact. A national museum
should outline the needs of vulnerable items in the collection, the process for identifying
major collections threats, and ‘appropriate’ storage arrangements.*** Weapons may not
be mentioned by name, but the content of this section signals that accredited museums
must have suitable measures in place to safeguard sensitive objects in their possession.
The Armouries’ weapons collections are no exception. Another interesting feature of the
approach taken by MAS to collections care is its interaction with the corresponding
requirements for public access. One of the conditions for meeting this accreditation
standard is an approved access policy that covers visitor engagement with institutional

collections.®® It follows much the same pattern as its policy provisions for collections
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information and collections care. For example, it features an identical formulation on
meeting ethical and legal requirements as these other sections. Crucially, it also requires
accredited museums to address the following issue in their policy framework: ‘How will
you balance the care and management of collections against provision of access.”3%
This clause further reinforces the Armouries’ obligation to reconcile the distinct needs
of its collections and its audiences, a theme that recurs throughout the museological
apparatus — from the National Heritage Act 1983 to BS 17820. However, like these
other governance structures, MAS provides no further guidance as to how museums
should actually achieve this in practice. It is left to the Armouries’ registrar staff once
again to strike this delicate balance, whose work is only made more difficult by the
legal controls governing its weapons holdings. The repeated allusions to this tension
emphasise the extent to which these various frameworks overlay one another to form an
overarching regulatory assemblage. From this broader perspective, the accreditation
standards for collections care and access ultimately place few constraints on the use of
the Armouries’ weapons collections that are not already anticipated elsewhere.

Overall, MAS has a measured impact on the ability of the Armouries to use its
weapons holdings in public programming. Its requirements for collections information,
collections care, and collections access follow standard practice, hardly distinguishing
weapons from any other museum holdings. Its provisions on risk management are most
pertinent to the Armouries’ situation, enforcing the rigorous inspection of its security
arrangements in proportion to perceived threat of its weapons collections. Consistent in
its holistic approach, however, the accreditation standards do not specify the precise
form of these measures. This is the inevitable compromise involved in balancing sector
relevance with institutional applicability.®” The Armouries’ registrar staff are ultimately
responsible for ensuring its collections practice complies with MAS, much like BS
17820. This comparison is worth developing further given their close resemblance in
structure and operation. These frameworks function at a strategic level rather than
addressing the intricacies of routine collections management. Both are designed to be
applicable across the museum sector, generally treating all collections alike. Where they
do acknowledge the needs of certain objects, they utilise a language of proportion to

keep their provisions as inclusive as possible.®®® Yet, the application of MAS to the
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Armouries’ weapons collections does differ from BS 17820 in a few notable respects.
The former is enforced with greater rigour, as accredited institutions are reassessed
every five years under normal circumstances. In January 2023, the Armouries passed its
latest accreditation return covering all three of its sites.®*® MAS thus provides another
layer of accountability for its approach to weapons management, subsumed into a
holistic institutional review. The accreditation standards are also more active in their use
of other regulatory structures to augment their own guidance. Its emphasis on museums
observing the relevant ‘legal requirements’ and ‘ethical commitments’ during their
collections activities may be a familiar refrain, but the co-option of related professional
advice by MAS is more systematic. Its integration of the Spectrum primary procedures
as the benchmark for collections information, for example, addresses this field far more
thoroughly than it could alone. Likewise, its recommendation that accredited museums
with higher-risk collections should receive routine inspections from the MSPA bolsters
the integrity of its security provision. MAS situates the Armouries’ weapons collections
within a wider professional discourse around museum work that harnesses networks of
individuals, objects, and documentary infrastructures.®”® Best practice in collections
management is a product of exchange, so accredited museums must consider how its
requirements interact with other affiliated regulatory structures. The task facing the
Armouries’ registrar staff is remarkable in that they have to accommodate the weighty
obligations of weapons law alongside these interdependent museological benchmarks.

Safeguarding Cultural Exchange: Loan Protocols

A key strategy that museums use to maximise the public reach of their collections is to
lend them to other institutions. The Armouries is no different in this respect, operating
an extensive loans programme as a central component of its public access strategy.®"* In
recognition of the distinct challenges of lending and borrowing cultural objects, specific
frameworks have been developed to smooth the complex institutional exchanges
involved. In the British context, the chief mechanism designed to facilitate museum
loans is the Government Indemnity Scheme (GIS). Operated by ACE under the overall

direction of DCMS, its principal purpose is to make it possible for cultural institutions
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to lend objects by underwriting the financial liability present in all loan arrangements.®"?

This government involvement emphasises a distinguishing feature of this framework, its
legal underpinnings. The origins of GIS in Section 16 of the National Heritage Act 1980
set it apart from most other museological frameworks.®”® Neither BS 17820 nor MAS
are rooted in law. It increases the Armouries’ capacity to provide access to the national
collection of arms and armour through loans, as stipulated by the National Heritage Act
1983. While its provisions are largely framed in affirmative terms, the 1980 Act does
contain an important caveat. All loans made under GIS must observe any conditions
approved by the Secretary of State to mitigate the additional risks involved during this
process.®’* Participating museums must follow certain guidelines to ensure the integrity
of all applicable objects at various stages of the loans process. Any institution wishing
to utilise GIS has to meet a range of security, environmental, and transport conditions
that are updated periodically.3”® The Armouries routinely accepts these terms when it
borrows objects from elsewhere, as DCMS only approves the use of commercial
insurance in very limited circumstances given its expense. When the Armouries’
collections are lent to another institution, however, its status as a national museum
means these provisions are always enforced. Even though the national collection cannot
be indemnified under this scheme due to their designation as public property, its objects
remain subject to the same borrowing conditions.3’® Ultimately, the Armouries cannot
lend any of its holdings — weapons or otherwise — if a prospective borrower cannot meet
the GIS conditions. The heightened risk posed by its weapons collections further
complicates this process. The Armouries’ registrar staff are required to cross-reference
the security and transport provisions of GIS with the corresponding demands of
weapons law when arranging loans.®’” Reconciling these two distinct frameworks is not
always straightforward in practice, especially as the resulting arrangements have to be
negotiated with other museums. Their intersection essentially determines the ability of
the Armouries to share its weapons collections with new institutions and audiences.

The first set of conditions prescribed by GIS addresses the security standards of

a prospective venue. These are more extensive than the equivalent MAS requirements.
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Annex D of the Indemnity guidelines stipulates no fewer than twenty-one distinct
provisions, encompassing fire detection, staff invigilation, environmental monitoring,
and display conditions.®”® Their specification is also much more precise. An acceptable
alarm system, for example, must be fitted by an industry-approved contractor, cover all
routes into the venue, be maintained in good working condition, and be serviced twice
annually.3” This specificity makes it clearer for museum staff to implement appropriate
measures. While the security provisions of GIS are better defined than those conveyed
by other museological frameworks, they still do not refer to the particular demands of
weapons collections.8° On the whole, they are treated no differently to other objects
under these terms. A few of its clauses appear nonetheless to place heavier burdens on
weapons loans, even if they are not mentioned directly. One of the GIS security entries
states that any ‘building must also provide appropriate control for the indemnified
object’.38! Given the elevated security threat posed by weapons, the level of ‘appropriate
control’ will be higher than the norm. All institutions are thus encouraged to reinforce
the fabric of their buildings if they wish to accept weapons loans under GIS. This is less
of a burden for the Armouries, as it already observes the stringent building parameters
required by its firearms and explosives licences.®® Its adherence to weapons law again
more than satisfies the corresponding museological standard. Another consequence of
the absence of weapons from the GIS security conditions is that individual museums
must apply them to their own situation. Paragraph 12 of Annex D details the minimum
specification of lockable display case required to exhibit ‘small portable objects’ — anti-
bandit laminated glazing at least 11.3mm thick, or Acrylic or Perspex thicker than
12mm.383 Although this clause singles out ‘especially valuable’ objects like jewellery or
coins, it could also apply to a handgun or a knife depending on its interpretation. As this
point is debatable in practice, it is prudent for all institutions to use a higher standard of
display case as a precaution when borrowing such items. The Armouries is more than
prepared to meet these conditions. As with building integrity, its case specification is
already stipulated by its weapons licences, which surpasses the GIS requirements.3* In

meeting its legislative duties, the Armouries’ registrar staff satisfy even the strictest
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interpretation of its display conditions. It must be reiterated that GIS is designed to
cover any object that could be loaned by a museum, so it is understandable that it does
not specify particular safeguards for weapons collections. Ultimately, this broad scope
combined with the strength of weapons law means that its codified security provisions
create few additional burdens during institutional preparations for weapons loans.
Acknowledging that the necessary safeguards for loans vary between museum
collections, the security conditions under GIS are supplemented by a process of
individual assessment. As with accreditation, ACE delegates this responsibility to the
MSPA, who is authorised to ‘make further recommendations in individual cases’.3%
This tailored oversight has greater influence over the Armouries’ approach to weapons
loans, as both a lender and a borrower. The MSPA is responsible for establishing the
security credentials of all potential borrowing venues under GIS, as is also advised
under the terms of MAS. As such, they effectively act as the arbiter for all indemnified
loans, determining the appropriate safeguards in light of the objects an institution seeks
to borrow. If the MSPA was ever dissatisfied with the Armouries’ security apparatus on
inspection, they could prevent it from borrowing indemnified weapons entirely.3® The
continuation of its institutional loans programme thus depends on the accommodation of
this expert guidance. Moreover, the MSPA plays just as significant a role in shaping the
Armouries’ lending arrangements as its borrowing ones. All loans from the national
collection must receive their official approval before going ahead.®®” The individual
assessment of every outward loan from the Armouries means that the security needs of
each particular object are integral to this evaluation. Central to the authorisation process
is the appraisal of the prospective loan venue, which is a joint undertaking. The
Armouries’ registrar staff request a detailed overview of the borrowing institution’s
sites and procedures, which they forward to the MSPA to make the final decision. 38
They must follow this process for all loan requests, but the security requirements are
correspondingly higher when the Armouries’ weapons collections are involved. Hence,
the stipulation made by the MSPA that its firearms should always be cabled down when
loaned out to mitigate the increased risk associated with a less secure venue. This

working partnership has generally enabled the circulation of the Armouries’ weapons
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collections, but they have had to turn down certain loan requests on security grounds.
This has primarily occurred when the borrowing institution has not been able to secure
an appropriate licence to possess a specific article.3® But there is always the possibility
that the MSPA could stop a loan under their own authority as an acknowledged security
expert. This is one of the few situations where a museological framework can actively
prevent public access to the Armouries’ weapons collections, albeit one that is unlikely
to transpire. It also represents another instance where weapons law and museological
standards intersect to form the regulatory apparatus governing museum weapons
collections. The MSPA is undoubtedly a central actor in this assemblage given their role
in reviewing the Armouries’ security provisions as a national museum, as an accredited
museum, and as a participant in GIS. Given the robust system of oversight surrounding
its institutional operations, the Armouries must ensure that all engagement with its
weapons collections occurs within a secure environment, be it internal or external.

GIS devotes similar attention to the safe conduct of loans between museums,
imposing a number of conditions on the transport of objects borrowed under its terms.
The need to implement proper safeguards at this vulnerable stage of the lending process
was apparent from its inception. The National Heritage Act 1980 states that government
indemnification encompasses the period when objects are ‘being taken to or returned
from’ the loan venue, enshrining the principle of ‘nail to nail’ cover.*® In order to
reduce the additional liability generated by this extended period of protection, GIS
requires that all participating institutions adopt certain precautions when objects are in
transit. Mirroring the provisions for venue security, Annex E of the Indemnity Guidance
addresses a range of issues: the use of experienced companies, the demands of overseas
shipping, rigorous supervision arrangements, detailed vehicle specifications, trained
couriers, and diligent operational procedures during transit.3®* As with most collections
management frameworks, however, these ‘general’ conditions are designed to apply to
any object a museum could conceivably lend. The GIS transport provisions do not cater
to the needs of particular collections, even those that pose an increased security threat.
Weapons are thus absent from its terms, requiring the Armouries to determine the extra

precautions needed to meet its legal obligations, maintain its institutional reputation,
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and assuage public expectations.>*> Moreover, unlike the GIS security conditions, there
are no clauses that even require the observation of appropriate or proportional controls
for the transit of weapons loans. The transport requirements for indemnified loans apply
uniformly, regardless of the additional risks an individual object may pose. Yet, their
overall rigour actually renders targeted provisions unnecessary on a practical level. In
most cases, the GIS transport standards are considered robust enough to mitigate the
heightened risks involved in transporting weapons.3®® Further controls specific to
weapons collections would essentially be surplus to requirements. In any case, the
transportation of certain high-risk weapons is subject to legal regulation. Every time the
Armouries transports a Section 5 prohibited firearm, for example, it is legally required
to use an agent approved by the Home Office for this purpose.3** For a firm to receive
this authorisation, it must demonstrate many of the same qualities specified by the GIS
transport conditions: experienced staff, rigorous security, robust vehicle specifications,
constant supervision, and established contingencies.® In meeting the transport
provisions of weapons legislation, the Armouries simultaneously satisfies its obligations
under the Indemnity Guidelines. When read alongside one another, weapons law and the
GIS transport conditions thus establish the benchmark for the secure transit of museum
weapons collections. It is the duty of the Armouries’ registrar staff to negotiate these
two overlapping frameworks in the coordination of its loans programme.

Overall, the museological apparatus governing loans has an uneven impact on
the external circulation of the Armouries’ weapons collections. The GIS guidelines
themselves do not place many further demands on operational practice. Although its
venue security and transport provisions are characterised by greater specificity than
other museological frameworks, these govern the Armouries’ weapons holdings in the
same manner as any other museum collection. As long as these general standards can be
met — assisted by their marked crossover with relevant legal obligations — its registrar
staff are able to arrange weapons loans for the benefit of new audiences. The MSPA
then tailors this framework to the Armouries’ unique circumstances. Their extensive

role in approving its individual loans empowers the position holder to stipulate further
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measures that specifically address the needs of its weapons collections.>* In practice,
the MSPA and the Armouries actively work together to determine the appropriate level
of security during this process. The complete refusal of a loan is accordingly a very rare
occurrence, even allowing for the heightened risks involved in transferring weapons.®%’
In effect, the conditions governing external access to museum weapons collections are
established more by negotiation than imposition. However, these robust museological
frameworks are not the only factors at work. Loans are one of the few occasions that
museum objects leave their home institution, so their success often relies upon a greater
range of actors. Given the sensitivities surrounding weapons, the participation of
additional parties increases the likelihood of complications. This is apparent in the
Armouries’ use of transport agents, who can be reluctant to assume the risks involved.
Its registrar staff have had difficulty securing the acquisition of weapons from overseas,
for example, because they have been unable to find a willing courier at a justifiable
cost.>% The Armouries is effectively beholden to shipper discretion in this matter, as it
does not possess the capacity to routinely transport its weapons collections to other
institutions. One of the greatest potential barriers to its loan programme thus stems from
a prosaic lack of transport rather than any regulatory apparatus. It is an important
reminder of the interconnected and contingent nature of museum practice.®* If no
viable transport agents are comfortable with conveying weapons in a given instance,
then the Armouries cannot lend them irrespective of its compliance with the prevailing
official frameworks. It is not always possible to anticipate every obstacle to the use of
weapons collections in museum programming. In the case of institutional weapons
loans, the Armouries’ registrar staff often have to work through these issues with other
actors as part of the organisation process. The parameters of the codified regulatory

assemblage thus do not always necessarily represent the whole picture.
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Disentangling the Regulatory Assemblage

Together, these respective museological frameworks play a significant if nebulous role
In governing engagement with the Armouries’ weapons collections. The first major
theme of this regulatory apparatus is the preponderance of a strategic approach. From
the National Heritage Act 1983 to MAS, the prevailing operational frameworks mostly
focus on informing high-level institutional policy rather than the minutiae of everyday
practice. GIS represents the main exception to this trend, given the detail of its security
and transport conditions.*®® The all-embracing nature of these governance structures
also characterises their treatment of different institutional collections. In pursuit of
general applicability across the sector, they rarely consider specific object types. The
prevalence of this non-disciplinary approach means that these frameworks only mention
weapons in isolated instances, and even then, mainly in passing. They often do address
the needs of these objects, just in a more implicit fashion. In many areas, standard
museum practice in collections management is rigorous enough for weapons.*®* Any
further conditions would be superfluous. Where weapons are seen to require additional
safeguards — namely the fields of security and risk management — these are anticipated
by proportional formulations. Individual museums are expected to understand the needs
of their collections and apply the relevant standards accordingly. Thus, the Armouries
itself is responsible for ascertaining its obligations under these various frameworks in
relation to its weapons holdings.*%? Its registrar staff perform much of the groundwork.
This involves regular communication with key enforcement authorities - DCMS, ACE,
the MSPA — to ensure their assessments are consistent. Otherwise, misunderstandings
may occur that could result in unintentional non-compliance if left unchecked. The
challenge of establishing a definitive approach to weapons management in museums
evokes a deeper issue of synthesis. All of the museological frameworks examined here
address in some form the fundamental dilemma of reconciling the competing needs of
public access on the one hand with collections care and security on the other.*%
However, with the partial exception of GIS, they do not provide detailed practical
guidance for museums to actually achieve this end. Again, it is the responsibility of the

Armouries’ registrar staff to strike this balance. The concept of balance is integral to
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modern collections practice: ‘Successful collections management is about balance, the
balance between access and preservation, between the needs of collections and the
people who use them and between short, medium and long term priorities.”*** This
chapter has shown it is also about balancing the distinct expectations of museums,
professional bodies, and government agencies. The inclusion of weapons and their
additional legal controls only serves to complicate these delicate negotiations.

In keeping with the guiding methodology, these museological frameworks are
key components of the complex regulatory assemblage that governs access to the
Armouries’ weapons collections. Firstly, there are numerous connections between them.
Whether it is MAS and GIS harnessing the expertise of the MSPA, or BS 17820 and
MAS referencing Spectrum in their provisions, these structures draw on one another for
mutual reinforcement.*® This is advantageous for museum staff seeking to observe
general standards of best practice throughout their duties, as it somewhat mitigates the
complications arising from duplication or contradiction. It is especially beneficial for
institutions like the Armouries whose operations are also governed by a sprawling
legislative apparatus.“®® Indeed, these standards acknowledge the importance of legal
compliance through their regular appeals to obey applicable laws across various aspects
of museum practice. They may not reference particular legislation in their pursuit of
general applicability, but they do serve to emphasise the Armouries’ duties under
weapons law. There is even considerable synergy between the relevant legal and
governance frameworks. The conditions observed by the Armouries to maintain its
weapons licences regularly satisfy professional best practice in collections management
and vice-versa.**” The assemblage is not necessarily as disparate as it may appear. This
is not to say, however, that the coexistence of these various regulatory structures is
completely harmonious. Weapons law and museum governance structures exist for very
different reasons, so it is unsurprising that their impact on the Armouries’ access
arrangements also varies. The former has been developed to mitigate the perceived
threat of weapons to public safety, while the latter support museum programming by

outlining aspirational standards of practice for individual institutions.“°® Where one
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works to constrain access, the other endeavours to enable it. This is reinforced by their
respective approaches to weapons management: the prevailing legislation primarily
dictates what the Armouries cannot do with these objects, whereas the museological
guidelines specify what it should do to utilise all collections effectively, including
restricted ones. The different priorities of these frameworks also cause them to address
distinct aspects of the stewardship of museum weapons collections. The museological
standards are effective in establishing robust professional parameters for collections
management in general, but largely omit the specific needs of weapons. In contrast,
weapons law provides detailed controls on weapons in their many manifestations but
does not often distinguish collections of cultural significance. Any overlap between the
two is generally coincidental. Access to museum weapons collections is determined by
the intersection of these two rather incongruent sets of regulatory frameworks, neither
of which fully addresses their unique situation. While this disconnection is simple to
identify, it requires much greater thought and effort to resolve in practice.

One of the many duties of the Armouries’ registrar staff is to assure institutional
compliance with these overlapping legal and professional frameworks (see Figure 1).
They are not helped by the fact that there is little guidance to support the reconciliation
of these distinct structures. Out of all the regulatory structures examined over the last
two chapters, only three address the specific challenges of managing museum weapons
collections in any great depth (though often with significant caveats). First, there are the
sections of weapons law that explicitly concern museums, such as the Museum Firearms
Licence or their exemptions from offensive weapons legislation.*®® While these legal
provisions do establish the broad parameters governing access to weapons in museums,
they rarely give detailed practical direction. Second, there are the guides produced by
the Home Office on firearms licensing and firearms security, which include chapters
dedicated to clarifying the legal obligations of museums in these areas.**° However,
their scope is confined to firearms control rather than weapons management in general
and some of the information on the museum sector printed in the Firearms Security
Handbook is concerningly outdated. The third authority on the unique needs of museum

weapons collections is the MSPA, whose expertise derives from extensive first-hand
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experience.*!* Even their support has certain qualifications, namely that it is contingent
upon the knowledge and assumptions of the individual occupying the position. Without
a codified framework to standardise the decision-making process between position-
holders, there is no guarantee of its long-term consistency or efficacy. Given the
limitations of the existing apparatus, there is an evident need for comprehensive
guidance on the regulation of weapons in a museum setting. This would ideally bring
together all the relevant frameworks in a single place to provide authoritative and
accessible advice for the maintenance of weapons collections.**2 Reaching a definitive
statement of best practice in this field will be an arduous undertaking, as it would need
to consider the diverse priorities and objectives of the many relevant stakeholders —
government departments, the police, licensing authorities, advisory groups, professional
bodies, and museums themselves. This study marks an explorative step in this direction,
surveying the legal, professional, and ethical dimensions of weapons management in a
cultural context. The Armouries’ registrar staff are not the only group who would
benefit from clearer advice on this subject. Museum professionals need to be confident
in navigating the prevailing regulatory assemblage if they are to facilitate meaningful
access to weapons or any other restricted collections. After all, what is the point of

holding such objects on behalf of society if the public cannot engage with them?
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Chapter 3: Ethical Paradigms

When | saw the job at the Armouries, I thought do | want to work with
that? Do | even want to work with that collection? It felt like it had got
extra ethical dilemmas to another museum collection really. It’s a very
difficult topic because I think many of the same things apply really to
weapons as to other collections, in a sense. But | suppose it’s ramped up
because potentially these are objects that can Kill people. I mean the
museums sector at the moment is discussing the ethics of museums
themselves, of displaying any objects, and what are the narratives framing
them. | think it’s the fact that these very objects are used potentially in
conflict between different groups that really ramps it up.**

On 7 January 2022, the Armouries unveiled a temporary exhibition entitled ‘At the
Sharp End’. It showcased the work of Operation Jemlock, an ongoing campaign to
reduce violent crime in West Yorkshire through community prevention initiatives and
targeted police intervention.*' It included a striking case filled with a range of knives
and other bladed articles that were seized during this exercise (Figure 6). Yet, the power
of the final display gave little indication of the work behind its creation. The challenge
of exhibiting the selected weapons did not stem from any codified access restriction.
From a regulatory perspective, this display was no different to the use of the Armouries’
own collections in its permanent galleries. As the first chapter has shown, its museum
status exempts it almost entirely from the constraints of offensive weapons law. Instead,
the obstacles that had to be overcome were primarily ethical in nature. Chief among
these was that the exhibited weapons had proven criminal associations. Even for the
Armouries, an institution dedicated to the stewardship of arms and armour, this subject
is an ethical minefield. It is difficult — and as some argue, irresponsible — to disassociate
weapons in museum collections from their ongoing use in violence.** The criminal
background of the articles included in ‘At the Sharp End’ certainly emphasised this
disquieting connection. Their mere presence in a museum could have raised awkward
questions if not handled delicately. The ethical complexity of the exhibition was further
compounded by its immediacy. In a departure from the Armouries’ predominant
historical focus, it tackled the current issue of knife crime. The project team were keenly

attuned to the public reception of the display throughout the process, not least by those
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who had experienced its effects first-hand.*'® Institutional awareness of audience needs
acquired particular urgency in light of this challenging and distressing theme. The
Armouries thus developed an interpretative approach that prioritised human stories, set
against the forensic treatment of the confiscated blades.*'” This was seen as the most
sensitive way to portray the harmful impact of knife crime on individuals. Given the
gravity of the subject, the public exhibition of these seized weapons could only proceed

following careful consideration from the Armouries’ staff.

Figure 6: ‘At the Sharp End’ Seized Blades Display
Photographed by the author, 10 June 2022.

416 Jen Kaines, Head of Collection Services - Royal Armouries (3), interviewed by Stuart Bowes, 1
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Ethical conversations were central to the development of ‘At the Sharp End’
from its inception. This was a prudent approach given both the sensitive nature of its
subject matter and its collaborative creation. The exhibition was developed in
partnership with the West Yorkshire Violence Reduction Unit (WYVRU). As a task
force launched in 2020 to reduce violent crime, working with the Armouries enabled
WYVRU to raise awareness of its efforts to tackle knife carrying through pre-emptive
community intervention.*!® The fact that this remains a live issue meant that both
organisations had to tread carefully during the creation process. At one stage, the
steering committee considered cancelling the exhibition due to the publication of
research that suggested raising public awareness of confiscated weapons could prompt
an increase in knife carrying.*!® It was ultimately decided that ‘At the Sharp End’
should go ahead as planned, but this was no forgone conclusion. It was only through
sustained reflection and proactive communication with its partners that the Armouries
could respectfully display the physical evidence of violent crime. The major role of a
police agency in this exhibition, as both co-curator and lender, had significant ethical
consequences in itself. It brought together two distinct professional cultures with very
different approaches to material objects. It is standard practice for law enforcement to
destroy seized weapons once they have been presented as evidence and their forensic
worth has been exhausted.*?° This fate therefore awaited the objects used in ‘At the
Sharp End’. Under normal circumstances, the destruction of criminal evidence would
raise few qualms. But translated into a museum context, where material culture holds
special significance, this process was less straightforward. After all, a key premise of
museum practice is that all objects should be preserved in perpetuity for the benefit of
future generations.*?! Even allowing for the problematic associations of the weapons in
‘At the Sharp End’, their planned destruction fundamentally breached this central duty.
The ethics surrounding this initiative was mostly uncharted territory for the Armouries’
registrar department. Institutional policy, for example, assumes that it will be borrowing

permanently accessioned collections.*?? In this instance, however, the legal obligation to
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destroy the weapons held primacy and the Armouries’ personnel had to deviate from
standard practice. Coming to terms with the contravention of established professional
norms is never an easy task, even when there is strong ethical justification to do so.

The unique ethical challenges presented by the At the Sharp End’ exhibition
had a profound impact on its practical realisation. The Armouries’ registrar staff had to
adapt routine institutional procedures in certain ways to fulfil the unusual demands of
showcasing blades seized by law enforcement. Firstly, there was the matter of working
with WYVRU as a lender. While the Armouries collaborates closely with several police
authorities to maintain its weapons licences, the process of borrowing objects departs
from these established interactions. Museum loans are binding contracts that outline a
range of specific duties for both borrowers and lenders.*? This situation is expected by
cultural institutions with established loans programmes, but these arrangements often
have to be clarified for less experienced parties. The partnership between the Armouries
and WYVRU effectively functioned as an exchange between a museum and a private
lender. The Armouries’ registrar staff could thus draw upon their previous experience in
borrowing objects from independent collections. This entails conveying the professional
expectations around this elaborate process, such as providing detailed documentation
about the loaned objects.*?* Establishing a common understanding was central to the
realisation of ‘At the Sharp End’, as police agencies do not always share ideas of best
practice with museums. Yet in other respects, the Armouries followed law enforcement
standards in the treatment of evidence. Omitting the details of the weapons’ criminal
history, for example, was one of the key conditions of the loan. There was collective
acknowledgement that it would be inappropriate to circulate any information about their
prior owners or uses, so the Armouries only recorded its possession by the relevant
police authority.*?> This marked a considerable departure from institutional procedure.
Conducting due diligence to establish thorough provenance for all objects entering an
institutional collection, whether permanently or temporarily, is standard museum
practice.*?® When much of this information is officially confidential, however, the

Armouries’ registrar staff can only document a limited amount. Working across
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professional boundaries requires all parties to seek genuine accommodation. Perhaps the
greatest deviation from the Armouries’ standard collections procedures in preparation
for ‘At the Sharp End’ arose from the prearranged destruction of the displayed weapons.
It was deemed unnecessary to value, insure, or record the physical condition of objects
that would soon be destroyed anyway.*?” Somewhat counterintuitively, their heightened
ethical sensitivity in fact simplified this aspect of the exhibition process. Where legal,
professional, and ethical actors are so closely intertwined, it can be difficult to predict
how they will come together to determine public access to weapons collections.

The example of ‘At the Sharp End’ accentuates many of the complexities and
contradictions of museum weapons collections. The Armouries’ adaptation of certain
routine procedures to accommodate WYVRU protocol emphasises the need for
flexibility when using weapons in museum programming. The unique ethical challenges
raised by these collections require its registrar staff to consider the circumstances of
each case on its own merits. They can rely on few certainties in the field of weapons
management, not least because of material and moral diversity of these objects. One of
the few constants is the primacy of law. In the case of ‘At the Sharp End’, the obligation
to destroy the seized blades profoundly shaped their treatment. This principle applies to
the Armouries’ weapons holdings in their entirety, as ethical conduct is formulated in
dialogue with, and is conditioned by, the prevailing legal framework.*?® This episode
thus affirms the interconnected nature of the regulatory assemblage governing weapons
management. The Armouries’ registrar staff must maintain a holistic overview of these
enmeshed traditions in order to prepare its collections for public use in a safe and ethical
manner. This was especially important during the development of ‘At the Sharp End’
given the challenging nature of the exhibited objects. Indeed, their inclusion as tangible
proof of criminal activity underscores the split personality of museum weapons
collections in general. Each of the confiscated weapons selected for public display took
on a dual identity, as both forensic evidence and museum object.*?® While the majority
of the Armouries’ accessioned weapons collections do not have such a contentious
legacy (where this is possible to establish), they nonetheless manifest similar, albeit less
dramatic, tensions. They are at once instruments of conflict and cultural artefacts,

identities that coexist uneasily. This is a form of ‘musealisation’, the integration of an

427 Robson, interview, 18 July 2022, pp. 9-10.
428 Museum Ethics, p. 24.
429 Bell, interview, 1 August 2022, pp. 17-18.



112

item into the unique epistemological context of museums.*° Registrars play a crucial
role in this process. The procedures they oversee — documentation, storage, inventory
control, auditing — contribute greatly to the assimilation of objects into a museum’s
conceptual structures.**! However, the musealisation of weapons engenders an
intractable problem: their status as museum objects supports the maximisation of public
access, while their capacity for harm urges the opposite. All museums must balance the
needs of their collections with the needs of their audiences, but the presence of weapons
introduces another ethical dimension.*3? As the opening quotation demonstrates, the
Armouries’ registrar staff are highly attuned to the potential dangers associated with its
weapons holdings. After all, it is their duty to work through the ethical ramifications of
facilitating public access to these challenging objects. No matter how far an individual
weapon is assimilated into a museum collection, the connotations of conflict and
violence can never be effaced entirely. This fundamental dissonance distinguishes their

active cultural use from standard conceptions of ethical museum practice.

Ethical Pluralism at the Royal Armouries

As the example of ‘At the Sharp End’ has demonstrated, the ethical issues surrounding a
museum’s engagement with weapons collections can be substantial. Clear guidance on
the intricacies of this sensitive work would thus be a valuable resource. Consistent with
the other museological frameworks governing the Armouries’ collections, however,
models of ethical practice specific to weapons management are scarce in reality. This is
quite curious considering the prominence of the sector discourse around museum ethics.
Monographs examining the multifaceted dialogue between ethics and various aspects of
museum operations have routinely appeared every few years, not to mention the steady
stream of critical articles.**® Ethics has thus been established as a major theme in the
academic discipline of museum studies. One of the fundamental issues addressed by this
established body of work is the definition of museum ethics itself. In any given group

there would likely be as many different responses to this issue as museum professionals
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present. Still, much common ground would be found in the notion that museum ethics
comprises the shared values, principles, judgements, and duties perceived to underpin
their everyday activities.*** It essentially expresses a self-determined consensus about
the conduct museums should adopt to effectively perform their role, rather than what
they are compelled to do by higher authorities. This profound introspection has not
emerged out of nowhere. It draws on an ingrained sector preoccupation with raising
shared standards of professional conduct, one which has heavily influenced the
development of operational practice in museums. Proceeding on the principle that
museums have a fundamental responsibility to wider society, many professionals have
actively sought to reorient their own actions and institutional norms to better measure
up to changing ethical contexts.**® At times these efforts have produced lasting change
and at times they have been frustrated, but overall they have enshrined the affirmative
idea that museums can and should improve. This concern for professional growth has
even permeated the highest levels of cultural officialdom. From the late twentieth
century, the cause of museum ethics has been advocated by supranational representative
bodies like UNESCO and the International Council of Museums (ICOM).*% With the
ardent involvement of such organisations, the expression of accepted sector practice has
also come to be associated with the strengths and weaknesses of formal bureaucratic
process. Individual, institutional, and universal interests all therefore intersect in the
generation of museum ethics — but not always in a harmonious manner. While it is clear
then that museum work is profoundly motivated by ethical considerations, the contours
of the resulting multifaceted response are tougher to negotiate.

One of the defining features of this ongoing ethical discourse has been a strong
tendency towards codification. Traditionally, the museum sector has sought to capture
and then disseminate rigorous models of professional conduct through authorised codes
of ethics. The first recognisable example of this archetypal guidance document was
issued in 1925 by the American Association of Museums as the Code of Ethics for
Museum Workers, but the late 1970s marked the true watershed moment in this process
with a dramatic expansion in the publication of ethical guidelines across the museum

world.**” By virtue of their cooperative formulation, establishment backing, and stable
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longevity, codes of ethics have come to occupy a staple position in the field of museum
ethics. This concerted endeavour to articulate professional standards remains strong
today, exemplified by the many prevailing frameworks that seek to foster ethical
behaviour across all museum activities. This is a process that is discernible both at the
level of individual institutions — the Armouries has its own ‘Ethics Policy’, for example
— and the museum sector as a whole in the form of professional codes of ethics.*® These
general statements of ethical practice are designed to provide clear benchmarks for all
museum personnel, regardless of their role. Collections feature prominently in these
documents. Not only do the ownership, care, and use of museum objects almost
invariably appear in sector-wide codes of ethics, but they are also subject to discipline-
specific guidelines.**® This codifying impulse has been so pervasive within the museum
sector that it has spread throughout its constituent occupations, including registrars.
Decades of professional dialogue around the responsible supervision of institutional
collections first produced a dedicated code of ethics for registrars in the mid-1980s and
then a revised version applying to collections specialists altogether in the last few
years.**% While these occupational manifestos have been produced for a North American
audience rather than a British one, many of the same conventions still apply. Either
way, registrars are clearly not short of occupational guidance for appropriate collections
stewardship. In fact, it is arguable that the opposite is true. The proliferation of ethical
models of collections practice risks the danger of museum professionals being
overwhelmed by the sheer mass of their provisions. The negotiation of these various
standards has been imaginatively likened to ‘dancing through the minefield”.**! One
wrong move and everything blows up in your face. When subscribing to museum codes
of ethics, it is important to strike the right balance between applicability and clarity.
Abundance can prove just as perplexing as scarcity to the unwary practitioner.

Codes of ethics may be entrenched features of the museum sector, but they do
not represent the whole picture. Ethical collections practice is not reducible to the
content of these standards, however comprehensive they may be. They are a distillation
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of intersecting debates, concepts, and processes ascribed to appropriate professional
behaviour. What constitutes ethical conduct in museums is thus constantly evolving,
fuelled by the shifting values of the societies they serve and ongoing self-reflection by
museum practitioners themselves.**? Published documents struggle to keep pace with
these changes, as their revision is often a formalised and time-consuming process that is
only worth undertaking periodically. While codes of ethics are a useful starting point for
any investigation into the ethical treatment of museum collections, it is necessary to
look beyond them to gain a fuller understanding of the field. Their provisions are only
as effective as far as they are ‘agreed to, monitored, and abided by’ in reality.*+3
Institutions have to work out how to translate these recommendations from the page into
practice, one of the many duties of the Armouries’ registrar staff. Fortunately, they are
not alone in this endeavour. Other museums encounter similar ethical challenges in the
management of their collections, so there is scope to share effective strategies across the
sector. This collaborative approach is strongly advocated by those seeking to reimagine
models of professional development. Proponents of this ‘new museum ethics’ contend
that institutions should be transparent in addressing ethical concerns where possible to
encourage proactive and robust responses.*** The key message is that museums should
learn from one another to better grasp the ethical dimensions of their practice. It is thus
important to keep this broader professional context in mind when considering the ethics
of collections access. The existence of this shared understanding of ethical conduct also
presupposes a common set of values that underpin the sector.**> When individuals and
institutions adopt ethical stances on specific issues, they draw upon enduring principles
to justify their actions — even if they do not always realise it. These motivations can be
linked to longstanding ethical paradigms. In practice, museums embrace different
philosophical traditions where the circumstances require it, resulting in a situation of
‘moral pluralism’.**® The challenge faced by all institutions is how to reconcile these
principles when they do not align with one another, a common occurrence in the course
of delivering public access to cultural collections. Any study of museum ethics must

therefore accommodate the reality of its multifaceted and inconsistent expression.
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The ethical stewardship of museum collections may already be the product of
multiple intersecting discourses, but the introduction of weapons adds a further layer of
complexity. The association of these objects with conflict and violence raises unique
challenges for institutions charged with their stewardship. Some of these issues are
already addressed by weapons law and museological governance structures, but many
more are outside of their remit. How should institutions flag up problematic objects
during routine management? Should staff be allowed unrestricted access to weapons?
Avre there instances where museums should not encourage public engagement with
weapons? Who should hold the authority to make these decisions? Should museums
possess weapons at all?#4” Such questions rarely have definitive answers, as they are
heavily contingent on institutional circumstances. At the Armouries, its registrar staff
address many of these pressing concerns. Maintaining ethical compliance is one of their
key functions in the area of risk management (see Figure 1). The diligent exercise of
this duty is especially critical at the Armouries given the heightened sensitivities around
the use of its weapons. In order to better understand best practice in the maintenance of
these collections, the proceeding chapter considers the various sources of ethical
conduct available to the Armouries’ registrar staff. It adopts the model of museum
ethics articulated by Marstine, Dodd, and Jones, which encompasses three overlapping
expressions: ethical codes, case studies, and values and principles.**® One advantage of
this multi-pronged approach is that it offers a more comprehensive appraisal than
focusing exclusively on any of these individual elements. Drawing attention to the
diverse, adaptive, and emergent origins of ethical museum behaviour complements the
use of assemblage theory to explore the nuances of providing access to restricted
objects.**® The main body of this chapter is therefore structured along the same lines. It
explores the distinct role of each element in informing the Armouries’ treatment of its
weapons collections to generate an overview of the field. Identifying the connections
between the different expressions of ethical museum conduct is central to this
endeavour. It is the mutual interaction of professional codes, operational examples, and
guiding principles that has shaped contemporary notions of museum ethics. Indeed,

museum professionals are better placed to make ‘informed and responsive’ decisions
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when they draw upon all of these complementary models.**° It thus follows that the
Armouries’ registrars staff have to be keenly aware of these sources of ethical
collections practice in all their complexity. The following sections examine their
engagement with this assorted material to work through the ambiguities of providing

public access to museum weapons collections.

Professional Ethics: Established Sector Codes

The most prominent sources of guidance informing the conduct of the Armouries’
registrar staff are the numerous codes of ethics that populate the museum landscape.
Developed by acknowledged sector bodies, they stipulate the principles and processes
that are generally held to constitute ethical practice in the museum sector. Two of these
codes are especially pertinent to this study, those issued by the Museums Association
(MA) and ICOM, which share the unambiguous title of Code of Ethics for Museums. As
a member of both professional groups, the Armouries officially subscribes to these
frameworks.*®! There are compelling reasons for it to observe these standards of
conduct, even though they are not enforced by legal or financial mechanisms. Instead,
they leverage the need to maintain institutional standing. Infringement of either code
carries the threat of disciplinary action, including complete exclusion from these
presiding professional bodies.*? The ensuing censure is almost prohibitive for any
museum. Northampton Museums Service experienced the full force of these sanctions
when it controversially sold an irreplaceable ancient Egyptian statue to fund a gallery
extension, as its sites were ejected from MA membership and lost accredited status.*>
Infringement has serious consequences. It is in the interests of the Armouries to observe
the conceptions of ethical practice developed by ICOM and MA if it intends to retain a
leading role in the museum community. Their common approach is further evident in
their respective connections to the wider museological landscape. Not only do both
codes stress the importance of legal compliance, but they also encourage museums to

observe any relevant professional standards in their work.*** In their explicit allusion to
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these other frameworks, the ICOM and MA codes further interfuse the regulatory
assemblage governing museum operations. The parallels do not end here, as it is evident
that they have been consciously devised to cover much the same ground. The MA Code
even asserts its consistency with its ICOM counterpart explicitly.*® It follows then that
they adopt analogous approaches to major aspects of museum practice. However, this
does not mean that their provisions are identical in every respect. The depth of their
coverage does vary, which causes their treatment of institutional collections to differ in
subtle ways. Yet the overall resemblance of the ICOM and MA codes suggests that they
inform the use of the Armouries’ weapons holdings in a comparable manner. This
section therefore examines these documents in parallel across a number of key themes.
Before investigating the impact of these kindred frameworks on the Armouries’
weapons collections, it is worth considering their origins. Both codes were conceived
towards the end of the twentieth century (the MA’s in 1977 and ICOM’s in 1986), as
expressions of an emerging professional identity in museums and a corresponding need
for standards of conduct that transcended institutional and national boundaries.**® The
foundational purpose of these codes has endured. Their specific recommendations have
since been revised to respond to new challenges — the ICOM Code in 2004 and the MA
Code on five occasions, with another version set to be issued in 2024 — but they still
essentially seek to convey a universal notion of ethical museum practice.*®’ In pursuit of
this lofty aspiration, both documents address a range of common institutional dilemmas
in areas as varied as operational governance, community engagement, and employee
conduct. One of their principal concerns is the proper performance of collections
management. The MA Code devotes one of its three major chapters to the ‘Stewardship
of Collections’, as well as outlining further recommendations related to collections in its
other sections.**® The ICOM Code follows much the same pattern. While its guidance
on the appropriate treatment of museum objects mainly appears under the principle that
collections are held in trust for society, the challenges of managing material heritage

also permeate many of its other clauses.** In both instances, ethical behaviour towards
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cultural holdings transcends the immediate conditions of their management. It is clear
then that ethical collections stewardship is a key preoccupation of these codes and, by
extension, the museum community as a whole. Their role as a sector model of best
practice is further cemented by the general applicability of their provisions. Like the
other museological frameworks examined in the previous chapter, the ICOM and MA
codes take a non-disciplinary approach to museum collections. Neither one contains any
direct reference to weapons.*®® The corollary of their breadth is a lack of specificity. The
Armouries’ collections are treated uniformly under these frameworks, which make little
provision for the additional sensitivities surrounding its weapons holdings. Like the
operational standards of collections management, these codes establish a baseline of
ethical practice but do not provide specific detail. Weapons may be absent from their
terms, yet it is still important to examine the content of these general guidelines. After
all, these codes provide an overarching ethical apparatus for all interactions with the
Armouries’ objects, including the provision of access to its weapons collections.

It has already been shown that competent collections stewardship is a major
theme of both the MA and ICOM Codes of Ethics. But what does this actually entail for
a museum like the Armouries? Their treatment of the subject focuses heavily on the
reconciliation of preservation and access, which is essential to the ‘responsible and
viable’ weapons management pursued by the guiding research questions. While both
codes contain formulations to that effect, this duty is expressed most succinctly by the
MA Code: ‘Balance the museum’s role in safeguarding items for the benefit of future
audiences with its obligation to optimise access for present audiences.”*%* This provision
reinforces the Armouries’ responsibility to reconcile these fundamental objectives, a
thread that is also prominent in many other museological frameworks (see Chapter 2).
This connection is even made explicit in the Additional Guidance document published
by the MA to supplement the basic code. It advises that museums should use PAS 197
(now BS 17820) to determine the methods of care, the levels of risk, and the means of
access appropriate to their specific collections.*? Here, the interdependence of the
constituent parts of the regulatory assemblage governing the Armouries’ collections is

clearly evident. If the MA Code provides an effective overview of ethical collections
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stewardship, then its ICOM counterpart outlines a number of practical measures to
achieve it. Its subsection on the ‘Care of Collections’ is especially notable in this regard,
specifying a number of responsible collections practices: proportionate institutional
policies, appropriately trained personnel, robust documentation procedures, and an
ingrained culture of preventive conservation.*%® All of these measures play their part in
fostering effective weapons management in museums and, in the Armouries’ case, they
complement the standards of collections stewardship it observes to maintain accredited
status. There are few better indicators of the synergy between ethical and professional
concerns.*®* However, the recommendations of the MA and ICOM codes outlined so far
address museum objects indiscriminately, encompassing but not singling out weapons.
Although the unique challenges of weapons management are absent from this general
guidance, this actually corresponds to the Armouries’ overall collections strategy. When
applying the content of these ethical codes, its registrar staff rarely differentiate between
weapons and other objects.*®® The codes’ lack of specificity does little to impede the
practical enactment of their guidelines. Just because the MA and ICOM codes adopt a
holistic approach to collections stewardship, this does not necessarily mean that they
have less of an impact on public engagement with the Armouries’ weapons holdings.
Despite the conscious generality of these ethical codes, they do contain certain
clauses that more overtly govern the use of the Armouries’ weapons collections. These
more targeted recommendations are found in the MA’s Additional Guidance document,
which was introduced alongside the 2015 incarnation of the Code to keep the latter as
streamlined and accessible as possible.*®® One of its provisions for collections access
tacitly addresses the challenging nature of museum weapons collections. The Guidance
urges museums to thoroughly consider their use of controversial or distressing objects
in public programming, informed by the consultation of key stakeholders to better
negotiate any sensitive issues.*®” Weapons surely fall into this category, as they can be
stark reminders of violence and conflict to their victims. Just because it is possible to
provide access to the national collection of arms and armour, this does not necessarily

mean it is appropriate. Its registrar staff closely scrutinise all uses of its modern firearms
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collections, for instance, and have at times decided not to display specific examples
from within living memory to avoid causing distress to the community.*® The traumatic
legacy of certain weapons is still too immediate to be suitable for general interaction.
The MA guidance may not have covered this particular scenario, but it is a logical
extrapolation from its advice on providing access to sensitive collections. The ICOM
Code also informs public engagement with the Armouries’ weapons holdings in an
oblique manner, albeit in relation to different aspects of museum practice. It stipulates
that institutions may formulate special considerations for working collections, where
showcasing their use takes priority over their physical preservation.*®® This effectively
divests museums of the ethical obligation to maintain these designated objects in
perpetuity, as is expected with accessioned collections. Without this exemption, it
would be rather difficult for the Armouries to justify its firings of replica muskets or its
demonstrations of sword combat.*’® It may be phrased in the same blanket terms as the
Code’s other provisions — and the related museological frameworks — yet it has a
distinct impact on public access to the Armouries” weapons collections. These examples
highlight the importance of rigorously scrutinising ethical guidelines, as it would be
easy for practitioners to overlook a key provision with just a superficial inspection. This
responsibility is especially pressing for the Armouries’ registrar staff, whose approach
to weapons management has to accommodate a series of further constraints and
sensitivities. Censure by professional ethics committees is not their only concern.

These codes of ethics resemble the prevailing museological frameworks in more
than just their approach, there are also significant parallels in their subject matter. Safety
is a common theme throughout these standards, one that is crucial to the Armouries’
treatment of its weapons collections. Both the ICOM Code and the MA Additional
Guidance emphasise the institutional duty to protect everyone present in the museum.
The ICOM Code adopts a general formulation along these lines, but its MA counterpart
goes further in stipulating that museums should follow clear working practices around
‘potentially hazardous or dangerous items in the collection’.*’* This has significant
consequences for the routine work of weapons management, even if these ‘clear

working practices’ are not actually specified. The access arrangements to the
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Armouries’ study collections offer an indicative example. All staff invigilators are
empowered to end sessions prematurely if individuals ignore institutional handling
guidelines in order to maintain a safe environment.*’? This response is not specified in
any code of ethics (or in law for that matter), but instead represents an instance of the
Armouries studying standards of best practice and adapting them to the specific needs
of weapons. The ethical code once again provides a basic course of action, but it is the
Armouries’ collections staff who ultimately make the necessary judgement on the
ground. This example also alludes to the other major safety commitment enshrined by
these codes, the safeguarding of museum collections. Particularly prominent in this
respect are passages relating to emergency disaster planning, which are designed to
mitigate harm to both people and objects.*”® Should an explosion occur, for example,
the destruction would be indiscriminate. In response, both the ICOM Code and the MA
Guidance recommend that museums should have robust contingency measures in place
— although only the latter singles out the additional safety needs of ‘potentially
dangerous items’.** These requirements reinforce the general basis of the regulatory
assemblage governing the Armouries’ weapons collections. They may be less impactful
in mitigating the destructive potential of its explosives collections, as this is already the
primary concern of the relevant legislation (see Chapter 1). But where the law is more
security focused, as with firearms and offensive weapons, they are a key agent in
establishing a minimum benchmark for safety. Even if these codes are rather sparse in
detail, they do affirm a central principle of weapons management at the Armouries. All
access arrangements facilitated by its registrar staff must accommodate the safety of
both individuals and the objects themselves.

The treatment of collections security by these ethical codes bears many of the
same hallmarks, resulting from its close affinity with safety concerns. Indeed, the MA
Guidance’s provision for institutional security is outlined in the exact same clause as
that for collections safety.*”® Collections should be equally as protected against loss as
damage and deterioration. While collections security is covered by its own provision in

the ICOM Code and thus contains greater detail, its content is very similar. A museum’s
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governing body should implement appropriate measures to prevent the theft and damage
of objects, whether on display, in storage, or in transit.*’® Given the resemblance of their
respective passages on safety and security, they influence the Armouries’ operations in
much the same way. Neither code outlines the specific security measures for weapons
collections, but they do suggest that museums should implement controls proportional
to their institutional circumstances. The ICOM Code’s choice of the word ‘appropriate’
is telling here, as it mirrors the language employed by other museological frameworks
in relation to security (see Chapter 2). The risks inherent to weapons collections mean
that the appropriate safeguards have to be more substantial in the Armouries’ case. Staff
supervision offers an instructive example of this principle. The Armouries insists upon a
basic ratio of one staff member to every three visitors in its weapons stores, which can
be altered depending on the situation and the precautions in force.*’” This measure may
not be specified by the MA and ICOM codes (or any other professional framework), but
its implementation is a logical response to their calls for a proportional security system.
Again, the Armouries’ registrar staff go beyond the codified terms of the regulatory
assemblage to ensure the ethical management of its weapons holdings. In addition to
safeguarding collections, these professional codes of ethics seek to protect all
accompanying material. Both codes stress the importance of avoiding the disclosure of
sensitive collections information, while the MA Additional Guidance also outlines the
need to provide secure data storage in line with legal requirements.*’® The demands of
this broader conception of museum security encompass both the physical and digital
spheres. It is prudent for the Armouries to heed these recommendations. The
sensitivities surrounding weapons often extend beyond the objects themselves to the
historical and personal information associated with them (exemplified by the limited
provenance of amnestied firearms, see Chapter 1).#’® The Armouries’ registrar staff are
thus responsible for overseeing robust information stewardship as well as more tangible
security measures. After all, it is expected that the Armouries’ cultural holdings will be
secured for future generations in their entirety, encompassing the national collection of

arms and armour itself as well as the information crucial to its ongoing interpretation.
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Alongside these internal responsibilities, the MA and ICOM codes recognise
that the complicated process of lending museum objects requires dedicated ethical
provision. The MA Code captures the purpose of this work: museums should ‘loan
collections with transparency and competency in order to generate knowledge and
engage the public with collections’.*8 This assuredly reinforces the Armouries’ duty to
lend its objects, as first expressed in the National Heritage Act 1983. Loans are thus
acknowledged to be a key means for museums to encourage collections access, even if
their specific holdings present greater ethical and practical challenges. A preoccupation
of both the MA and ICOM codes is ensuring the legitimacy of all institutional loans
through the exercise of due diligence on the selected objects’ provenance. This practice
may be more commonly associated with acquisition, but it is also a hallmark of ethical
loans management.*®! This is especially important for weapons collections, as an object
associated with conflict might reveal a disquieting past on closer inspection.*®? On this
subject, the recommendations made by MA and ICOM are almost identical. Both codes
exhort museums to undertake thorough research before approving any loan and to reject
all items whose legitimate ownership is in doubt.*® As a national museum working with
sensitive collections, the Armouries cannot be seen to endorse the circulation of illicitly
obtained cultural material. The other aspect of museum loans supported by these codes
is the professional relationships that underpin them. The MA’s Additional Guidance
encourages museums to draw up comprehensive agreements together to best ensure the
integrity of loaned objects, while the ICOM Code stipulates that insurance or indemnity
provision should cover all stages of a loan.*®* While their emphasis does diverge on this
subject, together they provide a clear overview for the smooth coordination of museum
loans. The reference to indemnity schemes, such as GIS, in the ICOM Code further
stresses the interlinked nature of the regulatory assemblage governing public access to
the Armouries’ weapons collections. Loans are nonetheless treated quite differently by
these various frameworks. The ethical codes take a more strategic approach to lending,

while operational frameworks like GIS focus more on its practical mechanics.*%
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Acknowledging the nuances of these distinct guidelines is the first step to following
their directives in the course of routine procedure. None of these standards may actually
address the specific challenges of lending and borrowing weapons, but together they at
least provide a point of departure for the Armouries’ registrar staff.

The provisions outlined by the MA and ICOM Codes of Ethics clearly function
as key components of the regulatory assemblage governing the Armouries’ weapons
collections. Together, they provide general models for ethical practice across a range of
important fields — preservation, public access, demonstration, safety, security, loans —
even if they do not address weapons specifically.*® The emphasis of these codes does
diverge slightly, but there are no major inconsistencies that impede their application to
Armouries’ collections. Besides these minor discrepancies, their overall approach is
almost identical. Both codes affirm the duty of museums to observe all guidance around
collections access, whether this is legal, operational, or ethical in origin. The parallels
also extend to their content. The ICOM and MA codes outline general approaches that
museums should follow to manage their collections for the benefit of all, without going
into practical minutiae. In this respect, they closely resemble the accreditation standards.
This affinity is no accident, as the MA Code explicitly states that it has been developed
to underpin MAS.*¥" Professional conceptions of collections management thus owe
much to these corresponding ethical standards, reinforcing the interconnected nature of
sector regulation. Another resemblance between these codes of ethics and standards of
collections management practice is their proportional approach. Like MAS or BS
17820, many sections of the MA and ICOM codes weigh more heavily on museum
weapons collections due to their framing. They do not need to address these objects
explicitly, as there is an expectation that institutions will apply them to their individual
circumstances.*® Museums themselves must enact standards of collections management
in a manner appropriate to their operational requirements. At the Armouries, its registrar
staff perform much of this important work. As with the other aspects of the institutional
regulatory assemblage, they bridge the evident gulf between weapons regulation and
museum practice. Arguably, this is even more of a difficult task with respect to the
Armouries’ ethical obligations. No equivalents to the Firearms Security Handbook or

the Guide on Firearms Licensing Law exist to aid their negotiation of the ethical issues
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raised by museum stewardship of weapons collections. There are tantalising traces of a
code created by the ICOM International Committee on Museums of Arms and Military
History (ICOMAM) that would likely address many of the unique challenges around the
public use of weapons holdings, but its existence has so far proven illusory.*® In the
apparent absence of specific ethical guidance on weapons management, the Armouries’
registrar staff necessarily default to the general provisions of the MA and ICOM codes.
Ultimately, these professional codes of ethics are a useful baseline for the management
of the Armouries’ collections, but its registrar staff have to look elsewhere for clearer

ethical guidance on providing access to its weapons holdings.

Discursive Ethics: Communication, Collaboration, and Case Studies

If codes of ethics provide a general basis for the Armouries’ treatment of restricted
collections, then practical examples of weapons management offer altogether more
specific recommendations. Many of the challenges faced by its registrar staff have been
confronted elsewhere in one form or another, so it follows that these precedents can
serve as a template for the appropriate use of weapons collections. The value of case
studies derives from their ability to generate ‘in-depth understanding of a specific topic,
programme, policy, institution or system’, which can be harnessed to inform policy
development, professional practice, and community action.*®® This approach therefore
has much to recommend it to the Armouries given its potential to foster operational
innovation in these various fields. Indeed, its registrar staff are able to refer to various
sources of ethical practice when they respond to the challenges affecting routine
engagement with its restricted collections. Firstly, there are the lessons learned from its
own institutional history. The Armouries can draw on a tradition of systematic weapons
management stretching back at least two centuries.*®* Then there is the example set by
fellow custodians of weapons collections, whether museums or other bodies. The
Armouries’ registrar team are able to discuss prevailing ethical practice with experts
from across the field. Within the museum sector, this communication is facilitated by
professional bodies like UKRG and the European Registrars Group.*®? Referring to

alternative models may help the Armouries to decide on an appropriate course of action

489 Robson, interview, 18 July 2022, p. 2; Kaines, interview, 1 August 2022, p. 9.

4% Helen Simons, Case Study Research in Practice (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2009), p. 21.
491 Mercer, p. 124.

492 Vassal and Daynes-Diallo, pp. 61-64.



127

when other regulatory frameworks are silent on a given subject. This approach is
particularly beneficial when museums are confronted with a specific problem, where it
may be instructive to extrapolate ethical conduct from similar situations and apply it to
another institutional context.*>® The circumstances are not identical in every respect, yet
there is generally enough overlap in the work of the Armouries and comparable
institutions for certain lessons to be transferrable. Even so, external consultation cannot
cover every eventuality that arises in the course of institutional operations, especially in
a more specialist field such as weapons management. The reality is that the ethics of
museum practice, collections stewardship, and weapons use are continuously shifting.%*
A comparative approach may not always suggest a definitive course of action. But it
does at least constitute a valuable body of experience that can be consulted in difficult
situations. In an ever-changing museological landscape, there is much the Armouries’
registrar staff can gain from engaging in sustained dialogue with alternative examples of
practice. After all, they need to draw on every available resource when negotiating the
considerable challenges involved in facilitating access to its weapons collections.

As a museum with a long history of managing weapons, the Armouries’ past
exploits should provide a wealth of guidance on what constitutes ethical conduct. This
is true to a certain extent, but it is not as simple as its registrar staff copying directly
from past examples of institutional practice. Instead, the process of internal self-
reflection is incremental, more often prompted by a routine occurrence or an everyday
conversation than a major upheaval.*®® Take the valuation of objects for insurance
purposes. Establishing the right value for an item can be challenging, as the Armouries
has to balance the need to ensure appropriate cover for its weapons holdings with its
duty as a public body to be prudent with taxpayer money. Staff discussion on this issue
has revealed the lack of existing guidance and will likely spur the development of new
institutional procedure.*®® Where the most ethical course of action is unclear in weapons
management, the standard approach is to consult the Armouries’ existing policy. In the
event its existing framework does not suffice, it is the responsibility of its registrar staff
remedy the situation. As such, best practice in the use of weapons collections gradually

evolves in response to the accumulated lessons of routine work. This affirms the idea
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that ethical behaviour is fundamentally contingent by nature, which has gained sizable
traction in museum studies.*®” In this reading, perceptions of ethical conduct are held to
be products of their time that innately reflect prevailing assumptions and practices. As
advances are made in fields linked to collections management — material science, hazard
awareness, conservation — notions of ethical conduct adjust to the new standard.**® This
is why professional codes of codes need to be revised and reissued periodically. It also
limits the value of past institutional actions as ethical blueprints for the Armouries’
registrar staff. What was seen as normal practice in weapons management just a few
years ago might no longer be appropriate. This is not to say that the Armouries can learn
nothing from its previous endeavours, just that newer precedents will be of greater use.
The immediacy of the ‘At the Sharp End’ exhibition, for instance, means it currently
acts as an instructive institutional model for audience engagement with weapons. The
Armouries addressed a number of live issues during its development: the presentation of
modern weapons collections, the exploration of their criminal use, the feasibility of co-
curation, and the documentation of decision-making processes.** It may be too soon to
fully appreciate the legacy of this display, but efforts are already underway to re-
evaluate the use of its weapons collections in light of the experience. If the Armouries is
to meet the shifting conventions of weapons management, its registrar staff have to
continually review, rethink, and revise the parameters of its institutional practice.
Although the Armouries is unique in its custodianship of the national collection
of arms and armour, it is far from the only institution to possess weapons. Fifteen other
museums are named directly by the legislation underpinning the Museum Firearms
Licence, and even this represents just a fraction of the total.>® It might thus be assumed
that the practices adopted by these comparable institutions could serve as potential
examples for the Armouries’ registrar staff. But again, this is complicated by a number
of factors. The first is a prosaic matter of expertise. As the national museum of arms and
armour with its longstanding experience, the Armouries generally acts as a model of
ethical weapons management for other museums rather than vice-versa.>®! It may not
necessarily hold all the answers, but its routine engagement with these challenging

collections means that its staff lead the field in many areas. There are also deep-seated
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structural forces militating against the direct emulation of other museums, as ethical
conduct is as contingent on the institutional setting as the time period. Perceptions of the
appropriate treatment of weapons collections are shaped by a combination of actors
unique to every museum, such as its guiding mission, governance apparatus, financial
backing, and departmental structure.>*? What might be considered a suitable course of
action by one museum may not suit the Armouries’ particular needs. Its difference in
approach to IWM on the cabling of displayed firearms is an instructive example of this
principle (see Chapter 2). Ethical practice has to accommodate institutional differences.
While it may be amiss for the Armouries to fully imitate external models of weapons
management, its personnel can still gain much from less prescriptive forms of exchange.
Professional dialogue is vital to the conceptualisation of ethical practice. The
Armouries’ staff regularly discuss the challenges surrounding weapons collections with
colleagues from related institutions, including IWM, the National Army Museum, and
numerous regimental museums.®® In reality, these conversations primarily focus on
their practical management — security, safeguards, storage — rather than any explicit
consideration of their ethical import. After all, these are routine concerns that preoccupy
museums registrars on a daily basis (see Figure 1). Yet, by working through these basic
processes together, some semblance of understanding emerges from the patchwork of
discourse among museum practitioners that routinely manage weapons collections.>®* It
may not be appropriate to codify these exchanges, but these informal networks of
specialists provide an opportunity to debate the value of existing strategies. An
expansion of regular dialogue could benefit all custodians of cultural weapons
collections, provided that institutional variations are acknowledged and respected. The
Armouries’ registrar staff are thus key contributors to a dynamic professional discourse
around the ethical use of these restricted objects.

Exchanges about weapons management also extend beyond the museum sector.
Under certain circumstances, the Armouries heeds the example of other professions that
regularly engage with weapons. This broad outlook has conceptual support, as certain
works have advocated the use of non-museum case studies to aid ethical decision-

making within the sector.5% Of course, the emulation of external practice is beset by the
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same issue of contingency as following the example of other museums, which is only
exacerbated by the convergence of distinct professional contexts. But in similar fashion,
the collaborative experience of working through the intricacies of weapons management
can influence the Armouries’ approach. Revisiting the ‘At the Sharp End’ exhibition is
instructive in this regard. The standard treatment of weapons entering police possession
could hardly be more different from a museum approach, enacting no provisions for
preservation or access beyond their use as judicial evidence. Not only was it possible to
reconcile these divergent expectations in the event, but the Armouries’ collaboration
with WYVRU has even provided a blueprint for the sensitive portrayal of its modern
weapons holdings.>*® Sometimes it takes the intersection of distinct professional
outlooks to address common issues in ways that neither party could have envisioned in
isolation. Not all of the Armouries’ external relationships require the mediation of such
divergent approaches. Risk management, for example, is one area where the interests of
the Armouries and non-museum custodians of weapons collections closely align. This is
certainly evident in the Armouries’ operation of the NFC. Subject to Service Level
Agreements with numerous law enforcement agencies, engagement with this collection
generally follows Ministry of Defence practice.*” Through this arrangement, its official
standards have been integrated into the Armouries’ procedures, to the extent that it is
hard to discern their initial contribution. Despite its institutional significance, however,
this example is anomalous as most inter-institutional dialogue on weapons management
remains a two-way exchange. Indeed, the Armouries’ collections staff are often able to
leverage these relationships in support of institutional objectives. They are currently
benchmarking the Armouries’ security apparatus against comparable collections to back
a modest expansion in access to its most restricted firearms holdings.>%® These efforts
are still in progress, but it seems a sound strategy to draw favourable comparisons with
other established institutions. As representatives of an acknowledged leader in weapons
management, the Armouries’ registrar staff are well placed to engage in discussion with
the numerous authorities invested in its rigorous implementation.>® It may not be

possible to reach universal consensus on every conceivable issue, but any clarification
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of existing ambiguities or debates benefits all those involved. Once again, the results of
active collaboration feed into the Armouries’ overall conception of ethical practice.

The ethics of weapons stewardship has generated a dynamic and expansive
discourse. Instead of relying on static case studies, the Armouries’ registrar staff directly
participate in the development of ethical practice through their work. Where they do
consider other models of weapons management, they pursue active dialogue and
ongoing reflection rather than consulting fixed reference points.>'° One reason to favour
this approach is that the value of case studies is hindered by the contingency of museum
ethics. As best practice in collections management varies across time period, collection
type, and even institutional setting, the Armouries’ registrar staff have to be discerning
in the processes they emulate.®! Better to gradually bridge these differences through
conversation and mediation than to impose procedures inappropriate to the Armouries’
current needs. If institutional specificity works against the formulation of a definitive
model of ethical weapons management, then the interconnected nature of the field
improves its prospects. The Armouries already maintains strong working relations with
other weapons custodians for numerous reasons: Ministry of Defence (Service Level
Agreements), the police (licensing arrangements), and other museums (object loans).
The diverse groups that the Armouries’ collections staff engage with in the course of
their work enables them to observe prevailing standards and major developments across
the field. Sustained practical cooperation can thus help to foster common understanding
of proper conduct, even if the subject of ethics is not explicitly broached. However,
codifying these organic notions of ethical practice is not a simple process. Standards of
this kind rely on consensus, which is not always feasible or even desirable.*?> Combined
with the issue of contingency, common acceptance of a set of definitive guidelines for
weapons management seems unlikely — let alone an appropriate means of enforcement.
The opportunities for dialogue are also constrained. The demands of everyday practice
limit the ability of the Armouries’ registrar staff to seek further guidance, as their heavy
workload is not conducive to sustained ethical discussion.*® Creating infrastructure for
systematic communication is a major undertaking, which requires substantial input from

those who stand to benefit. Even with these caveats, the value of greater dialogue across
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institutional, professional, and regulatory contexts around the challenges of managing
weapons collections remains evident. It is normally prudent to gain a second or third
opinion on a difficult issue. Many of the Armouries’ personnel think that these
conversations should be expanded, potentially by harnessing professional bodies like
UKRG and the European Registrars Group.®'* Given their prominence within many of
these overlapping networks, the Armouries and its staff are well placed to participate in

ethical discourse on weapons management throughout the museum sector and beyond.

Philosophical Ethics: Values and Principles

While museums may harness sources of ethical guidance to resolve specific operational
dilemmas, it is clear that the reach of ethics goes much deeper. As institutions wedded
to public service, museums are expected to adopt an ethical approach in everything they
do.>%® Neither professional codes of ethics nor institutional comparisons can anticipate
every possible situation encountered during the use of museum weapons collections, as
their scope is finite. The Armouries’ registrar staff thus draw on another source of ethics
to guide their everyday conduct — core institutional values. Its approach to weapons
management is guided by three foundational principles: to provide public access to its
collections, to preserve its objects for posterity, and to mitigate the risks presented by its
holdings.>® The first two purposes are common to all museums, exemplified by the
tension between access and preservation that has characterised all of the examined
museological frameworks to some degree. The third is not quite as prevalent, but it is a
paramount responsibility of all custodians of weapons collections. The Armouries must
observe all three of these major objectives, but they do not coexist comfortably in
practice. In fact, the difficulties involved in weapons management predominantly stem
from the perennial conflict of these underlying values, which does not appear to have
been articulated in the available literature. To understand this fundamental friction, it is
necessary to explore the philosophical basis of these positions. Museum ethics is widely
understood to constitute a form of applied ethics, the translation of established ethical

theories to practical situations.®'’ Accepting this premise, it becomes possible to map
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the Armouries’ guiding principles onto existing philosophical traditions. One of the key
principles underpinning museum practice is utilitarianism, the pursuit of the maximum
possible ‘good’ in a given situation.®® In essence, the three main values informing
weapons management at the Armouries are all derived from this notion. However, the
incompatibility of their definitions of a ‘good’ outcome and their intended beneficiaries
ultimately generates tension between them. This dissonance is further compounded by
the fact that these obligations are enshrined across the prevailing legal framework. The
Armouries’ regulatory assemblage thus commands it to provide the greatest benefit to
its audiences while also minimising any potential for harm, both to its weapons holdings
and to all individuals engaging with them.5*® The task of reconciling these competing
obligations is easier said than done, as the right approach is not always self-evident.
Effective management of the Armouries’ weapons collections entails striking an
appropriate compromise between these major ethical commitments. The challenge for
its registrar staff is determining where this equilibrium should lie.

One of the defining ethical principles underpinning weapons management at the
Armouries is the need to mitigate risk to individuals. While all museums must ensure
personal safety, the elevated potential of weapons to cause harm greatly amplifies this
obligation. This does constitute an expression of utilitarianism, but one that privileges
the avoidance of harm rather than the maximisation of beneficial outcomes.>?° The
Armouries must therefore build robust safeguards into its operations to neutralise the
risk presented by its stewardship of weapons collections. This duty manifests itself in a
number of forms, which the Armouries’ registrar staff must address concurrently. First,
they have to consider the potential damage that its weapons could inflict on society as a
whole if their security were compromised. This civil responsibility also has legislative
substance, as no less an authority than the Firearms Act 1968 is designed to ‘protect
public safety’.%?! As such, the Armouries must work hard to prevent its weapons from
entering the wrong hands. Its administration of the NFC demonstrates this commitment.
In addition to a robust physical security apparatus, the Armouries does not publicise its

location given the number of the modern firearms held there.>?? The obligation to
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uphold public safety means that no aspect of its security framework can be overlooked.
In a more immediate sense, there is also the need to prevent direct physical harm. There
would be serious fallout if anyone was injured or worse while under the Armouries’
charge. The inviolable nature of personal welfare is reinforced by the prevailing legal
framework, as the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 states its intention to protect
against any ‘risks to health and safety’.52® Yet, the agency of the paramount ethical
imperative to avert harm also extends well beyond the legislative sphere. An axiom of
collections handling at the Armouries is not to point weapons at another person, an
essential safety measure that is nowhere outlined in law.>?* The primacy of individual
wellbeing requires a proactive approach. In a similar vein, the Armouries is responsible
for alleviating the emotional distress that its weapons holdings can trigger. This duty is
nowhere codified in law, yet it has become a serious concern in recent years all the
same. The Armouries is keenly aware of the need for careful public messaging, whose
role is deemed urgent enough to feature regularly at executive meetings.>? It can be
challenging to negotiate the charged debates around weapons, so it is important to
approach them in an inclusive and sensitive manner. Overall then, the ethical duty to
avoid harm in its various forms is a prime consideration when facilitating access to
museum weapons collections. Its claim is further reinforced by the underlying thrust of
weapons law. It is thus the task of the Armouries’ registrar staff to develop management
strategies characterised by security, safety, and sensitivity.

Alongside the obligation to minimise the threat posed by its weapons holdings,
the Armouries has a corresponding duty of care to the objects themselves. Unlike their
heightened safety needs, however, the logic of preservation applies equally to weapons
as to any other collection. Professional guidance dictates that all museums should do
their utmost to safeguard tangible cultural heritage in the interests of future users.52
This reflects a utilitarian premise that the potential benefit derived from any interaction
with an item will be diminished if its material integrity is compromised. With a few
exceptions — namely working, handling, and teaching collections — weapons are subject
to this perpetuation like any other accessioned museum object. Where the Armouries’

collections differ from many others is that their preservation is codified in law. The
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National Heritage Act 1983 requires the Armouries to ‘care for’ and ‘preserve’ its
weapons holdings, as well as to maintain an accompanying record.>?’ The 1983 Act
does not specify any means of practical implementation, however, leaving its registrar
staff to embed this principle into its institutional procedures. While there is no formal
requirement to minimise the use of moving parts on museum objects, for instance, the
Armouries prescribes this measure for its accessioned historical firearms to maintain
their condition.?® This example highlights the importance of preventive conservation, a
holistic strategy to forestall the deterioration and loss of material culture through the
maintenance of a safe environment. Where weapons management is concerned, the
Armouries has to reconcile this general duty of collections care with the need to avoid
harm. This is often a simple process, as many of the safeguards employed by museums
help to ensure the safety of both individuals and objects.>?® Returning to a previous
example, the irresponsible handling of weapons risks damaging the object in question as
well as endangering anyone present. The Armouries’ ban on pointing weapons at other
people helps both to preserve its objects and to uphold standards of personal safety —
objectives that regularly overlap in practice. However, this synergy is not a guaranteed
outcome. Take the removal of explosive material from the Armouries’ historical
artillery shells; the difficult decision was made to materially alter its accessioned objects
in order to reduce the risk of an explosion to safe and legal levels.>*° On the rare
occasions that personal safety and object integrity conflict in weapons management, the
former must ultimately take precedence. Fortunately, such cases are very much an
exception. In general, the strengthening of the Armouries’ safeguards works to protect
individuals and its weapons holdings in conjunction. It must continue to display the
highest standards of conduct in both areas as a steward of the national collection.

The implementation of a secure programme of weapons management at the
Armouries is greatly complicated by its public obligations. Community engagement is a
defining feature of modern museums, as it is now almost universally accepted that their
collections are maintained for the benefit of society at large.>®! Public access is thus a

major concern of contemporary collections management. From a utilitarian perspective,
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a museum should seek to improve both the quality and quantity of opportunities to
engage with its collections to maximise their overall benefit.>* This duty exerts
particular sway over the Armouries as a national museum. Given that its work is
predominantly funded from the public purse, the obligation to provide access to its
weapons holdings in various forms is enshrined in its constitutional arrangements.>33
The Armouries has clear ethical and legal mandates to increase public engagement with
its weapons collections. However, this presents its registrar staff with the challenge of
squaring this commitment with the equally pressing demands of safety and security. The
moral imperative to mitigate the risks associated with its weapons collections prevents
the Armouries’ adoption of certain access arrangements embraced by other museums.
Open storage facilities have proliferated in recent years, for example, as they are seen to
offer a greater degree of access to collections that are otherwise out of reach for most
audiences.>** With the Armouries’ weapons collections, however, their stores require
such a high level of security that open storage would be incredibly difficult to
implement within appropriate risk parameters.>® The need to avoid harm again takes
precedence, so its staff have to be selective in their methods for achieving greater public
access. Despite these regulatory constraints, the Armouries is staunchly committed to
improving the accessibility of its weapons collections. This is apparent even in the case
of ‘prohibited persons’. Although these individuals are not allowed direct access to
certain weapons under law, the Armouries’ registrar staff are prepared to explore
suitable alternatives on a case-by-case basis.>% It would be easy to justify a blanket
prohibition in the interests of security, but the Armouries’ duty to make its collections
accessible to all urges a more nuanced approach. Its registrar staff have to make many
similar accommodations on a routine basis in order to balance the competing claims of
public engagement and occupational safety. Even though the Armouries has to meet the
rigorous conditions of weapons management, it is still expected to place its resources at
the disposal of the community like any other museum. Ultimately, this tension has
profound implications for the operational role of its registrar staff.
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Much of the complexity involved in managing museum weapons collections
thus appears to stem from the jarring intersection of these three major obligations. The
Armouries’ duty to avoid harm, to preserve its objects, and to enable public access all
strongly impact the treatment of its weapons holdings. Where these principles broadly
align, as in the case of mitigating risk and safeguarding collections, the Armouries
encounters few problems. It can take all necessary measures to fulfil these ‘absolute’
values.>3” However, difficulties arise when the realisation of these principles is less
compatible. Measures designed to reduce the threat from weapons collections often
hinder the expansion of public access, and vice versa.>*® The Armouries has to negotiate
this tension to the best of its ability. Even where the underlying justification is
essentially the same, these values can still work against one another if the intended
beneficiaries differ. The expansion of access and the preservation of collections both
seek to maximise ‘good’ in terms of public engagement with the Armouries’ weapons —
for current and subsequent audiences, respectively. Yet, the advancement of the one
generally inhibits pursuit of the other. This has spurred persistent efforts within the
cultural sphere to seek an appropriate balance between the claims of the present and the
future, an endeavour underpinned by the premise of intergenerational responsibility.>%
The Armouries’ registrar staff undertake the arduous task of reconciling these
competing interests during the routine delivery of weapons management. Their overall
approach is to first minimise the potential harm caused by these collections, but then do
everything possible to optimise both their access and their preservation within these
parameters.>*° This serves as a general overview, but in practice the nuances of each
situation require slightly different compromises and accommodations to be made. In
this work, the Armouries’ registrar staff are not entirely unsupported. The prevailing
regulatory assemblage does much to substantiate the major demands of public weapons
collections. Whether manifested as weapons law, museological standards, or ethical
discourse, these frameworks provide a series of minimum benchmarks for the practice
of weapons management. However, the potential for ambiguity is ever present in the

grey areas between these frameworks. This obliges the Armouries’ registrar staff to
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make regular ethical judgements in the course of their everyday practice.>*! These
tensions will persist while the Armouries remains both a weapons custodian and a
national museum, whose respective duties are codified in the discordant bodies of
weapons law and cultural heritage law. The former restricts access to weapons
collections, while the latter urges its expansion. As long as the Armouries is expected to
fulfil these contrasting functions, its registrar staff will be called upon to resolve the
practical challenges that result from this clear operational contradiction. Every decision
and action they take is ultimately calculated to maintain this careful balancing act.

Beyond Regulation: The Dilemmas of Weapons Management

‘There is no part of the museum that is free from ethical implications.”>*? This view of
museum practice equally applies to the stewardship of weapons collections. Few aspects
of weapons management at the Armouries are untouched by the influence of ethics in its
various guises. Codes of ethics provide a series of professional benchmarks for the
appropriate treatment of museum collections; the consultation of comparable practice
helps to address common concerns; and deep-rooted ethical values inform institutional
approaches to weapons.>*® The complex workings and interactions of these ethical
discourses, however, can make their respective impact difficult to determine in practice.
The Armouries’ registrar staff acknowledge their general influence over routine work,
even if they do not often draw upon them explicitly.>** Their task is complicated by the
fact that the Armouries has to satisfy two distinct ethical traditions, museum practice
and weapons management. While there is a clear baseline for its professional duties as a
museum — the ICOM and MA Codes of Ethics — no equivalent ethical framework
appears to exist for weapons management that addresses its particular challenges.>® In
the absence of relevant codified guidance, less tangible models of ethical practice can
suffice. There are the lessons drawn from the Armouries’ long history of weapons
management, which have been gradually refined through everyday use. Its registrar staff
can also enter into dialogue with museums or other custodians of weapons collections,

whose expert personnel are valuable contacts and collaborators. If neither of these
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options help to determine a suitable approach to the Armouries’ weapons collections,
then its staff have to weigh up the competing claims of safety, preservation, and access.
The relative significance of these parameters continuously fluctuates, hindering the
formulation of an agreed standard of weapons management. An ethical course of action
is contingent on countless factors and decisions.>*® Beyond the general guidance it
follows as a member of the museum community, the Armouries must decide for itself
the strategies appropriate to its institutional obligations. Its registrar staff can refer to
applicable models of ethical practice for assistance, but they ultimately make the final
call when reconciling the competing claims around the use of its weapons collections.
Of course, the contemporary manifestations of ethical conduct that inform
weapons management at the Armouries have not been developed in a vacuum. They are
an integral part of the regulatory assemblage governing its collections, developed in
sustained dialogue with the corresponding legislative and operational structures.
Whether expressed in the mutual affinity of ethical codes and professional standards,
the dissemination of best practice across the museum sector, or the codification of
fundamental values in law, the ethics of weapons management is entangled with its
wider regulation. Their coterminous evolution has forged many connections between
these structures, in effect producing a composite assemblage that blurs the lines between
the various checks on institutional practice. Like any museum collection, management
of the Armouries’ weapons holdings requires the simultaneous observation of legal,
professional, and ethical frameworks.>*” This thesis has sought to evaluate the system in
its entirety, as isolating the impact of any single element could produce a distorted
impression of the occupational parameters of its registrar staff. Maintaining a holistic
approach is essential, as the Armouries’ registrar staff do themselves.>* It is also
important to understand institutional thinking on the interplay of these frameworks, as
this informs their application to routine practice. Overall, the Armouries conceptualises
its duties as a hierarchy of three ascending planes. Firstly, there is self-regulation of its
institutional values and behaviours; then above that sit the sector frameworks, namely
professional standards and codes of ethics; at the apex, there are the various expressions

of statute law.>*® This scale broadly corresponds to the severity of a potential infraction,
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ranging from internal disciplinary action through professional censure up to criminal
prosecution. In order to avoid any institutional infringement, the provisions operating at
each level are designed to comply with the requirements of those above it. In this way,
the Armouries’ legal, professional, and ethical duties are written into its institutional
policy framework as a matter of course.>*° This does spare its registrar staff from having
to memorise every aspect of the extensive operational apparatus surrounding weapons
management. Nevertheless, it is important to maintain a solid working knowledge of the
various constituent frameworks that form the original source material, whether to
resolve unforeseen difficulties or to review institutional processes. There is no substitute
to engaging with the regulatory assemblage in all its complexity.

All use of the Armouries’ weapons collections is caught between the conflicting
claims of regulation and access. As the national museum of arms and armour, it cannot
divest itself of either duty. Its possession of weapons demands the adoption of robust
safeguards, while its receipt of taxpayer funding requires the facilitation of meaningful
public engagement with every part of its collection.>! Given that both obligations are
reinforced by the prevailing legal, professional, and ethical frameworks, some form of
reconciliation is necessary. This tension pervades the Armouries’ operations, but its
registrar staff spearhead this effort as the chief coordinators of regulatory compliance
(see Figure 1). As the regulatory apparatus cannot anticipate every potential eventuality
of weapons management, the Armouries’ registrar staff have to be prepared to consult
the available material and come to a reasoned decision.>*? There will always be a need
to exercise individual judgement in the management of museum weapons collections,
given the array of actors and frameworks that must be satisfied. The same applies when
the Armouries seeks to utilise its collections in novel ways, such as the greater social
emphasis of the ‘At the Sharp End’ exhibition. Innovation creates new opportunities but
also new challenges, so the balance between regulation and access must be reconfigured
anew. The Armouries’ registrar staff also have to plan for future changes to the
apparatus regulating its weapons collections. As legislative, professional, and ethical
contexts continue to evolve, institutional practice will need to keep pace with them to

meet the needs of a changing society.>®® Any attempt to predict the future course of
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weapons management can only be speculative, but it is nonetheless prudent for the
Armouries to monitor and anticipate the challenges of maintaining its collections of
arms and armour. The ongoing fallout from the Plymouth shootings of August 2021
have certainly demonstrated that weapons remain a highly contested topic in British
society.>>* A proactive and sensitive approach to the live issues of weapons stewardship
will be thus crucial to maintaining the Armouries’ ascendant position in the field.
Whatever the future may hold for the regulation of museum weapons collections, the
role of its registrar staff is closely bound up in the fate of the prevailing assemblage.
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Chapter 4: Access, Risk, and the Onion Principle

Our default positional mindset, | would say, is that we want to facilitate
access to the collection. We want to accept loan requests or visit requests
if possible and if we can do that in a secure and safe way, where it’s within
our policies and procedures, and it’s not a risk to our collection or
individuals. In my mind, I’m always approaching it in terms of, yes, we
want to do this, but we can only do it if these conditions can be met, and
obviously we can’t afford to take risks when it comes to safety.>>®

On 26 January 2023, the Royal Armouries hosted the third Weapons in Society (WiS)
conference, one of the first large-scale academic events held on its premises following
the COVID-19 pandemic. Alongside the usual programme of talks and networking
breaks, the Armouries organised opportunities for the attendees to engage with the
national collection of arms and armour.5*® The conference delegates were given a tour
of its newest permanent display ‘Firefight: The Second World War’ by the Curator of
Firearms (Figure 7). There was also an object handling session where the attendees were
able to inspect and handle a selection of the Armouries’ collections first-hand (Figure
8). Four of the eight objects were weapons: a medieval Japanese blade, a prop sword, a
dagger, and a flintlock pistol.®” These forms of public engagement may appear
straightforward on the surface, but a substantive operational apparatus quietly underpins
their delivery. Given the expansive remit of registrar practice (see Figure 1), this is a
process in which the Armouries’ registrar staff are closely involved. Consistent with the
principles of assemblage theory that have so far guided this thesis, a complex series of
interconnected decisions and actions determine the provision of access to museum
collections.®® The introduction of weapons further complicates this task, as all
engagement with these objects must conform to the formidable regulatory edifice
surrounding their possession and use that has been examined by the first three chapters.
At the Armouries, its registrar staff play a central role in preparing these collections for
public access and ensuring that the demands of weapons regulation are observed
throughout this process. The impact of the resulting policies and procedures can be

discerned in the access arrangements showcased at the WiS conference.
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Figure 7: Firefight Gallery — Royal Armouries Figure 8: Handling Session, Weapons in Society
Photographed by the author, 26 January 2023. Photographed by the author, 26 January 2023.

All forms of public programming involving the Armouries’ weapons collections
must conform to the legislative requirements set out in Chapter 1. These constitute a
baseline standard that its registrar staff ensure is observed at all times, whether in
storage, on display, or during public use. The fact that the legal regulation of firearms
and edged weapons are predicated upon physical possession, for example, strongly
determined the nature of engagement offered at WiS.>>® The tour of the Firefight gallery
was straightforward from this perspective. The objects remained in their display cases
throughout the event, removing the possibility of unintentional physical possession by
any visitor. The conference delegates benefited from greater intellectual access through
dialogue with the curator rather than direct access to the exhibited weapons.*®® Here, no
extra measures were required to meet the Armouries’ legal obligations. The handling
session, however, as an activity based around physical possession, was regulated to a
much greater degree. Given that the workshop included both offensive weapons and
firearms, the Armouries’ staff had to comply with the terms of these distinct bodies of

weapons law. Possessing any of the edged weapons used in the handling session would
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normally be forbidden in public as they are all articles with blades or points. However,
possession of these objects as part of a supervised museum event can legitimately
interpreted as a ‘good reason’ and is thereby exempted from this provision.>®! As no
other legal conditions directly apply to these edged weapons, the Armouries did not
need to implement any further safeguards. However, the regulations enforced on the
single firearm included in the session were more substantial. The Armouries may be
able to possess all manner of firearms by virtue of its Museum Firearms Licence, but it
cannot allow certain individuals to do so — namely convicted offenders and young
people under fourteen.®? It is the responsibility of the Armouries’ registrar staff to
ensure that these restrictions are observed. In the case of the WiS conference, the
process of screening attendees began long beforehand. Its preliminary communications
stressed that anyone who had previously received a custodial sentence greater than three
months may not be able to access the collection, so delegates would only be allowed to
partake in the handling session on presentation of photographic identification and proof
of address.>®® The prior clarification of these access conditions was important for two
reasons. It gave prospective attendees advanced warning of the need to prove their legal
clearance to engage with firearms and it allowed any ‘prohibited person’ to contact the
Armouries to explore alternative options in good time. At the event itself, the delegates
confirmed they were not ‘prohibited persons’ under the Firearms Act 1968, then their
details and credentials were verified by multiple collections staff.>®* This information
was recorded on a standard form (Figure 9) to provide concrete evidence of the
Armouries’ efforts to fully comply with the requirements of firearms law as a licensed
organisation. The legal controls imposed on even a single weapon can profoundly shape

the operational measures underpinning their use in museum programming.
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I;!:mt ARMOURIES

Access to Research Collections

PLEASE COMPLETE IN BLOCK CAPITALS

‘Contact Details: Date(s) of Access (if for more than one
day please state the entire period of
the visit):

Name:

Address:

[ Telephone: J

[ Email:

L

Purpose (please outline the nature of your visit):

| have read the regulations etc. regarding access to the Research Collections. | agree to abide by them and
understand that permission will be withdrawn if any part of them is infringed.

1 declare that | am not a Prohibited Person under the terms of the 1968 Firearms Act.

: w‘ | Date: L

Archives

Conservation

Other (list)

National ID Card
Other Approved iD (state)

Countersigned:

o Print:
Figure 9: Access to Research Collections Form
Photographed by the author, 26 January 2023.

Of course, legislation constitutes just one aspect of the regulatory assemblage
that the Armouries had to respect in its preparations for the WiS conference. As an
accredited museum, it has an ethical duty to ensure the security of its objects as well as
the safety of anyone accessing them.>®® Given the heightened risk surrounding its
weapons collections, the Armouries has responded to these professional expectations by
enacting further safeguards over and above those required to maintain legal compliance.
For example, its Registrar completes a risk assessment of all events to determine the
necessary security provisions on a case-by-case basis.>®® The WiS conference was no
exception. The tour of the Firefight gallery was deemed to require no extra precautions

from this perspective, because it was never the intention to open any cases. While the
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handling session again required greater preparation, it was actually the inclusion of
edged weapons rather than firearms that proved more challenging in this way. From a
safety standpoint, a sharp blade poses a more immediate threat than a firearm without
ammunition.®®” As such, the Armouries has developed a range of controls that can be
tailored to the level of risk involved in the various uses of its weapons collections. The
following precautions were observed during the WiS conference: the handling session
took place in a private room to retain full control over the space, only half of the objects
were weapons to reduce the chance of immediate harm, and numerous trained staff
acted as invigilators.®® Each of these variables was gauged specially for the needs of
this event, together forming a suite of measures designed to reduce the potential risk to
a viable level. These specific precautions were largely conceived by the Armouries’
registrar department, but by no means in isolation. Following discussions between its
Registrar and the staff running the event, it was decided that the conference attendees
would be divided into two smaller groups for the handling session.*®® Acknowledging
the interests of both parties, this arrangement ensured that the number of participants
was low enough to be supervised effectively by the available staff in the chosen space.
Assessing each use of its weapons holdings on a case-by-case basis thus enables the
Armouries to develop a proportionate response to any potential threats while continuing
to deliver on its public mandate. The outcome of WiS exemplified the strengths of this
approach, facilitating meaningful engagement with the Armouries’ weapons collections
for the assembled delegates without incident.

The preparations for the WiS conference encapsulate many of the key issues at
stake in the use of museum weapons collections, which the Armouries encounters on a
routine basis. First of all, this episode highlights the basic expectation that it will
provide access to its objects in a variety of ways. Exhibitions and handling sessions
constitute just two of the many strategies that museums have developed to foster public
engagement with their collections — others include mobile integration, dialogue with
staff, behind-the-scenes tours, and open storage.>’® Not all of these approaches are
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necessarily appropriate to weapons given their additional regulation, so the Armouries
has to adapt them to its institutional circumstances. The example of WIS shows that its
approach to the public use of weapons contains two distinct stages. Firstly, the prior
screening of the conference attendees to comply with firearms law demonstrates the
translation of the Armouries’ legal duties into routine practice through their inclusion in
its policy framework. Above this baseline, bespoke controls were then implemented to
make sure the handling session proceeded safely. The Armouries’ professional and
ethical obligations can be just as significant as its legal ones, and they often occupy
more of its registrar staff’s attention in practice.>’* This idea raises another important
feature of collections access, even the most comprehensive framework is ultimately
implemented by individuals. In the case of WIS conference, the Armouries’ procedural
apparatus provided a template that its collections staff then refined to fit the event’s
particular needs. After all, personal agency is equally important to the emergence of
cultural assemblages as operational or material actors.>’? The handling session in
particular highlights the collaborative nature of this work. The delivery of this single
workshop drew on the combined expertise of personnel throughout the Armouries’
collections department, curatorial and research staff as well as its registrar team. The
latter may officially be responsible for ensuring compliance with its legal and ethical
obligations, but they cannot accomplish this task alone.>”® The substantial labour of
facilitating legitimate collections access requires the input of numerous occupational
groups. The Armouries’ registrar staff are keenly aware of their vital role in enabling
opportunities for public engagement with its weapons holdings. Their commitment to
this work is certainly evident from the opening quotation of this chapter, which
underscores the need for robust internal processes to underpin access strategies. On this
basis, engagement is a key measure of effective collections management. If this was not
the case, it would be much easier to provide the bare-minimum level of access to its
weapons collections given the challenges involved. The diversity of the Armouries’
public offer is thus a testament to the determination of its registrar staff to realise the

fundamental purpose of the national museum of arms and armour.
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Navigating the Regulatory Assemblage

The contribution of the Armouries’ registrar staff to the 2023 WIS conference shows
that enabling access to museum weapons collections is rarely a simple endeavour. But
before examining its practical intricacies in greater depth, it is important to clarify what
access actually entails for the purposes of this thesis. In museum studies literature, it is
generally framed as the measures taken by institutions to enable individual and group
engagement with their many functions. Championing this notion of access, certain
commentators have further affirmed that facilitating community involvement is the
primary duty of museums as public spaces.>’ It thus serves as a convenient shorthand
for anything related to entry, engagement, or participation in the museum. Access does
also have more specific applications. Often, it is expressed as an aspirational goal
limited by a series of barriers — physical, sensory, intellectual, financial, emotional,
socio-cultural — that all institutions should strive to overcome.®” The underlying
assumption is that access is a multifaceted phenomenon within museums, which can
only be realised effectively through coordinated efforts across a range of operational
areas. Their collections are a chief focus of this endeavour. Museums proclaim
themselves to be custodians of cultural heritage on behalf of society, so it follows that
providing public access to their collections constitutes one of their fundamental
duties.>’® Indeed, it is a central theme of many of the museological standards outlined in
Chapters 2 and 3. Professional expectations are clear on this point, but their realisation
nonetheless remains a major undertaking. Aiming to expand opportunities for
connecting audiences and objects, the subsidiary field of ‘collections access’ has thus
emerged out of strategies to better facilitate the use of museum holdings.>’” In this way,
access has become a central concern of collections management. While it can be
achieved in different ways, the overarching objective is to minimise the impediments
that separate individuals from museum objects and their related information.>"® It takes
considerable internal preparation to connect them in a meaningful capacity that
conforms to notions of responsible cultural stewardship. The barriers to this process are
often prosaic — how to bring people and objects to the same physical space, for instance

— but these are basic questions that museums cannot ignore. Collections departments
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work hard to address the practical ramifications of public engagement. Indeed, many
recent professional handbooks present cohesive operational programmes designed to
streamline collections access — clear policy documents, staff invigilation, handling
procedures, accessible storage facilities, risk assessments, and so on.>”® All of these
measures work to enable personal proximity to museum objects. Given that this thesis
seeks to explore routine institutional negotiation of the unique barriers to the use of
weapons holdings, it thus adopts this narrower notion of ‘collections access’.

Collections access is certainly a prominent theme within the Armouries’ public
documentation. Not only does it have a dedicated Collections Access policy, but it also
frames the concept in very similar terms to the prevailing literature: ‘physical proximity
to objects and intellectual use of information and knowledge relating to them.”*® Given
its situational relevance, this definition of collections access underpins the content of
this chapter. There is good reason for the Armouries to provide a clear statement of
intent on this subject. As a national museum, it is required to facilitate public access to
its collections by law in addition to any professional mandate. The National Heritage
Act 1983 thus stipulates that the Armouries shall carry out the following functions:

(b) secure that the objects are exhibited to the public,

(c) secure that the objects are available to persons seeking to inspect
them in connection with study or research [...]

(e) generally promote the public’s enjoyment and understanding of arms
and armour, both by means of the Board’s collection and by such other
means as they consider appropriate.®8!

Although the term ‘access’ is not mentioned explicitly, these three clauses charge the
Armouries with making its collections accessible in various ways. The first two
provisions are self-evident, calling for it to foster collections engagement through
exhibitions and immediate study, respectively. Direct inspection and display are both
longstanding methods for enabling public access to museum collections.>®? They will
assuredly remain core engagement strategies at the Armouries while the 1983 Act
continues to operate in its current state. By comparison, the third clause is much more
expansive in that it does not stipulate a specific form of access. Instead, it calls on the

Armouries to be proactive in developing ways to engage audiences with its collections.
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While museums have pioneered a range of methods to achieve collections access
beyond display and hands-on interaction, two of the most prominent are lending
programmes and digital dissemination.>® In different ways, both of these approaches
enable collections engagement beyond the Armouries’ physical venues. Its ‘public’ is
not confined to those willing and able to walk through its doors. A situated approach to
collections use can only take museums so far.>® These four forms of access — direct
interaction, institutional display, loans, and online outreach — all represent major strands
of the Armouries’ collections engagement strategy. Their distinct contributions to this
work are all described by its Collections Access policy.>®® The Armouries clearly
recognises the worth of providing a range of complementary routes to engage with its
collections. But this does also create certain challenges, as each of these access
initiatives embodies a different mode of engagement between individuals and objects —
direct, mediated, external, digital. These distinct forms of interaction all make particular
demands on the routine practice of collections management in terms of policy, process,
and personnel. As such, the remainder of this chapter considers each of these access
scenarios in turn, examining the wide range of operational measures implemented by
the Armouries to realise its diverse collections programming.

The Armouries’ stewardship of the national collection of arms and armour adds
an extra layer of complexity to this endeavour. The previous three chapters have shown
that the prevailing regulatory assemblage places a range of restrictions on its possession,
transfer, and use of weapons in the interests of safety and security. Despite the extra
protections that must be enacted to safeguard public engagement, weapons custodians
are in no way exempted from the duty to share their objects. Contemporary museums,
regardless of their collection type, are expected to make their objects as accessible as
possible within their specific operational parameters.>® The Armouries is no exception,
so it has developed comprehensive strategies to accommodate these competing
demands. Its registrar staff are instrumental to this endeavour. Given the wide range of
functions that registrars are expected to perform (see Figure 1), they are integral to the
institutional pursuit of collections access. The nature of these duties — encompassing

resource management, logistics, and risk management — means their contribution
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mainly involves behind-the-scenes facilitation rather than front-line delivery.*®” Public
engagement with weapons collections could not effectively function without the
backstage work performed by museum registrars. This is certainly true of the
Armouries, whose registrar staff are responsible for the complex task of ensuring
institutional compliance with the legal and ethical responsibilities of using weapons.°®
They are not greatly helped in this capacity by the existing professional literature. While
numerous publications have examined public engagement with museum collections,
none appear to have explicitly addressed weapons.>®® The occupational discourse
around collections management is a little more promising, but not by much. References
to the specific needs of weapons collections have featured in a handful of such texts, but
even here the relevant information constitutes a few pages at most.>® Their brevity
means that these works only provide snippets of best practice in weapons management.
This thesis therefore seeks to address the prevailing scarcity of published information.
In the absence of professional guidance, the Armouries’ registrar staff primarily draw
on internal resources when managing its weapons collections.®! In practice, their work
Is informed by institutional policy and procedure, which translate the demands of the
regulatory assemblage to the level of everyday practice. This apparatus frames the
processes delivered by the Armouries’ registrar staff — documentation, inventory
control, storage, security, transport, loans management — that underpin public access to
its weapons collections. Even so, this does remain a dialogue. It is the registrar staff and
their senior collections colleagues who develop these frameworks at the Armouries in
line with the routine demands of using weapons in public museum programming.%®? As
access arrangements evolve and diversify to better meet audience expectations, the
management structures underpinning them must follow suit. The exercise of individual
judgement is essential to this process. Hence, this chapter attentively documents the
efforts of the Armouries’ registrar staff to reconcile accessibility and safety throughout
the process of delivering meaningful public engagement with its weapons collections.

Responding to this onerous regulatory assemblage is no easy task.
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The Fundamentals of Weapons Management

Before examining the Armouries’ arrangements for particular forms of collections
access, it is important to understand the general principles that underpin weapons
management in a museum context. The natural starting point for this exploration of
institutional practice is its overarching structure of policy and procedure. After all, a
comprehensive and up-to-date apparatus of this type forms a solid foundation for
effective collections management.>®® Following the lead of BS 17820, the Armouries
has formulated a coordinated group of operational collections policies. Collections
access is a key preoccupation of this framework. Alongside the dedicated Collections
Access policy introduced in the previous section, its Access, Collections Information,
and Collections Care and Conservation policies all contribute to its realisation to some
extent.>* Together, these documents set out the broad directives that govern the
provision of access to the Armouries’ weapons collections, addressing its legal,
professional, and ethical obligations. These policies provide overall direction to its
delivery of collections engagement. Beneath this strategic framework sits a larger group
of procedures, each one corresponding to an individual collections task and laying out
the practical stages of its implementation. They represent the building blocks of
weapons management at the Armouries, essential in facilitating public access to its
holdings. Formulated in line with the high-level policies, these procedures are designed
to ensure the routine actions of its collections staff observe the relevant regulatory
structures.5® As such, they are the bridge between the broad sweep of institutional
policy and the everyday practice of collections management. Overall, this two-tier
apparatus of policy and procedure is a primary mechanism that the Armouries uses to
negotiate the tensions between safety and access inherent to its weapons collections.
Between them, these documents encapsulate its institutional approach to weapons
management. They necessarily cover a wide range of processes (there are over twenty
distinct procedures at last count, see Figure 10), but certain principles transcend the
individual documents.>®® Drawing from this institutional framework and interviews with

the Armouries’ staff, three fundamental strategies underpin all public engagement with
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its holdings — risk management, layered safeguards, and rigorous documentation. These
practices are hardly unique to the Armouries, but their exercise acquires special urgency
in the context of weapons management.>®’ Ultimately, embedding these approaches into
its institutional policy apparatus helps the Armouries’ registrar staff to facilitate access

to its weapons collections in a coordinated, consistent, and safe manner.
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Risk management is the first of the standard approaches to the use of weapons
adopted by the Armouries’ registrar staff. Risk is a central concern of museum practice.
Contemporary institutions are closely attuned to the potential manifestations and
consequences of risk — to their publics, collections, and reputation — throughout their
activities.>® The potential dangers associated with weapons makes the mitigation of risk
an even greater imperative for their custodians. Its importance is confirmed by the
recurrent mentions of a risk-managed approach to collections use in the Armouries’
Collections Access and Collections Care and Conservation policies.>® In practice, the
exercise of risk management follows certain patterns. Firstly, it operates over and above
the obligations prescribed by weapons law. There is no prohibition on showcasing a

hand grenade that is free from explosive hazards before a public audience, for instance,
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but it is prudent to have extra staff on hand in case of unforeseen issues.®® Weapons
legislation contains a core body of requirements, but beyond this defined remit the
Armouries pursues a risk-managed approach to address any situation that the law does
not. Risk management is less a process in of itself and more an occupational ethos that
is manifested through a range of practices. This is a rational response to the contingent
nature of risk when facilitating public access to museum weapons collections. As the
WIS case study showed, the level of risk is determined by a wide range of factors: the
form of access, the type and quantity of weapons, the group size, the expertise and
motives of the participants, the nature of the space, staff familiarity, and so forth. This
variability makes the Armouries’ registrar team determine their approach to collections
access on a case-by-case basis, deploying safeguards to match the risk profile of a given
situation.%®? This can be a time-consuming task, but risk management enables them to
strike the most appropriate balance between access and safety for all uses of its weapons
collections. This is an ongoing process characterised by review and reflection, overseen
primarily but not exclusively by the Armouries’ registrar staff. They consult both
internal colleagues, as occurred during a recent review of its Collections Security
procedure, and external partners, such as the MSPA on wider security matters.5%? By
harnessing a range of expertise to refine existing approaches, the Armouries seeks to
facilitate the various forms of access to its weapons holdings in a more streamlined
manner. It may not be possible to entirely eliminate the risks engendered by public
engagement with weapons collections, but the resolute pursuit of risk management by
the Armouries’ registrar staff at least reduces them to a permissible level.

If risk management induces museums to tailor their conduct for individual
situations, then it follows that the Armouries has developed measures to regulate the
threat posed by its weapons holdings. Its setup consists of multiple layered safeguards,
known as the ‘onion principle’ on account of its overall structure. Its rationale is simple:
the greater the number of effective precautions the smaller the chance that the entire
system will be compromised.®®® Like the principle of risk management, this approach is
by no means unique to the Armouries. The museum sector has long understood the need

for multiple levels of protection to safeguard their collections.®® The increased capacity
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for harm inherent in weapons renders such measures even more vital. Not only does the
Armouries have to consider their heightened security threat, but also the safety of all
staff and visitors coming into contact with them. As such, its registrar staff coordinate
an array of precautions to reduce the immediate risk: fortified building fabric, reinforced
entry points, key access, location control, alarm systems, constant invigilation, remote
monitoring, identity verification, confidentiality, and staff training.t® This list is not
exhaustive, but it suffices to convey the Armouries’ serious efforts in maintaining the
integrity of its weapons holdings. While adherence to the ‘onion principle’ is consistent
across its sites — the White Tower, Fort Nelson, and the Royal Armouries Museum — the
constituent elements of their protective apparatus do vary in practice. The needs of a
Norman keep, a Victorian fort, and a purpose-built museum differ considerably, so the
combination of safeguards is tailored to their distinct situations — for instance, extra
internal provisions where the building fabric is less robust.®% This arrangement is
coherent enough to be managed centrally by the Armouries’ registrar team, but there is
flexibility to account for its assorted venues. This scope for refinement helps the
Armouries to meet its access obligations. Its staff are able to tweak individual layers of
the ‘onion’ to maintain an acceptable level of security while impeding public access as
little as possible.®% It is for this reason that the Armouries is able to display its firearms
without cables (see Chapter 2), as its other safeguards are perceived to be robust enough
to compensate. By conceptualising its security apparatus as an interconnected entity, it
can better respond to the needs of its audiences while observing the regulatory
assemblage surrounding weapons. In conjunction with a risk-managed approach, the
‘onion principle’ thus equips the Armouries’ registrar staff with the means to strike the
delicate balance between visitor access and public safety.

The third key principle that underpins all forms of access to the Armouries’
weapons collections is a comprehensive system of documentation. This does take a
number of forms in a museum setting, but it is commonly associated with the creation
and improvement of object records. Conceived as an ongoing endeavour to record as
much accumulated knowledge about cultural collections as possible, this process has

long been central to both their management and use.®%® Indeed, the Armouries would
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find it difficult to provide meaningful public access to its weapons holdings if it did not
hold an extensive body of descriptive and explanatory information about them. By any
measure, this is a major undertaking in its own right. One of the best indications of its
institutional significance is that the Armouries employs two personnel within its
registrar department dedicated to documentation issues (the Documentation Officer and
the Documentation Assistant).%%® They work closely with the Registrar and Assistant
Registrars to keep all aspects of collections information up-to-date and accessible. Like
the other major principles examined in this section, the documentation requirements for
the Armouries’ weapons holdings are greater than the average museum object given the
additional demands of its regulatory assemblage. In the case of firearms and explosives
(but not edged weapons as they are not subject to similar controls), these mainly
originate in legislation. As examined in Chapter 1, accurate documentation is a
condition of the Museum Firearms Licence and both explosives licences.?'° Generally,
these provisions present no additional burden for the Armouries’ registrar staff. Much of
the object data required by these legal frameworks — their name, type, dimensions,
materials, production details, and current location — the Armouries already captures to
meet the Spectrum primary procedures.®' Comprehensive documentation of all
collections, weapons or otherwise, is thus embedded in its institutional working
practices as a museum. The Armouries’ registrar staff do audit the records for higher
risk objects more regularly in light of the licensing arrangements, but its standard
documentation procedure suffices for weapons by and large.5!? Accuracy is as important
as breadth. The staple information generated through this work is valuable to groups
approaching the Armouries’ weapons collections with quite different intentions,
whether staff, general visitors, or regulatory authorities. Object documentation is
therefore unusual in being one of the few processes that helps the Armouries to
simultaneously fulfil its competing commitments to public safety and enhanced

collections access. Its current activities are founded on this tireless labour.
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Figure 11: Firearms and Artillery Tab, EMu
Screenshotted by the author, 24 February 2023.

Furthermore, there are forms of information specific to certain weapons that the
Armouries is required to record over and above the minimum professional standard. Its
approach is best illustrated by EMu, the Armouries’ collections management database,
which contains a dedicated ‘Firearms and Artillery’ tab that it commissioned to meet the
conditions of its Museum Firearms Licence (Figure 11).%™ This enables its personnel to
record the required information for these objects that is not relevant to other collection
types. Given the importance of this task, the Armouries’ documentation staff have
highlighted the mandatory fields in red to distinguish them.®'* As shown by Figure 11,
these include their ‘Calibre’, ‘Cartridge Type’, and ‘Serial Number’ to identify
individual firearms, as well as the crucial ‘FLC’ (Firearms Licensing Certification) field
that describes an object’s legal status and thereby governs its public accessibility. Not
only does this page enable the documentation of the physical and legal characteristics of
firearms, but also their projected use. The ‘SLA Use?’ checkbox records those firearms
solely used by government agencies for training, identification, and forensic purposes
under the Service Level Agreements that the Armouries fulfils as the operator of the
National Firearms Centre.®*> The general public are not the only stakeholders that
require access to its collections. The Armouries also uses the ‘Firearms and Artillery’

tab to comply with the relevant explosives regulations. The ‘Cartridge Type’ field
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records the nomenclature of small arms ammunition (again, see Figure 11), while the
‘FFEH Number’ enables it to declare the unique designation indicating that an object
has been declared free from explosives by an official authority. A large amount of data
integral to weapons management at the Armouries can thus be captured through this
single page. Yet, the heightened safety risk posed by the presence of explosives means
that further information is needed from a collections care perspective. Any object that
might contain explosive material is also identified under a separate ‘Hazards’ tab, which
generates a visual alert for anyone viewing the record (see Figure 12, the warning
symbol enclosed by the red square). Clear identification is the first step in averting the
damaging results of a potential explosion.5'® In conjunction, the type and quantity of
explosives can also be recorded on this page, which helps the Armouries to remain
within the limits set by its licenses. In the case of both firearms and explosives then,
their legislative requirements add a sizable volume of information to the already high
standards of museum documentation. Given the scale of this undertaking, it is not
something that the Armouries’ registrar staff can address alone. While they are mainly
responsible for inputting and updating the relevant data, their curatorial colleagues often
supply the necessary specialist knowledge — they determine the appropriate FLC, for
example.®?” The Armouries’ documentation system thus harnesses the collaborative
efforts of its wider collections department to develop a comprehensive record of its
weapons holdings. Without this close partnership, it would be difficult to collate the

copious information required to facilitate access to its weapons in a responsible manner.
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Figure 12: Hazards Tab, EMu
Screenshotted by the author, 7 March 2023.
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Individual object entries are a cornerstone of effective weapons management,
but they are not the only form of documentation that underpins access to the Armouries’
holdings. Many types of record are produced in the course of museum operations, which
can be overshadowed by the capture of collections data.t'® An effective documentation
strategy encompasses a much greater remit. As codified expressions of institutional
practice, the Armouries’ procedures constitute key components of this expanded
documentation apparatus.®!® While these instruments outline the form that its measures
should take based on regulatory demands and institutional aims, they also incorporate
the measures that its personnel do take in response to the demands of everyday practice.
The documentation of collections management process is thereby central to the work of
the Armouries’ registrar staff, as a source of accountability for their actions.®?° The
heightened risks and sensitivities involved in facilitating access to museum weapons
collections further encourage the creation of a paper trail as soon as any new initiative is
proposed. It is thus standard practice for the Armouries’ registrar staff to record the
decision-making process at every stage of preparing access to its weapons holdings,
saving the relevant documentation and correspondence for future reference.®?! This
diligence is not unigue to the use of its weapons collections, but it is especially
important when they are involved. Should the Armouries ever need to prove its
regulatory compliance, it is useful to have a full account of its operational conduct on
hand. The evidence required does vary according to the mode of access, but the safety
and security needs of weapons ordinarily warrant rigorous documentation of the entire
process. Risk assessments, licences, and correspondence with enforcing authorities all
contribute to the wider documentary infrastructure associated with the Armouries’
weapons collections.®?2 The added demands of weapons stewardship thus generate even
more paperwork. Given their universal application across the Armouries’ activities,
these structures often intersect with the other key principles of risk management and
layered security. Every stage of determining and mitigating risk for an event involves
documentation in some form: its Collections Security procedure provides the overall

framework, locations and staff ratios are documented in individual risk assessments,
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object movement is recorded on its collections management system, and each visitor
completes an identification form (see Figure 9).52% This step-by-step account of the
Armouries’ access arrangements provides the opportunity to review the safeguards at
each stage of the process. Better to approach this sensitive task with greater caution than
to miss any potential oversight. It is not enough for the Armouries’ registrar staff to
mitigate the risks of facilitating access to weapons collections, they must also be able to
demonstrate the integrity of their methods beyond all doubt.

It is clear then that risk management, layered safeguards, and comprehensive
documentation each play a vital role in the provision of access to the Armouries’
weapons collections. All three approaches ultimately contribute to the identification and
mitigation of risk, the primary objective of weapons regulation.®?* Risk management
confirms the operational threat capacity, the ‘onion principle’ determines a proportional
suite of safeguards, and detailed records substantiate these decisions. As components of
the Armouries’ overall effort to balance the claims of safety and access, these principles
routinely overlap in practice. Just as legal controls and professional standards intersect
to form the existing regulatory assemblage, these strands of its weapons management
strategy likewise reinforce one another. This has enabled the Armouries’ registrar staff
and their colleagues to produce a holistic collections management apparatus that
accommodates its unique situation as the national museum of arms and armour.®%
These approaches can be applied across its collections, weapons or otherwise, without
prejudice to the needs of either. The general value of risk management, layered security,
and thorough documentation to collections access is certainly attested in the published
literature.52® But the additional controls on the stewardship of weapons collections
oblige the Armouries’ registrar staff to go beyond standard practice in each of these
areas. This can respectively entail an increased propensity to seek a second opinion, the
strengthening of individual precautions, or the entry of extra object data. These further
measures are embedded in institutional policy and procedure to ensure their consistent
application across the Armouries’ operations.®?’ Even so, this coordinated approach to

weapons access does not preclude the ability to adapt to circumstance. While certain
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measures designed to meet the Armouries’ legal and professional obligations cannot be
negotiated, these overarching approaches do encourage the case-by-case assessment of
each prospective use of its weapons collections. Together, they constitute a responsive
framework to determine the appropriate balance of access, safety, and security in any
given instance. This tailored approach is more labour intensive for the Armouries’
registrar staff, but it is seen as the most effective way of accommodating the complex
array of actors involved.®?® This capacity for flexibility in their exercise of weapons
management is particularly important given the various forms of collections access they
support. Whatever the peculiarities of direct access, mediated access, external access,
and digital access, the use of the Armouries’ weapons collections invariably entails risk
mitigation, layered security, and sustained documentation in some capacity. Yet, the
particular needs of different access arrangements can cause these fundamentals of

weapons management to be enacted in quite distinctive ways during routine practice.

Direct Access: Working and Handling

One of the more immediate manifestations of collections access supported by the work
of the Armouries’ registrar staff is direct interaction with institutional objects. It is
expected that museums will enable their audiences to connect with the ‘real thing’, the
physical fragments of cultural heritage contained in their collections.®?® If this general
obligation were not enough reason to facilitate unmediated collections access, it has also
been given professional force. MAS, for example, explicitly requires accredited
institutions to maintain and improve physical access to their collections.®* In response
to these expectations, museums have developed a range of opportunities for direct
access to their objects: collections research, handling sessions, demonstrations, store
tours, and open storage.®3! While the rationale behind these strategies varies, they are all
characterised by the absence of fixed material barriers between an object and those
engaging with it. From the perspective of collections access, where the prevailing
paradigm seeks the removal of impediments, unmediated interaction with collections is

a highly desirable outcome.®32 However, numerous challenges must be overcome before
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the benefits of direct engagement can be fully realised. Museums cannot suspend their
duties to guarantee public safety or to maintain the integrity of their collections (see
Chapter 3), so the protection offered by physical safeguards has to be reintroduced
elsewhere. This task becomes harder when weapons enter into the equation. Certain
commentators have highlighted the heightened safety and security concerns raised by
the handling of weapons specifically.® The regulatory assemblage governing the use of
museum weapons collections cannot be ignored either. In seeking to facilitate direct
collections access then, the Armouries must be particularly careful to square its
institutional responsibilities. This tension is clearly evident in its Collections Access
policy. It outlines study, handling, and demonstrations as routine forms of direct access
to its collections, but with the important proviso that these outputs are subject to both
legislative and safety requirements.®3* Once again, striking the appropriate balance
between access, safety, and security is paramount. The Armouries’ registrar staff
oversee many of the processes that make this delicate arrangement work in practice.
Following the principle of risk management, they coordinate a range of measures across
their remit to mitigate the immediate and holistic threats of providing personal access to
its weapons collections. No detail can be overlooked in fulfilling the legal and ethical
obligations of the national museum of arms and armour. The level of direct access
ultimately possible at the Armouries may not be as extensive as other museums given
the nature of its collections, but it is certainly not through lack of determination.

Given its overall importance, the Armouries’ provisions for direct access are
embedded at the highest operational levels. This is because the entire apparatus has to
satisfy the regulatory assemblage surrounding its weapons collections, especially the
expectations of its licensing authorities. The Armouries thus implements a base level of
safeguards across its venues to protect both people and objects at all times. These
measures include robust building specifications, successive checkpoints, dispersed
storage, constant surveillance, qualified personnel, and key control.%*®> As coordinators
of this system, the Armouries’ registrar staff have to determine how collections access
can be accommodated within this formidable structure. Following the principle of risk
management, they operate a graduated approach to the Armouries’ spaces and the

collections contained therein. The first major variable governing collections access is its
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location. The Armouries’ registrar staff have performed risk assessments for all spaces
across its sites based on the hazards and legislative controls of the objects contained
therein, which have been compiled in its Collections Security procedure.®*® Under these
criteria, weapons storage is generally deemed as higher-risk and thereby requires greater
controls. All stores containing live ammunition or explosives are rated at the highest
risk level, for example, given their material volatility.%3” The second key factor is the
person or people seeking access to the collection. Where this occurs behind closed
doors, entry to controlled museum spaces requires serious thought. Corresponding to
their need and experience, all individuals are assigned one of four levels of clearance
that determines their access to the Armouries’ collections — from those requiring close
invigilation (most visitors and untrained staff) to fully authorised personnel.5*® Although
weapons are not referenced explicitly here, the underlying premise is that direct access
to them should always involve trained staff, as participants or supervisors. The resulting
crossover of space and individual determines the level of safeguards for every instance
of immediate collections access. For each permutation, the Armouries’ registrar staff
have worked out appropriate invigilation ratios, sign-in procedures, and handling
conditions, whose strength scales proportionally with the potential risk.6*® These form
core adjustable components of the ‘onion principle’ that calibrate the delicate balance
between safety and access. The intricacy of this system demonstrates the serious
consideration that the Armouries’ registrar staff devote to collections access. As long as
the requisite safeguards are in place, very few of its weapons holdings are entirely off
limits to general visitors (save people forbidden by law from possessing them under any
circumstances).5° The Armouries could enforce a greater level of physical security to
the detriment of its public role, citing the demands of weapons regulation, but instead it
works to maximise collections access within its operational parameters. Even the
heightened safety needs of weapons collections can be reconciled with the claims of
direct access given enough preparation.

Within this overarching framework for direct collections access, the Armouries
has developed a series of measures to regulate the handling of its weapons collections.

The act of bringing objects and participants together forms the initial stage of this
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process, as collections stores and public areas are often intentionally separated from one
another.®*! Bridging this distance is not as straightforward as might be expected. Only
qualified Armouries staff are authorised to transport objects between these spaces, as
they have been trained to perform this task safely and securely in line with current
professional standards.®*? The need for suitable instruction is a common theme of
collections access, regardless of the participant or proposed use. It is institutional policy
that all visitors who directly engage with its objects are briefed about safe handling
conduct beforehand.®** The handling guidance for the Armouries’ weapons holdings is
necessarily more substantial than standard practice. No weapon should ever be pointed
at another person, firearms should always be treated as loaded, firearms should not be
cocked or dry fired, unprotected handling of sharp weapons should be minimised, live
explosives should be disturbed as little as possible, and so on.54* These precautions are
equally as important for the safety of those accessing the collections as for the integrity
of the objects being accessed. A serious accident could easily happen if this cautious
approach was not maintained. The observation of these handling standards relies upon
effective invigilation on the ground. Manageable staff to visitor ratios are one aspect of
this strategy, but it also depends on individual competence. The Armouries’ personnel
can only supervise store visits once they have passed a disclosure check and completed
collections security training that must be refreshed every three years.®*® Having experts
on hand to monitor proceedings — and intervene if necessary — minimises the risk to
individuals, the objects, and the institution alike. This system requires interdepartmental
cooperation to function. While it is coordinated overall by the Armouries’ registrar
department, the handling sessions themselves are usually conducted by its curatorial and
interpretation staff. Regardless of an invigilator’s position, institutional wisdom posits
that any form of access involving direct interaction with weapons necessitates added
awareness and caution on their part.54¢ Given the potential dangers always involved in
handling weapons, there is no substitute for the presence of trained individuals who are

comfortable working with these challenging objects. The integration of robust
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procedure and competent supervision thus forges a strong baseline of personal safety at
the heart of the Armouries’ provision of direct collections access.

Moreover, in another demonstration of the Armouries’ risk-managed approach,
its general handling guidelines are supplemented by further measures tied to the status
of the weapons in question. For routine engagement sessions on the gallery floor, the
desire to keep access barriers to a minimum prompts the pursuit of stronger safeguards
elsewhere. The Armouries maintains a separate handling collection for this specific
purpose, a common strategy in museums to enable tactile engagement with a selection
of more robust and manageable items.®*’ But unlike other object types, the weapons
belonging to its distinct ‘M Class’ holdings have to pass additional checks before they
can be used in public programming. All weapons in this category are closely inspected
to make sure anyone can handle them safely, and they can even be modified to remove
all threats as they are not accessioned objects.%® In this exceptional case, it is possible
to neutralise the physical risk posed by weapons at its source, allowing them to be used
to support object-based learning and interaction free of restrictive safeguards. Direct
access to the Armouries’ study collections is more heavily regulated by contrast, as its
commitment to maintaining their original condition as far as possible precludes their
modification or deactivation.54° Given that these weapons can still readily inflict harm
(unlike their ‘M Class’ counterparts), access to them and their storage locations is
subject to extra safeguards. Invigilator permission is a precondition of handling these
objects, untrained individuals have to record their presence in controlled collections
areas, prohibited persons are excluded completely, and the Armouries’ staff ultimately
reserve the right to deny access to anyone for inappropriate behaviour.®>® Collections
access is a core duty of museums, but it must be tempered for the sake of general
welfare when weapons are involved. The documentation of individual instances of
access underpins this entire system. The Armouries’ use of collections access forms to
confirm personal identity was raised during the WIS case study, but this process is not
always rigid. Visitors are generally obliged to show identification before accessing its
study collection under weapons law, but exceptional circumstances are acknowledged.

If an individual seeking access to the Armouries’ collections cannot prove their identity,

847 Ambrose and Paine, p. 237.

648 Bell, interview, 7 February 2023, p. 3.

649 Royal Armouries, Collections Care & Conservation Policy, pp. 2-3.
850 Royal Armouries, 'Visitor Access Guidelines', pp. 2-3.



166

there is a fallback whereby its Registrar can seek one-off approval from its executive
staff which is then recorded for audit purposes.®! This a prime example of the ‘onion
principle’ in action. The safeguards might be altered to accommodate everyday realities,
but they still maintain a high level of professional integrity overall. The operational
assemblage overseen by the Armouries’ registrar staff can thus be routinely adapted to
better support the various forms of direct access within manageable risk parameters.
Handling opportunities are not the only form of direct collections access pursued
by the Armouries. Museums have long grasped the value of demonstrating their objects
in action as a means of ‘bringing them alive’.%%? A highly visible use of the Armouries’
weapons holdings for collections access is its public demonstration of various firearms,
edged weapons, and artillery. However, the repeated operation of museum objects
exerts a steady physical toll. As with its handling sessions, the weapons used for this
dramatic spectacle are thus drawn from its risk-assessed ‘M Class’ collection.?®® This is
done for the same reasons of ensuring participant safety and protecting the study
collection from the stresses of overuse. Interestingly, the Armouries’ demonstration of
its weapons circumvents certain challenges raised by other forms of direct access. It is
only carried out by qualified staff, so the general public do not actually possess the
weapons at any point. This negates the demands of regulatory assemblage to vet and
instruct untrained individuals before any physical encounter with these collections. Of
course, the initial preparation of the Armouries’ demonstrators has to be highly rigorous
given their routine use of these potentially harmful objects. They receive thorough
instruction from internal experts, they are only certified on specific weapons, and the
whole process is recorded to document their proficiency.®** The use of black powder for
firearms and artillery displays imposes further demands. Aside from the Armouries’
demonstrators being individually cleared by the police to acquire explosives, extensive
training and regular inspection by licensing authorities are required to possess the
necessary quantities of black powder used during live firings.%®® Once again, immediate

forms of engagement rely on extensive unseen preparations conducted by a network of
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staff. But public demonstration is not the only form of collections access that involves
active use of the Armouries’ weapons holdings. Its Service Level Agreements with
government agencies contain provisions for their personnel to access its firearms
collections for training programmes at the NFC.%® As part of this work, they are
authorised to fire many of these objects under certain conditions. Many of the
safeguards remain the same — licensed and certified personnel, specific class
designations, risk assessment of individual objects — but the use of accessioned firearms
carries additional duties, such as the need to record every firing in its collections
management database (see Figure 11).%°” The rationale behind this usage of the
Armouries’ weapons collections might be quite different to public demonstrations, but
both are ultimately subject to thorough risk mitigation strategies. The active operation
of weapons precipitates the greatest level of immediate danger, so it follows that the
Armouries’ registrar staff spare no effort in neutralising all potential threats.

The provision of direct access to museum weapons collections is invariably a
serious undertaking. The substantial safety and security risks of physical interaction
require careful planning by the Armouries’ registrar staff to develop the appropriate
safeguards. Their commitment to the use of its weapons collections ‘within legal,
ethical and safe operating bounds’ is apparent from operational policy right down to
practical implementation.®>® The core of this institutional apparatus is the interrelated
group of procedures governing direct object encounters, namely its Collections Security
procedure, Visitor Access Guidance, and Working Object Framework. Together, these
documents detail the practical strategies for managing all interactions with its weapons
within the prevailing regulatory parameters. Designed for general application across the
Armouries’ activities, they accommodate different forms of direct collections access
while maintaining robust standards of collections integrity.®>® This system is flexible
enough to reconcile the competing claims of physical interaction and personal safety
surrounding its weapons collections. Where barriers are withdrawn to encourage visitor
access, the Armouries’ registrar staff follow best practice by fortifying precautions in
other areas.®®® The thorough assessment of weapons in its ‘M Class’ handling collection

before their use on the gallery floor is a prime example of this responsive approach.
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Making these delicate adjustments to the access arrangements for weapons holdings
relies on sustained interdepartmental collaboration. The Armouries’ registrar staff rarely
deliver collections access in person, as this work is usually performed by its curators or
demonstrators, but their overall coordination of this system is crucial. This combination
of complementary staff expertise and a detailed procedural framework provides the
appropriate capacity to simultaneously fulfil the primary operational duties of safety,
security, and access. It is also important to acknowledge that the Armouries has to
consider parties other than its visitors when determining direct engagement with its

weapons collections.%?

Its staff need to access them in the course of their everyday
duties, and as the national museum of arms and armour, it places its collections at the
disposal of law enforcement agencies in the interests of national security. The reasons
for access may be different, but the same regulations and responsibilities remain. The
Armouries’ registrar staff are ultimately responsible for assessing any concerns around
collections access and devising proper safeguards, whatever its form or purpose.®5?
Given the challenging nature of weapons, there are many potential risks to their physical
use in museum programming — personal injury, security breach, object loss, legal
infringement, reputational damage. The serious ramifications of any immediate incident

thus demand equally serious preparations by the Armouries’ registrar staff.

Mediated Access: Display and Exhibition

If direct access to museum collections is an ideal for which all institutions strive, then
mediated access to them through exhibitions and displays remains a standard means of
engagement. They have even been described as ‘the defining communicative medium of
the museum’.%83 This is not to say that the curated exhibition of collections is a static
field. Developments across a range of areas — collections diversification, digital media,
live interpretation, interactive environments, co-curation and co-creation — are in the

process of transforming public display.®®* But it is ultimately difficult to imagine the
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museum as an institution without physical galleries of some description. The Armouries
certainly shows no sign of closing the numerous exhibition spaces across its three sites.
It has a clear legal duty to maintain these display arrangements, as the National
Heritage Act 1983 explicitly charges the Armouries with exhibiting its objects to the
public.%®® This obligation applies equally to its weapons holdings as to any other part of
its institutional collections. But again, the additional regulations surrounding their use
complicate the process in comparison to other museum objects. The exhibition of
weapons collections is particularly sensitive from an ethical standpoint, which informs
both their management and interpretation.®®® In order to negotiate the evident
difficulties, the development of effective public displays containing these controversial
objects requires a concerted effort across the Armouries. Curators may be most visibly
associated with museum exhibitions as their intellectual driving force, but it is also
important to recognise the contribution of registrars in coordinating the collections
management processes that underpin them.%¢” Exhibition management and installation
are both commonly identified as key elements of registrar practice (see Figure 1). The
Armouries’ registrar staff are thus regularly preoccupied with the routine practicalities
of exhibiting its weapons collections. From a regulatory perspective, facilitating
mediated access to weapons through public displays is generally easier than providing
direct access to them. The presence of display cases as physical barriers, for example,
effectively removes both the possibility of physical possession and the potential for
personal harm while objects are exhibited. Even with this increased material protection,
however, the constant presence of weapons in the Armouries’ public areas raises a
different set of challenges. Criminal interest in weapons is a perennial threat, but one
that is especially acute on the gallery floor.%®8 Its registrar staff thus coordinate another
robust system of security measures to deter any unlawful intent. Exhibitions may appear
to provide a comparatively low-risk form of collections access, but the Armouries can
never afford to be complacent in the use of its weapons holdings.

The regulatory assemblage surrounding weapons collections imposes substantial
demands on any museum seeking to facilitate access through public display. While the

Armouries is obliged to meet general security standards under firearms and explosives
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law, its registrar staff derive the practical detail of their display requirements from the
security conditions of GIS and discussions with the MSPA (see Chapter 2).5%° These
authorities provide a benchmark for the secure exhibition of material heritage. The
Armouries employs some of the recommended safeguards consistently throughout its
venues, such as comprehensive CCTV and a constant on-site security presence.®’°
Certain layers of the ‘onion principle’ thus contribute to secure access across the
Armouries’ activities. Others, however, are designed to mitigate the particular risks
associated with the public exhibition of weapons. Continual staff presence in the
Armouries’ galleries not only provides support for visitors, but also satisfies the need
for constant invigilation of displayed objects.®”* The interests of access and security do
not always clash. Some parts of the Armouries’ display arrangements even consciously
exceed the prevailing guidance on account of the heightened risks posed by its weapons
collections. Its display cases certainly belong to this category, as the first line of defence
on the gallery floor. All weapons, aside from the most immovable pieces, are displayed
behind glass to maintain the security of the objects and the safety of their viewers.®
Given the severe consequences if it were to be compromised, this protective barrier has
to be seriously durable. The Armouries thus utilises display cases that meet the wide
range of detailed specifications recommended by the Firearms Security Handbook:
overall location, stability, and alarms; the material, technique, and size of construction;
the positioning and dimensions of doors; the type, thickness, and mounting of panels;
and the accessibility and resistance of locks.®”® The high proportion of weapons
exhibited by the Armouries compels its registrar staff to observe a more rigorous
framework than any equivalent museum standard. In fact, they use these enhanced case
specifications for all of its collections to maintain institutional uniformity.%* If museum
objects are to be displayed in cases, it follows that they should be as secure as regular
institutional capacity allows. The Armouries’ approach to the public exhibition of its
weapons collections has so far been characterised by consistency, but there are certain
scenarios that warrant a stronger response. In gallery spaces where high-risk Section 5

firearms are concentrated, for example, extra CCTV has been installed and obstructions
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have been removed to improve surveillance.®’ Its registrar staff are always sensitive to
the claims of risk management. The exhibition of weapons collections may be more
predictable overall than the provision of direct access, but determining the appropriate
combination of safeguards requires just as much thought and preparation.

If the display conditions for weapons collections are generally stable once they
are on show, then their installation and deinstallation represent moments of greater risk.
The safe accomplishment of these processes relies upon the close cooperation of various
museum personnel — curators, technicians, conservators, and, of course, registrars.5”®
Again, the contribution of the Armouries’ registrar staff to this undertaking leans more
towards coordination than delivery. When weapons are being transported between
storage and display spaces, it is essential that the relevant regulatory obligations are
observed at all times. In the interests of safety and security, it is standard institutional
policy to close off a gallery, a floor, or even a whole site depending on the scale of a
redisplay.®”” Appropriately isolating the exhibition space removes outside intervention
from the equation at a moment of heightened vulnerability and reduced physical
protection. This is crucial for weapons collections, whose increased risk to both staff
and external parties requires additional care to be taken during display preparations.®’®
For the same reason, the practical features of the Armouries’ installation process are
also closely regulated. Only certain named staff are authorised to access the confined
space and the timing of object moves is controlled — for example, Section 5 prohibited
firearms can only be transported through public areas outside of visitor hours.®”® Not
only do these measures protect the individuals and objects involved in its exhibitions,
but they also help the Armouries to observe the stipulations of weapons law. As current
legislation forbids the physical possession of firearms and explosives by certain groups,
the restriction of object installation to a few qualified staff precludes any unauthorised
interference. Moreover, their extensive knowledge of the collection and its potential
dangers causes them to approach the delicate task of relocating weapons with sufficient
caution.%8® Unpredictable variables must be kept to a minimum. This close supervision

over the entire installation process is underwritten by diligent documentation, where the
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inclusion of weapons again overlays professional practice with legal force. The
Armouries’ registrar staff promptly update its object records after all exhibition moves,
which they further supplement with rolling collections audits across its gallery and
storage spaces so that all weapons transit can be reported to its licensing authorities.%8!
The maintenance of national security requires them to closely monitor the nature and
quantity of licensable weapons on public display. As the most exposed stages during the
exhibition process, the installation and deinstallation of weapons collections in museum
galleries thus warrant an enhanced body of protections. If the Armouries could not
achieve this in a safe and legal manner, a large proportion of its collections would
essentially remain inaccessible to its audiences.

It is not only the changeover of exhibitions that presents a greater challenge, as
the same risks apply whenever a display case containing weapons is opened. Museums
need to access their cases outside of the installation period for a variety of reasons:
object removal (temporary or permanent), text replacement, display alteration, security
enhancement, inspection, cleaning, maintenance, or emergency salvage.%? Whatever the
cause, the Armouries’ registrar team have to anticipate any suspension of the physical
protection offered by a case. Their main pre-emptive action to mitigate this potential
threat is to discourage all staff access to its displays within public opening hours. Not
only does this limit the exposure of their security mechanisms, but it also reduces the
likelihood of personal harm if anything were to go wrong — a principle reinforced by the
requirement for at least two staff to be present at all case openings.®® This prioritisation
of out-of-hours entry thus substitutes as an equivalent safeguard to compensate for the
temporary lack of a physical barrier. One security layer replaces another, upholding the
substance of the ‘onion principle’. Access to certain high-risk categories of displayed
weapons is curtailed even further by the prevailing regulatory assemblage. While it is
institutional procedure that any gallery case ‘should not’ be opened during public hours
without the Registrar’s express permission, any display containing Section 5 prohibited
firearms ‘must not’ be accessed during these times.%®* A risk-managed approach might
suffice in most instances of collections access, but there are certain legal requirements

that the Armouries must resolutely observe. These institutional controls on case opening
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require careful coordination between the Armouries’ registrar staff and their colleagues
to maximise any available opportunities to undertake necessary work. A recent closure
of the Tower of London by Historic Royal Palaces, for example, allowed staff from the
Armouries to thoroughly clean the display cases in the White Tower — an impossibility
under normal circumstances given the site’s heavy visitor footfall and minimal out-of-
hours access.%® As exhibitions are primarily a visual form of access, even an act as
mundane as cleaning the glass can improve audience engagement with these collections.
Indeed, many of the reasons for opening display cases cited earlier in this paragraph
(routine maintenance, rearrangement, reinterpretation) seek to enhance the overall
visitor experience.®® The Armouries is no exception in this regard. But the routine
exhibition of weapons compels its registrar staff to exercise greater caution in
reconciling the maintenance of high presentation standards with the observation of its
regulatory obligations. Maintaining the integrity of weapons collections on public
display demands diligence and flexibility in equal measure.

Providing access to the national collection of arms and armour through curated
public displays is a serious undertaking. The greater legal, professional, and ethical
responsibilities involved in the exhibition of weapons require the Armouries’ registrar
staff to enact additional precautions throughout the process. Determining an appropriate
set of interconnected safeguards; closing off entire areas during installation; restricting
involved staff to the bare minimum; enacting robust physical protections on the gallery
floor; removing opportunities for outside interference; constantly monitoring object
locations. All of these measures serve to reduce the risk involved in exhibiting weapons
to a permissible level, a central feature of their responsible use.%®” Without this solid
foundation, it would be difficult for the Armouries to contemplate the development of
innovative approaches to the public display of its unique collections. It has certainly
come a long way from the ‘display of curiosities’ that characterised early efforts to
curate public exhibitions of the national collection of arms and armour.®8 While this
can partly be ascribed to advances in other areas of museum practice — governance,
curation, interpretation, education, design — it is also important to recognise the impact

of the Armouries’ registrar staff on its current displays. Their broad oversight of risk
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management means they play a significant role in coordinating institutional colleagues,
collections, and conventions in support of mediated collections access.®®® These routine
actions may be less visible to external observers, but the ongoing development of the
Armouries’ displays would not be possible without their input. The contribution of
registrar practice to this work can be better appreciated from a holistic perspective. If
museum exhibitions are framed as an expanded process rather than a finished product —
characterised by a shifting assemblage of individuals, objects, documents, and other
material constructs — the contribution of registrars becomes clearer.®® It is especially
important at the Armouries, where the heightened demands of weapons regulation
introduce numerous other agents. Its registrar staff are only set to become further
preoccupied with exhibition planning in light of advanced institutional plans to create a
dedicated temporary display space at its Leeds venue.®®! This should prove an effective
strategy for facilitating access to a greater range of the Armouries’ objects than is
currently possible, but the caveat of this higher turnover is a corresponding growth in
high-risk situations. Under current conditions, its registrar staff have developed
functional procedures and relationships to accommodate the constraints governing the
exhibition of its weapons collections. The challenge will be to maintain the necessary

standards against a backdrop of growing expectations and aspirations.

External Access: Outgoing Loans

Collections access is by no means confined to the spaces of an individual institution.
Obiject loans offer museums the opportunity to enrich their public output through
professional cooperation. Access is a key motivation for lending, as it enables different
people to engage with the holdings of a lending institution.5®? Museums thus eagerly
arrange loans as a means of expanding the reach of their collections beyond their
immediate audiences. The Armouries certainly seeks to embrace the opportunities
offered by a systematic lending strategy, stating its intent to fulfil all loan requests for
public display provided certain operational and ethical criteria are met.5®2 This receptive
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approach cements object loans as a central component of its collections access
provision. One of the main duties of the Armouries’ registrar staff is to oversee this
extensive programme, determining the feasibility of individual loans and bringing them
to fruition. When lending objects for public exhibition, there is a fair amount of overlap
with the processes around the development of internal displays. Licensing arrangements
and venue security thus remain central preoccupations of the Armouries’ registrar staff,
with long-haul transport representing the main consideration largely specific to loans.%%
However, all of these duties are compounded by the need to assess the measures
adopted by another institution. The particular demands of lending thus require a distinct
management approach compared to other forms of exhibition, especially when weapons
are involved. The prevailing regulatory assemblage subjects certain weapons to further
security controls, while other items are classed as hazardous and thus require greater
safeguards during the loans process.5%® Safety is again a paramount concern. The
Armouries rarely lends any objects that may present an explosive hazard, for example,
instead suggesting inert alternatives to eliminate the dangers posed by volatile
material 5% In other lower-risk situations, its registrar staff primarily work to mitigate
the potential threats associated with the removal of weapons from secure institutional
premises. The National Heritage Act 1983 itself stipulates that risk is one of the main
parameters in determining the Armouries’ response to all loan requests (alongside its
purpose, audience interests, borrower suitability, and the objects’ physical condition and
rarity).%%” Not that its registrar staff need any reminder of the importance of risk
management. The special challenge of lending weapons is ensuring that the relevant
regulatory controls are observed in a distinct institutional environment. This requires
close collaboration with internal colleagues, professional counterparts, and sector
experts. Therefore, it is the responsibility of the Armouries’ registrar staff to harmonise
individuals, frameworks, and objects in order to extend collections access to new
audiences beyond its immediate geographic vicinity.

Before any loan can proceed, it is necessary to establish its viability. In the case
of the Armouries’ weapons collections, this involves confirming that the process can be

conducted in compliance with the relevant regulatory frameworks. For domestic loans,
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the main priority is to check that the borrower is appropriately licensed. Given that the
Armouries avoids lending live explosives and that museums are exempt from controls
on lending offensive weapons for cultural uses (see Chapter 1), this duty is effectively
limited to its firearms collections. As firearms law operates on material possession
rather than official ownership, any UK-based institution seeking to borrow a regulated
firearm must have a valid Museum Firearms Licence.®® Only firearms that are not
regulated under the Firearms Act 1968, such as antiques, can be lent to an unlicensed
institution. There is a specific entry in the Armouries’ loans procedures instructing its
registrar staff to confirm a borrower’s licensing arrangements where necessary.%*® If the
latter cannot secure a Licence, they have to consider alternative objects. Not only is the
Armouries expected to appraise all potential loan partners, but it must also satisfy its
own regulatory authorities in certain cases. If a loan includes Section 5 prohibited
firearms, its registrar staff are obliged to notify the Home Office and they choose to
inform the local police authority as an added precaution.”® Although their motivations
may be different to visitors and staff, they are also key stakeholders in the provision of
access to weapons collections. Lending weapons internationally further complicates
matters, not least because it introduces a new set of regulations. Should the Armouries
wish to arrange a weapons loan with an overseas institution, it has to comply with arms
embargoes and border controls.”® This requires the assent of another supervisory body.
When the Armouries seeks to lend weapons to non-embargoed countries, its registrar
staff have to secure special export and import licences from the Department of Business
and Trade for a whole range of items.”® Once again, expanding access to museum
weapons collections relies on the negotiation of governmental apparatus. Beyond its
legal obligations, the Armouries has to determine whether prospective borrowers will be
able to manage the risks of a weapons loan. Its registrar staff pay special attention to the

emergency planning framework, assessing its contingencies should anything go awry.’®
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If these measures are not deemed robust enough for weapons collections, the advanced
notice gives both parties time to work through any issues. Effective risk management
for loans requires clear communication throughout the process. Ultimately, regular
dialogue with borrowers and licensing authorities is crucial to fulfilling the regulatory
conditions involved in widening access to the Armouries’ weapons collections.

After confirming the general validity of the loan arrangements, the next stage is
to conduct a thorough review of the borrowing venue and its security apparatus. The
safeguards for the secure display of weapons collections are largely consistent, whether
undertaken by the owner or a borrower.”® But the need to corroborate their
implementation by another institution adds an extra layer of complexity to the loans
process. The main instruments utilised by the Armouries’ registrar staff to assess the
overall integrity of a prospective loan site are professional facilities reports. Borrowers
are asked to complete a Facilities Report developed by the UKRG as well as its Display
Case and Security Supplements.’® These forms are industry standard and are not
tailored to weapons loans, but the information they generate is most valuable. They
provide a comprehensive overview of a venue’s building fabric, surveillance measures,
physical protections, and much else besides, allowing the Armouries’ registrar staff to
evaluate existing procedures and specify additional precautions if necessary.”® With a
baseline established, they can formulate a plan with their lending partners to manage the
specific risks posed by the public display of weapons collections. The Armouries’
registrar staff also draw on other sources of expertise to facilitate weapons loans in a
safe and secure manner. As a national museum, the Armouries has to seek the approval
of the MSPA based at ACE for every outward loan (see Chapter 2).”%” While this rule
applies to all objects, the use of individual assessment means that the final verdict on a
borrower’s security framework considers the additional needs of weapons in such cases.
The value of an expert second opinion cannot be understated when balancing the claims
of access and safety. Once the overarching protections have been agreed, it is necessary
to consider the prosaic work of handling and installing loaned weapons. This largely
depends on the nature of the borrower. For institutions that have had limited contact

with weapons collections, the Armouries can provide extra support on request. This
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ranges from the provision of training materials, through sending qualified staff to
supervise the exercise, to performing the entire installation on their behalf — each
tailored to borrower experience.’®® It is the responsibility of its registrar team and their
institutional counterparts to determine together the best course of action in relation to
the particular risk profile. As the national museum of arms and armour, the Armouries
ultimately possesses the resources, expertise, and motivation to mobilise its weapons
collections for the benefit of other institutions and their audiences. Accomplishing this
smoothly requires its registrar staff to negotiate a robust package of safeguards.

The inspection of external venues alludes to another major stage of the loans
process: transport. All objects must be safely conveyed between the lending and
borrowing institutions, which are almost always located at different sites. As weapons
in transit are not covered by the security apparatus of either venue, an alternative set of
measures is required to mitigate any potential threats. The Armouries’ registrar staff
follow the combined transport provisions of GIS and the Firearms Security Handbook.
They specify a range of safeguards to be observed during all external weapons transfers:
multiple experienced personnel, witnessed loading and unloading, locked storage, solid
physical protections, unbroken vehicle supervision, regular communication, tracking
measures, detailed route planning, and established contingencies.’® By drawing on
complementary official guidelines, the Armouries’ registrar staff are able to replicate a
layered security apparatus when transporting its weapons collections. Risk management
does not end at the boundaries of its sites. It even extends across national borders, as the
international lending of weapons generates further transport requirements. In addition to
export and import licences, the Armouries utilises dedicated shipping agents, sealed
crates, and secure air cargo to fulfil overseas loans.”*® These measures are not specific to
its weapons collections, but they are essential elements in assuring their safe
international transit. While following standards of best practice suffices for the majority
of weapons loans, there are instances where the transport of certain high-risk weapons is
subject to further legal regulation. When sending Section 5 prohibited firearms on loan,
the Armouries’ registrar staff must use a transport agent approved by the Home

Office.”!! This certification guarantees a level of protection proportional to the elevated
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demands of transporting these objects. Arranging the transport of loaned weapons is
thus a serious undertaking for the Armouries’ registrar staff, who designate a suitable
shipper and work with them to determine the necessary safeguards. But this does not
only apply to loans. When transferring weapons between its own sites for internal
purposes — exhibition, research, storage, conservation — the Armouries also employs a
qualified transport agent with competent personnel and enhanced security features.’*?
After all, the potential risks of transporting weapons are the same whether for
institutional use or external loans. A former NSA has perhaps best encapsulated the
prevailing attitude towards object transit in the museum sector: ‘we don’t want to be the
hare; we want to be the tortoise.’’*® The Armouries’ registrar staff certainly adopt the
considered approach to the transport of its weapons collections that this assessment
conveys. Providing access to these regulated objects beyond their home venue could not
rightfully go ahead without the assurance of their safe arrival and return.

Overall, the facilitation of access to the Armouries’ weapons collections through
inter-institutional loans undoubtedly requires substantial preparation. The regulatory
assemblage heavily informs the actions of its registrar staff, requiring them to enact a
series of additional precautions across the fields of licensing, venue security, and
transport. Marrying the provisions of weapons law, official guidance, and professional
standards, they have developed a risk-managed approach to the distinct challenges of
lending weapons at national and international levels. Their verification of borrower
security arrangements is one constituent element; the use of specialised transport agents
is another. In this way, the Armouries’ registrar staff are able to administer a responsive
yet secure lending programme, a core component of its guiding institutional mission.”**
Given the inherently cooperative nature of loans and the added complexities of weapons
collections, sustained collaboration is central to their realisation of this aim. Not only do
the Armouries’ registrar staff work closely with their counterparts at the borrowing
institution throughout the process, but they also liaise with a series of expert assessors,
licensing authorities, law enforcement bodies, and transport companies to determine a
suitable approach. An ethos of partnership is essential to this enterprise, as the serious

demands of a weapons loan are best addressed through strong working relationships
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between all parties.”* As representatives of the national museum of arms and armour,
the Armouries’ staff actively seek to share their experience of weapons management
with institutional partners. Loans amount to more than the physical transfer of objects;
they facilitate the spread of best practice throughout the cultural sector. As a means of
disseminating both objects and knowledge, loans will likely remain a vital strand of
collections access for the foreseeable future.”*® It will thus be the duty of the Armouries’
registrar staff to continue refining the institutional process for lending its weapons
holdings. One of their greatest challenges will be to assure the viability of its loans
programme in a changing world. The pressure on museums to achieve environmental
and financial sustainability is steadily growing, while loans impose a sizable burden on
both counts.”*” Lending may have to be curtailed in response. These developments
could jeopardise the future of weapons loans in particular, as their enhanced protections
are especially resource intensive.”*® There is no easy solution to the competing claims of
access, safety, value, and longevity generated by this situation. The Armouries’ registrar
staff thus face an arduous task in enabling wider audiences to engage with its weapons
collections while mitigating the evident risks to individuals, objects, and environments.

Digital Access: Virtual Encounters with Restricted Objects

The last key form of access to the Armouries’ weapons collections does not just outstrip
its institutional walls, it almost entirely transcends the physical plane. Digital access in
its various forms is now firmly established as a means of sharing museum collections
with audiences beyond their immediate vicinity.”*® This process was accelerated by the
COVID-19 pandemic, as institutions across the sector hastened to realise ‘meaningful
digital practice’ during their forced closure.”” The Armouries is no exception. Its latest
Corporate Plan promises to ‘harness the power of digital to increase both our online and

onsite audiences’, an endeavour in which its collections will play a central role.”?! The
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basic mechanics of digital collections access at the Armouries follow an established
pattern. Its collecting remit does not readily include born-digital objects, so digital
access to collections instead entails engagement with virtual instances (or copies,
surrogates, replicants, facsimiles) of physical ‘originals’.”?? The digital dissemination of
its weapons collections thus relies on the reproduction of 2D images or 3D models and
their accompanying information. The core of the Armouries’ digital access provision is
its online collections database, which features records for nearly 66,000 of its objects.”?
With an internet enabled device and a stable connection, anyone in principle can access
this extensive virtual library at all times. To complement this extensive but passive
resource, the Armouries also showcases its collections on numerous social media
channels. It thus maintains accounts on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube to
actively engage digital users with its collections.”?* These outputs are rather distinct in
focus, but they both depend on accurate and inclusive documentation. Even in the more
emergent field of digital collections practice, the Armouries’ registrar staff manage this
work in compliance with the prevailing obligations. Yet, digital access is mostly absent
from the regulatory assemblage surrounding weapons. The almost exclusive emphasis
of weapons law on regulating their physical possession means that no specific legal
restrictions apply to virtual interaction (see Chapter 1). Even the relevant professional
frameworks only mention the specific access needs of digital collections sparingly.’?
To use an apt metaphor, this comparative lack of regulation is a double-edged sword for
the Armouries’ registrar staff. It does allow greater institutional freedom in the use of its
weapons collections, but it also means there is less guidance to help them negotiate the
idiosyncrasies of digital access. Confidentiality, security, and sensitivity are all serious
matters in the virtual dissemination of weapons collections. The Armouries’ registrar
staff are thus obliged to address these challenging subjects if its digital strategies are to
provide an effective alternative to more constrained forms of physical access.

A cornerstone of digital collections access is responsible data management.
From its outset, there has been the subtle distinction that virtual access in museums

relates more to object data than to the physical originals.”?® On digital platforms, users
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engage with a variety of faithful representations in the format of written descriptions,
2D images, 3D models, video footage, sound recordings, and so forth. It thus follows
that digital access can be improved by increasing the quantity and quality of all the
available information, whether textual, visual, or aural. This is an aspiration of the
Armouries, whose registrar staff work with their curatorial colleagues to publish all
available material about its collections online.”?” As with the various forms of physical
access, however, the public dissemination of object records is subject to certain caveats.
Its registrar staff must ensure that some datasets remain confidential, as specified by the
prevailing regulatory assemblage. Location records and donor information are two key
examples of sensitive data for which museums often need to make special provision.’?
In the case of the Armouries’ weapons collections, both of these fields take on special
significance. Given the high-risk nature of these objects, it is institutional policy not to
publish their detailed locations on its online collections portal. Only the overall gallery
is named for items on public display, while objects in storage are assigned the blanket
label of ‘Study Collection’.”?® Advertising the precise whereabouts of a substantial store
of weapons could attract criminal interest. This example illustrates the convergence of
virtual and material agents in the routine provision of collections access, as digital
safeguards contribute to physical security and vice-versa. Similar restrictions exist on
the digital publication of donor information, although their rationale does differ. Not
only is the Armouries bound by general data protection rules, but it also has a duty to
avoid revealing the details of other custodians of weapons collections.” Personal data
or current addresses held for internal management purposes cannot be published online.
The necessary checks have been built into the Armouries’ collections management
system in the form of two separate ‘Acquisition’ and ‘Provenance’ tabs. The former is
designed to hold all private data on associated parties solely for internal management
purposes, while the latter presents the same information in a reduced and anonymous
format to be shared online.”! This functional distinction helps the Armouries’ registrar
staff to balance institutional commitments to both donor confidentiality and transparent
object provenance. The challenging history of many individual weapons makes the

simultaneous observation of these duties especially important. Although weapons law
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remains silent on the issue, other facets of the regulatory assemblage thus control the

online dissemination of sensitive collections information. Just because the immediate
physical harm posed by the Armouries’ weapons collections is effectively neutralised,
this does not mean that digital access to them is risk-free.

It is not enough to be selective in the publication of digital collections data,
however, this information must also be actively protected at its source. Security is a
defining theme of the Armouries’ efforts to facilitate access to its weapons collections,
but it takes on a distinct complexion when applied to the digital sphere. One of the most
prominent differences is its international scope, rather than just remaining a local or
national concern. The same online technology that enables audiences worldwide to
access the Armouries’ weapons holdings on demand also exposes them to threats on a
global scale.”? Hence the need for robust digital safeguards. The Armouries’ registrar
staff are primarily responsible for coordinating physical security (see Figure 1), so it
follows that they have shaped its digital security apparatus alongside their IT colleagues
and external system providers. Instead of layered physical barriers, surveillance, and
identification, it features an equivalent series of firewalls, backups, and passwords.”®
Redundancy is thus built into the system as a means of maintaining its overall integrity
should any of these individual protections fail. The individual safeguards might differ,
yet the underlying ‘onion principle’ remains in place. But despite the growing urgency
for robust digital security, the regulatory assemblage governing the Armouries’
weapons collections has been slow to address it. The most recent incarnations of BS
17820 and the MAS additional guidance have begun to rectify this situation, exhorting
museums to provide secure storage, accessible copies, and clear metadata for the long-
term preservation of their digital records.”®* These are key aspects of digital security
provision, but this advice neither constitutes a comprehensive operational framework
nor addresses the heightened needs of weapons collections. The emergent nature of
current practice has made it a pressing concern at the Armouries. In January 2022, it
weathered a serious cyber-attack that severely disrupted its communications, wiped

many of its recent backups, and severed the connection to its online collections
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database.”® No confidential data pertaining to its weapons collections appears to have
been compromised in the event, but this major incursion has compelled the Armouries
to strengthen its provisions for cyber security and data management. Its registrar staff
are playing their part in this concerted institutional programme to shore up its defences,
combining digital and material measures. They are working to implement staff training,
standard procedural frameworks, incident response plans, confidential data transfer,
retention protocols, and so on.”3® All are key components of a holistic strategy designed
to fortify the virtual integrity of the Armouries’ holdings. Robust safeguards are proving
ever more paramount in light of the concerning trend for high-profile cyber incursions
targeting cultural institutions.”’ It is no surprise then that the Armouries’ personnel are
making strenuous efforts to render digital access to its weapons collections just as
secure as equivalent forms of physical engagement.

Beyond the protection of object data, digital access to the Armouries’ weapons
collections is also informed by a strong ethos of inclusivity and sensitivity. There is a
general expectation that museums will demonstrate respectful language and behaviour
across their output.”® But the process of developing inclusive content starts long before
public dissemination. The Armouries’ registrar staff are thus working to alter
problematic historical terms entered in its object records, many of which pertain to
weapons associated with imperial or colonial contexts.”® As the Armouries’ online
programming draws heavily on its internal collections data, such efforts are central to
fostering more inclusive treatment of these multifaceted collections. This work helps to
satisfy professional aspirations in this area. The ICOM Code of Ethics urges museums
to ‘give responsible consideration’ to how the presentation of objects and information
might affect their various audiences.’*® Weapons can prove particularly sensitive in this
respect, given their close association with violence. The Armouries has received
criticism from certain quarters for uploading pre-scheduled social media posts about
weapons after high-profile violent incidents.”*! While the content of digital access is
largely beyond the purview of its registrar staff, they must remain wary of the emotive
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force of its weapons collections. This is certainly apparent in their approach to the most
challenging objects under their charge. There are certain weapons in the Armouries’
possession, namely those linked with modern criminality, that are withheld from public
view altogether due to their sensitivity.”*? The decision to restrict access to any object
belonging to the national collection is not taken lightly by its staff. But in some
instances, where digital transmission might cause clear distress to certain individuals or
groups, social wellbeing is deemed to outweigh the need for immediate access. In each
case, the disclosure of such difficult objects will only be reconsidered once an
appropriate critical distance has been reached.’*® The right moment is unique to the
circumstances of an individual weapon. In practical terms, this process is again
managed through the Armouries’ internal collections management system. The ability
to publish records is limited to a few collections staff to ensure that only suitable
weapons and their accompanying data are presented online.”** The objects cleared for
public distribution are distinguished by a globe symbol (see Figure 12). This active
check on online collections dissemination reduces the overall likelihood of premature or
inopportune action. Through their oversight of routine documentation, the Armouries’
registrar staff are thus key actors in enacting ethical approaches to digital weapons
access. After all, the moral complexities of facilitating public engagement with objects
linked to violence are not going to disappear overnight.

The provision of digital access to weapons collections is a major undertaking in
its own right. As the prevailing regulatory assemblage is only just beginning to address
its enhanced role in museum practice, the Armouries’ registrar staff routinely work
through its operational ramifications on the ground. The scarcity of external guidance
makes their pursuit of a risk-managed approach especially vital to the facilitation of
online weapons access. The scope of these strategies extends well beyond the virtual
sphere, such as the need to withhold the detailed location of weapons for their physical
protection. Digital measures have material consequences and vice-versa.’* The
Armouries’ registrar staff accommodate these complex interactions through the layered
application of digital safeguards, the compartmentalisation of collections data, and the

selective publication of object records. Delivering a digital access strategy that respects
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the claims of confidentiality, security, and sensitivity requires their close attention.
Despite this considered approach, however, the provision of digital access to the
Armouries’ weapons collections must continue to evolve. As audience expectations of
online interaction with museum objects are raised by technological advances, routine
operations have to keep pace with these developments.’*® The Armouries’ registrar staff
have a substantial task before them, encompassing all levels of institutional practice.
None of its policy documents expressly address digital collections access, for example,
so the relevant processes are currently scattered across its operational framework.”*’
Resolving this situation will involve the codification of best practice across a range of
fields, based on interdepartmental cooperation across the Armouries. This will help to
establish clear processes for the proper digital dissemination of weapons collections.
There are also more prosaic actions that the Armouries’ registrar staff can take to
enhance its online access. Collections documentation would certainly benefit from
greater attention. Far from providing comprehensive textual and visual information,
many of the Armouries’ current object records only include an accession number and a
basic title (i.e., ‘gun’).”® It must be said that the scale of this task combined with the
realities of limited staff capacity means their improvement will necessarily take time.
Only so much can be done by a department of five permanent individuals, whose duties
are hardly confined to updating its collections database (see Figure 1). It is thus natural
that the Armouries is working to expand its overall digital capabilities. Both operational
and procedural issues are being addressed as part of its ongoing Digital Vision Project,
an institution-wide initiative to overhaul its digital offer.”*® Committed investment of
time, effort, and resources is essential to realising the full potential of digital collections
access. Only with sustained support will the Armouries’ registrar staff be able to
establish digital engagement with its weapons collections on a sound enough footing to

serve as a meaningful alternative to heavily circumscribed forms of physical access.
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Peeling Back the Onion: Registrars and Weapons Access

In light of the restraints imposed by the prevailing regulatory assemblage, the provision
of access to museum weapons holdings is a multifaceted endeavour. In seeking to make
its national collection a genuine ‘resource for all’, the Armouries has developed a wide-
ranging access programme.”° Its use of weapons in handling sessions, demonstrations,
research visits, temporary displays, permanent galleries, outward loans, digital content,
and social media outreach presents a range of unique challenges. In response, the
Armouries’ registrar staff have embedded their additional needs throughout its routine
operations. They coordinate the necessary safeguards across their occupational remit:
documentation, inventory control, storage, security, handling, packing, transport, loans
administration, and exhibition management.”! Weapons or otherwise, all of its objects
stand to benefit from the ongoing maintenance of enhanced collections integrity. But
there does need to be a certain level of flexibility within the system, as the delivery of
collections access is closely dependent on the nature of the relevant objects.”? This
principle encompasses the different types of weaponry in the Armouries’ collections.
Firearms present more of an elevated security risk than an immediate safety hazard,
when separated from their ammunition. In contrast, edged weapons can easily cause
personal harm but are less of an existential threat. Live explosives meanwhile pose
considerable danger to both safety and security, so deactivated examples are generally
used for collections access. The protective measures implemented by the Armouries’
registrar staff thus vary accordingly. Central to their efforts is the guiding principle of
risk management. Risk may be manifested in diverse forms (physical injury, emotional
trauma, criminal interest, legal infraction, professional censure) and it may threaten
different groups (visitors, staff, institutions, society), but the Armouries’ registrar staff
must ultimately determine the appropriate level of mitigation in all cases. As risk is a
malleable and subjective concept, its managers must be correspondingly responsive.’?
Even where access to the Armouries’ weapons collections is forbidden by the regulatory
assemblage — such as the possession of firearms by ‘prohibited persons’ — it does not
deter their efforts. It is standard practice that the Armouries will explain any restrictions

to its collections and proactively seek to make alternative access arrangements.”* This
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is one major advantage of developing a diverse programme of object engagement. A
prohibited person who cannot legally access the study collection, for example, can still
engage with the Armouries’ weapons holdings through exhibitions or digital outputs. It
is thereby able to deliver on its public mandate while continuing to observe its
inviolable regulatory obligations. Without the resolute oversight of its registrar staff, the
Armouries would be heavily constrained in facilitating meaningful collections access in
light of the tensions generated by its role as the national museum of arms and armour.
Given its scale and complexity, the provision of access to the Armouries’
weapons collections is hardly a task that one small department can undertake alone. In
fulfilment of this duty, its registrar staff participate in a series of intersecting and
overlapping networks. The needs of collections access compel them to develop an array
of working relationships within and beyond institutional boundaries. The Armouries’
registrar staff have cultivated considerable knowledge of weapons management, but
they are prepared to seek the support of other experienced parties where necessary.”®
Cooperation is thus essential to the effective management and use of the Armouries’
holdings. To this end, its registrar staff work with a variety of professional colleagues:
curators, conservators, technicians, designers, architects, security personnel, transport
specialists, customs officers, and many others.”® When facilitating access to its
weapons collections, more parties can be added to this list: police, law enforcement,
licensing authorities, government officials, cultural experts, and certified shippers. The
groups involved often differ between each type (and even each instance) of collections
access, but collaborative endeavour remains an enduring constant. The Armouries’
registrar staff are central players in bringing together these networks to further access to
its weapons collections.”™’ Yet, individual agency is not the only force at work. If the
regulatory frameworks surrounding museum weapons collections can be framed as an
assemblage, then the institutional apparatus coordinated by the Armouries’ registrar
staff to meet its demands constitutes one too. In line with actor-network theory, non-
human agents are also vital here. Policy, procedure, and personal decisions continuously
interact to generate ‘the networks of connection and association’ that cement museum

practice.”® The Armouries’ registrar staff monitor these myriad interconnections with
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the aim of directing their outcome to support the safe and legal provision of collections
access to its weapons collections. Its procedural frameworks are major actors in this
process, as both the latest iteration of institutional thinking and a blueprint for routine
practice. They also exemplify the shifting interplay of human and non-human agents
throughout this system. The effectiveness of the Armouries’ collections procedures is
regularly reviewed by its registrar staff with reference to their colleagues, then any
alterations feed back into its routine work streams, and the cycle repeats.”® They are
thus a codified expression of the ongoing dialogue between individuals, standards, and
processes that underpins access to weapons holdings. The Armouries’ reconciliation of
its competing duties to safety, security, and public service requires the coordination of
these many assorted actors. Its registrar staff occupy a central position in the expansive
operational assemblage that mirrors, anticipates, and responds to the regulatory
apparatus governing engagement with the national collection of arms and armour.

The practical and conceptual structures underpinning the use of the Armouries’
weapons holdings offer considerable insight into its engagement with current notions of
collections access. First, they underscore its professional commitment to improving the
accessibility of museum objects. There has been a profound shift in the perceived role
of museums over the last 50 years, from collections-oriented institutions to people-
oriented institutions.”® Many collections personnel themselves have embraced this
move from institutional gatekeeping towards inclusivity, where collections management
directly serves public access. The Armouries’ registrar staff have ardently adopted this
outlook, as they seek to maximise access to its weapons holdings by default and only
restrict it when compelled to do so by external regulation.’! If their example is in any
measure representative of the wider field, then sector support for collections access can
hardly be doubted. Of course, this association works both ways. The use of weapons in
museum programming also affirms the centrality of rigorous collections management to
the successful delivery of collections access.”®? While the Armouries’ registrar staff may
face especially stringent regulatory constraints, they adopt strategies familiar to most
registrars when reconciling them with institutional commitments to access. Neither risk

analysis, nor layered safeguards, nor thorough documentation are exclusive to weapons
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management. The experience of the Armouries’ registrar staff is thus typical in one
respect at least, as coordinators of institutional collections access through their
operational oversight of object stewardship. Their contribution in this area reaches a
more expansive audience than is commonly appreciated. There has been a tendency
within the sector to use the term ‘access’ as a shorthand for visitor access.’®® But the
example of the Armouries challenges this generalisation. While the general public is
clearly a key beneficiary of seamless collections engagement, it is also true that staff,
contractors, affiliated researchers, and government personnel all require various degrees
of access appropriate to their purposes. Moreover, the needs of these stakeholders will
keep changing over time. The dramatic expansion of digital collections access over the
last few decades provides some idea as to what this might entail. The relative novelty of
digital access means that the Armouries is still in the process of working through its full
ramifications, as part of general sector efforts to enhance the value of virtual and hybrid
outputs in the post-pandemic landscape.’®* Determining the right measures to facilitate
object engagement requires sustained institutional attention in every instance. New
audiences, new technologies, and new expectations will continue to influence future
manifestations of collections access. It will thus be the duty of the Armouries’ registrar
staff and their professional counterparts to address the unforeseen challenges that the

ongoing development of museum practice will inevitably generate.
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Museums, Registrars, and the Future of Public Weapons Collections

I think there’s always going to be a role for a museum like the Armouries,
because until war is completely eradicated or owning a firearm, owning
weapons, or anything like that, because people have them for lots of
different reasons. A big part of our collection is collecting new weapons
as well as older weapons, interesting weapons that come up that we don’t
have any of already, or a limited amount. Because the way attitudes are
changing and sensitivities around certain subjects, it could become more
difficult for the Armouries. It could become an obsolete museum. But |
don’t think realistically that would happen for a long, long time.”®®

The 700" anniversary of the Armouries’ administration of the official collection of arms
and armour has prompted serious reflection about its future. Its intentions are certainly
ambitious. The Armouries’ latest Corporate Plan commits it to becoming a sustainable
and proactive leader in the field of arms and armour.”%® Effective use of its restricted
collections will be central to realising this grand vision. It would be difficult for the
Armouries to lay claim to this mantle if a significant proportion of its holdings were
essentially inaccessible to its stakeholders. However, accomplishing these strategic
objectives as the custodian of this distinct part of the national collection will not be
without its challenges. The opening quotation references its constant struggle for
relevance in a changing world. As attitudes to the complex role of weapons evolve, the
Armouries will have to adapt its engagement strategies and management processes
accordingly. It also faces considerable pragmatic concerns. Like the museum sector in
general, the Armouries is adjusting to the stark realities of a post-pandemic landscape:
income shortfalls, rising operating costs, overstretched staff, and faltering attendance.’®’
In this challenging environment, there is evident value in a coordinated management
strategy that streamlines the provision of access to restricted objects in order to better
leverage institutional capacity. Not even national museums have infinite resources at
their disposal.”® Despite the difficult circumstances, the Armouries’ registrar staff still
have to weather the unique challenges of weapons stewardship. Ultimately, the right to
access the national collection of arms and armour rests upon firm legal foundations.

While there have been recent calls to amend the National Heritage Act 1983 — the
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source of the Armouries’ public obligations — these have targeted the process of object
disposal rather than the general principle of collections access.’”®® Any revision of its
core institutional purpose appears unlikely for the foreseeable future. As long as there is
public interest in weapons, it will remain the Armouries’ duty to provide access to its
collections for the benefit of society. Its registrar staff play a crucial role in the delivery
of this fundamental mission, thereby helping to assure its continued cultural relevance.
As the last four chapters have demonstrated, they have developed sophisticated
strategies to mediate the claims of regulation, ethics, and access on the Armouries’
weapons holdings. In reviewing their approach to these key museological

preoccupations, it is worth returning to the guiding research questions of this thesis.

What are the regulatory frameworks that govern access to museum
weapons collections, and how have their shifting parameters shaped the
institutional obligations of the Royal Armouries?

The first two chapters established that the regulation of the Armouries’ weapons
collections is a complex and multi-layered process. It encompasses a formidable array
of statutes, agreements, and standards across a range of policy areas. Out of these many
entangled frameworks, legislation exercises the greatest control over the use of museum
weapons collections.””® Given its specialisation, the Armouries is bound by the demands
of weapons law. But these are not imposed uniformly across its holdings. The
cumulative impact of historically contingent actions has produced the distinct traditions
of offensive weapons law, firearms law, and explosives law — each imposing different
constraints on the use of the Armouries’ collections.”’* Its edged and melee weapons are
almost entirely exempt from offensive weapons law, as their cultural value in a museum
setting is perceived to outweigh their capacity for harm. Its firearms collections, by
contrast, are subject to a dedicated licensing regime and targeted prohibitions given
their heightened security risk. The regulation of its explosive material is different again,
characterised by a two-stage licensing framework and proportional storage thresholds
for the purpose of maintaining public safety. Weapons law thus places substantial but
uneven checks on the Armouries’ collections. But this is not their only source of legal

control. As a national museum, the Armouries’ duty to provide access to its collections
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is also enshrined in statute.””2 The competing claims of weapons law and heritage law
generate much of the tension inherent to its weapons collections — the former works to
restrict access while the latter seeks to encourage it. This dissension is only reinforced
by the professional standards of collections management observed by the Armouries.
Their broad nature means they impose few specific constraints on weapons collections.
Yet their simultaneous promotion of safety and security, on the one hand, and public
access, on the other, further entrenches the Armouries’ dilemma. There is still a certain
degree of flexibility within this apparatus. Following the principles of assemblage
theory, the prevailing regulatory structures are often altered and reinterpreted through
the action of other agents.’”® Both legislative and professional frameworks are updated
in response to contemporary developments, while the distinct priorities of regulatory
authorities, government officials, cultural bodies, and museums can produce competing
interpretations of pivotal provisions. Overall, the regulation of museum weapons
collections is as much a product of negotiation as of imposition. Establishing the
Armouries’ obligations under this elaborate edifice is thus itself a serious undertaking

for its registrar staff, let alone maintaining institutional compliance with its terms.

How do ethical principles inform the approach of the Royal Armouries’
registrar staff to the challenges of managing its weapons collections in a
responsible and viable way?

Beyond the legal and professional frameworks, ethical directives constitute the third
major component of the regulatory assemblage governing the use of the Armouries’
weapons collections. These precepts manifest themselves in a variety of forms. Most
evident are the professional codes of ethics that the Armouries observes as an active
member of the museum community. Given their shared role in the self-regulation of
sector practice, these codes detail many of the same methods for the proper stewardship
of museum objects as the standards of collections management.’”* They reinforce the
Armouries’ duties to public safety, national security, and collections access in the use of
their weapons collections, albeit from a more explicit ethical perspective. However, the
role of ethics in weapons management cannot be confined to general statements of best
practice. Dialogue, deliberation, and reflection within and between museums are just as

important to the development of ethical approaches — rooted in the cultivation of ethical
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conduct by museum registrars and their colleagues.’”> What constitutes ethical use of
the Armouries’ weapons collections is subject to constant evolution as its registrar staff
encounter the upheavals of everyday practice. In this sense, these obligations act less as
fixed constraints than as an ongoing cycle of exercise, review, and reconfiguration. The
unique workings of the Armouries dictate that this process primarily draws on internal
reference points, but its registrar staff do also monitor wider professional developments
and actively seek external support in certain intractable situations. Ethical museum
conduct emerges from the intersection of a diverse array of agents.”’® It is possible to
trace these models of museum practice back to core philosophical values. At the heart of
all museum programming is a compromise between the use and preservation of their
objects, requiring each institution to weigh up the respective interests of current and
future users. Weapons collections introduce a third major variable, the need to mitigate
any potential damage they might cause.””” Instead of maximising the benefit from
public engagement with these collections, this duty is predicated on minimising harm —
a more urgent responsibility on balance. This is the source of the ethical dichotomy that
pervades the entire regulatory assemblage. Museums are exhorted to provide access to
their weapons collections in the name of public benefit, yet they are simultaneously
pressed to restrict access to them for the protection of that very same public. The
collections access strategies delivered by the Armouries’ registrar staff are essentially
designed to address the discrepancy of these ethical imperatives.

What policies and procedures do the registrar staff at the Royal
Armouries implement to facilitate meaningful access to its weapons
collections, and how can these be refined going forward?

Given the enormity of the Armouries’ legal and ethical duties as the national museum of
arms and armour, the process of providing access to its weapons holdings is equally
elaborate. The fundamental claims of safety and security impact its various modes of
collections access in different ways. The unique needs of direct interaction, exhibitions,
loans, and digital content require the Armouries’ registrar staff to tailor institutional
preparations to each form of public engagement. These efforts mobilise an array of

functions across the remit of registrar practice, from inventory control to transport.”’®
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The Armouries’ procedural framework is central to this undertaking, as the mechanism
that embeds legal and ethical requirements across key areas of institutional practice —
collections security, visitor access, loans out, or cataloguing. These working documents
are continuously assessed, altered, and augmented by its registrar staff to better address
the access needs of its weapons collections. This versality empowers the Armouries’
personnel to respond to the shifting networks of agents that constitute its operating
environment.””® Across the diverse public uses of the Armouries’ weapons collections,
there are certain key principles that invariably underpin the work of its registrar staff.
Risk management informs their entire approach to collections access. Total elimination
of the heightened risks associated with weapons is implausible, so they work instead to
reduce it to manageable levels.”®® The provision of multi-layered safeguards across the
Armouries’ activities then enables its registrar staff to strike an appropriate balance
between protection and access in any given situation, whilst maintaining adequate
operational contingencies. Keeping a systematic record of instrumental decision-making
processes serves as a template for future initiatives and can provide an audit trail if
anything were to go wrong. Overall, these strategies heavily determine the practical
arrangements for the safe public use of the Armouries’ weapons collections. While its
registrar staff primarily coordinate this groundwork, they participate in expansive
occupational networks to facilitate meaningful collections engagement.’! The
Armouries’ registrar department routinely liaises with its curators, conservators,
technicians, demonstrators, security personnel, and senior management to incorporate
their complementary expertise into these processes. Together, they strive to improve the
accessibility of the national collection of arms and armour for the benefit of all potential
users. In this manner, the Armouries’ registrar staff will surely contribute to the ongoing
delivery of responsible and innovative institutional programming. The following

sections suggest what might be done to support them in these efforts ‘going forward’.

Registrar Agency
There are certain refinements that the Armouries’ registrar staff can marshal themselves

to improve institutional provision of collections access to its weapons holdings. First of
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all, there is a compelling impulse to increase the quality and quantity of the Armouries’
output. The duty to optimise public access to its weapons urges the provision of further
opportunities for direct access, a wider range of displayed objects, a busier loans
schedule, and greater digital content. These initiatives generally require little change in
the role of the Armouries’ registrar staff, instead relying on the expanded performance
of their existing functions. A more ambitious public access programme entails a
corresponding growth in the processes sustaining it.”8? In pursuit of this aspiration, the
Armouries’ registrar staff would be called upon more often to determine appropriate
security provisions for events, to supervise the installation of exhibitions, to negotiate
appropriate loan agreements, to arrange secure transportation, and to record object data.
This greater undertaking would in fact encompass most of the functions set out in
Figure 1, given the centrality of registrar practice to the overall operation of this system.
Certain tasks have been deemed as especially urgent by the Armouries’ personnel.
Multiple staff members, for example, have expressed the need to fully populate its
collections records as the basis for greater public usage.’®® Internal understanding is
vital to the effective delivery of external engagement, especially given the cultural
sensitivities around weapons. Some aspects of collections access can thus be improved
through sustained application. These efforts to expand the Armouries’ engagement
strategies are achievable within existing institutional frameworks in principle, but there
has to be sufficient operational capacity to meet the increased demand. Risk mitigation
is resource intensive, requiring museum personnel to prioritise certain activities based
on their cost-benefit analysis.”® The Armouries’ registrar staff make many of these
tough decisions. They do not have the resources or personnel to sustain indefinite
growth in the public use of its weapons collections while maintaining expected
professional standards. A department of five permanent staff — a Registrar, two
Assistant Registrars, a Documentation Officer, and a Documentation Assistant — can
only achieve so much, even when supported by their colleagues. It will not be easy to
process an increased volume of complex enquiries within these inflexible operational
parameters.’®® Even the simpler aspects of weapons management can generate

considerable difficulties at times. It may thus be necessary to moderate expectations,
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especially if the Armouries’ government paymasters are not prepared to fund additional
registrar personnel to serve its public outcomes. Internal efficiencies can only do so
much to support the provision of access to restricted collections.

While the simple expansion of collections access at the Armouries encounters
bureaucratic limitations, its procedural framework offers another potential area of
refinement. As the guiding template of institutional practice, any changes made to
individual collections procedures are assimilated into the routine exercise of weapons
management. Their development is the responsibility of the Armouries’ registrar
department in conjunction with the Head of Collection Services, so it is within their
power to rework its component parts where necessary.’® In reality, this is largely a
moot point. The Armouries’ current procedural apparatus is overall fit for the purpose of
supporting public access to its collections and requires little alteration in its details, even
when it comes to the greater needs of its weapons collections. The main procedures for
effective collections engagement at the Armouries — collections security, visitor access,
loans out, and cataloguing — all clearly articulate the specific practical demands of
contemporary weapons management. The incremental refinement of these institutional
templates with regard to legal, professional, ethical, and functional developments has
maintained their ongoing value to this serious work. The main contribution required
from the Armouries’ registrar staff is to keep its procedures updated in line with shifting
operational requirements. There are few better ways of assuring a suitable balance
between clarity and versatility that is perceived to characterise effective collections
procedure.’®” This is essential for a national institution responsible for managing
restricted objects across multiple sites and planes. However, there is one area where the
Armouries’ registrar staff acknowledge the limitations of its existing procedural
framework for routine weapons management. It currently lacks any procedures that
outline a standard institutional approach to digital collections access.”® Its cataloguing
guidance does support the provision of virtual engagement with the Armouries’ objects
to an extent, as it specifies the object data that is appropriate for online publication.
Even so, this single provision hardly suffices to encompass the complex management
requirements of digitised weapons collections. The Armouries’ registrar staff are well

placed to address these questions, given their ability to formulate dedicated material to
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underpin this ascendant area of museum practice. The Armouries’ existing Digital
Preservation Policy for archival materials offers a basic template for this work.”8® With
suitable modification to the distinct features of its arms and armour collection, a new
procedure along these lines could definitively enshrine the principles of integrity,
confidentiality, and sensitivity within its routine provision of digital access. This would
expedite institutional efforts to bring digital collections practice up to the high standard
of weapons management expressed in the Armouries’ other procedures.

Alongside reviewing current working practices, the Armouries’ registrar staff
will have to develop new skills if they are to continue meeting the evolving demands of
weapons management. Continuing the theme of the previous paragraph, a key area of
professional growth will be their digital competence. The challenges of providing public
access to digital heritage have long been recognised, but museums are still working
through their sizable practical ramifications.”®® The Armouries’ registrar staff are thus
labouring to establish a sound basis for virtual collections access. In particular, the
major cyber-attack weathered by the Armouries in January 2022 has prompted serious
reflection on the structures that underpin digital engagement.”! The sensitive nature of
its weapons collections has only made this process more urgent, requiring its registrar
staff to systematically apply their existing functions to the digital sphere. Security is an
instructive example. Maintaining the integrity of weapons collections is equally acute in
both material and virtual spaces, but the latter calls for further familiarity with firewalls,
data encryption, and user hierarchies. Likewise, they will need to supplement their
extensive knowledge of physical storage with an awareness of file structures, cloud
servers, and automatic backups. Given that these are only two of the many collections
processes delivered by the Armouries’ registrar staff, reorienting towards a hybrid
future will be a substantial undertaking.’®> Mastering the intricacies of this virtual
dimension of collections practice will not be easy. The Armouries’ own IT personnel
and the wider professional discourse both represent valuable sources of support in this
endeavour. The more emergent nature of digital museum practice means authoritative
information is still relatively scarce, but this situation is improving. The recent issue of

dedicated guidelines for the management of digital collections will aid institutional
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attempts to formulate routine workflows.”®? As a current expression of best practice in
this key growth area, there is good reason for the Armouries to affirm formal adherence
to its terms as it has done with comparable professional frameworks. This guidance
resembles other museological standards in its non-disciplinary nature, so its registrar
staff would again need to apply the relevant provisions to the digital dissemination of its
weapons collections. Crucially, this work has steadfast institutional backing for the
foreseeable future. A major strand of the Armouries’ landmark Digital Vision Project is
the commitment to train an experienced ‘cohort of digital operators’.”®* Its registrar staff
could better support the needs of virtual collections access with a greater knowledge of
its underlying technical infrastructure. Implementing rigorous digital procedure is
especially vital for public engagement with weapons subject to marked physical
constraints. It will be interesting to see how the ongoing reorientation of museums

towards digital programming informs the subsequent course of registrar practice.

Institutional Strategies

Of course, collections access at the Armouries is not solely the province of its registrar
staff. Responsible public stewardship of its weapons collections draws on concerted
interdepartmental efforts. This coordinated institutional approach is rooted in the
Armouries’ policy framework. While collections procedure is primarily the concern of
its registrar department, the formulation of collections policy involves a wider range of
staff and is ultimately approved by its Board of Trustees.”® The contribution of its
registrar team to this process is still significant but not predominant, reflecting the need
for more varied input at this higher level. After all, the Armouries’ policies are designed
to provide overarching strategic direction for the realisation of its institutional duties. If
collections policy is to serve this purpose effectively, it needs to be clear, relevant,
comprehensive, contemporaneous, and accessible.”® On the whole, the Armouries’
policy framework satisfies these criteria. Following prevailing professional standards —
namely MAS and BS 17820 — it affirms the broad principles governing the care,

management, and use of its collections. It addresses the specific demands of its weapons
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holdings where appropriate, providing an overview of the relevant obligations for
general reference. These policies are due to be updated soon, as the current documents
are four years old and are thus approaching the end of their functional life.”” Various
developments have transformed the Armouries’ operational context since their initial
publication — the COVID-19 pandemic, the prominence of contested heritage, and the
release of a new corporate plan. Its registrar staff will play a key role in this upcoming
revision of institutional policy, given their extensive working knowledge of weapons
management. Such practical insight is essential to the creation of a versatile and holistic
collections strategy.’®® However, one aspect of the Armouries’ policy structure appears
to require special attention. In 2016, it created an ethics policy to articulate the core
principles guiding its work. While this document does address the ethical challenges of
managing a public weapons collection, it has not been updated since its creation and is
not externally accessible at present.”®® The Armouries is under no obligation to reissue a
dedicated ethics policy, as it is not a requirement of any of its regulatory frameworks.
Nonetheless, it has good reason to proclaim its operational ethos as a means of assuring
stakeholders of its responsible stewardship of the national collection of arms and
armour. As professional exponents of ethical compliance (see Figure 1), the Armouries’
registrar staff will again be central to any reappraisal of its institutional conduct. A
clearer policy apparatus should serve to reinforce collective awareness of what
constitutes appropriate treatment of its weapons holdings during routine practice.

If the Armouries’ registrar staff are to continue fulfilling the strategic directions
of its policy framework, they will need the resolute support of their colleagues. Certain
innovations in operational process can be addressed more effectively at an institutional
level. Interdepartmental collaboration enables the safe provision of access to weapons
collections, so it follows that this is fertile ground for future development. This applies
less to the working relationship between registrars and other collections staff, who are
regular partners in the course of everyday museum practice.®%° The facilitation of access
to the Armouries’ weapons holdings relies on the regular collaboration of its registrar
staff with most of their collections colleagues in some capacity. They cooperate with its

curators to record the legal status and factual data of individual objects; they determine
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the material feasibility of using restricted collections in public programming alongside
its conservators; and they call on senior collections staff to sign off routine actions and
work through major complications.®* There may be scope to further streamline these
established interactions, but this is an incremental process of trial and error rooted in
everyday practice that cannot easily be anticipated. These close relationships within the
Armouries’ collections department can be harnessed to develop rigorous courses of
training. It is prudent to share accumulated knowledge and proven methods with
emerging professionals to better guarantee the long-term future of weapons access.%?
While trainee registrars mainly approach weapons collections through the lens of
registrar practice in substance, they would also benefit from a basic grounding in their
curation and conservation to work effectively with other collections professionals. This
would better equip them to mobilise the dispersed yet interdependent expertise that
sustains collections management in particular and museum practice in general 8%
Moreover, this internal collaboration is not limited to the confines of the Armouries’
collections department. There is considerable value in its registrar staff combining their
efforts with a wide range of institutional personnel — including their colleagues in
audience development, education, interpretation, and marketing — to negotiate the
challenges of facilitating public engagement with its weapons collections. Such
conversations are already starting to take place. Following the COVID-19 pandemic, the
Armouries’ registrar staff have registered a notable increase in interdepartmental
proposals to provide further opportunities for collections access.®%* Active cooperation
of this nature is essential to developing innovative uses of its weapons collections that
still conform to the prevailing regulatory assemblage. Pooling the wide array of skills,
experiences, and perspectives possessed by the Armouries’ members of staff will thus
help to reconcile the dissonant purposes of a custodian of public weapons collections.
Systematic institutional collaboration allows greater opportunity for innovation
within the Armouries’ public programming. The forms of public engagement examined
in Chapter 4 are not the only ways to deliver collections access. But the pursuit of new
access initiatives often engenders new challenges, especially when restricted collections

are involved. Before the Armouries could instigate any new use of its weapons
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holdings, its registrar staff would first need to ensure that it satisfied their regulatory
demands. This certainly applies to open storage, a popular trend in museums that
enables greater public access to reserve collections by making their storerooms ‘visible’
and ‘visitable’ 8% Its adoption by the Armouries could not proceed without proper
mitigation of the heightened safety and security risks of its weapons collections, but this
could be achieved with careful planning. Creating a dedicated accessible store with
transparent display-grade cases and drawers has been posited as a viable option.8% The
main challenge would then be to persuade its licensing bodies that this initiative would
not weaken the wider security apparatus surrounding its weapons collections. Given the
evident difficulties of physical access, the digital sphere again represents a favourable
site for any diversification of the Armouries’ public programming. Greater integration
of mobile devices, virtual reality, augmented reality, and haptic feedback all have the
potential to transform collections access in museums.®%’ In the Armouries’ case, these
technologies could enable audiences to experience its weapons collections in more
unique ways. Going beyond the factual description of these objects, hybrid approaches
could help to convey their physical feel, their mechanical workings, their tactile use, or
their capacity for storytelling.8% But its registrar staff would still have to oversee the
generation of the new data formats underpinning these efforts, as the claims of
sensitivity and confidentiality would remain. The fundamental principles of weapons
management cannot be set aside for any purpose. Moreover, the exploration of new
forms of collections access encounters the same practical limits as the expansion of
existing ones. The Armouries’ staff have an allotted amount of time and resources at
their disposal, which cannot be increased at will. Greater public input is one potential
approach to these inbuilt constraints. Crowdsourcing object data, for example, offers
deeper engagement with collections while also benefiting institutional records and
research.8%° But this would have to be managed carefully at the Armouries, given the
additional anxieties surrounding weapons. Ultimately, there is no magic formula to

determine the perfect portfolio of collections access. The Armouries’ route forward has
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to be shaped through informed and wide-ranging discussion guided by its institutional
mission. Its registrar staff will remain key actors in this process, as those responsible for

ensuring its outputs are legally, ethically, and practically viable at all times.

Professional Advocacy

Even at the institutional stage, however, it is not possible to address all of the challenges
of facilitating access to restricted objects. The regulatory assemblage governing the use
of the Armouries’ weapons holdings predominantly operates at a national level. Its
constituent frameworks do have certain flaws, especially in relation to museum practice.
This is the case with English weapons law, as there is substantial variation in the
coherence of its distinct traditions.®° While offensive weapons law is spread across
many pieces of legislation, museums are almost completely exempt from its terms.
Explosives law is the opposite. Its provisions are dauntingly intricate — reflecting the
technical nature of the subject — but these are concentrated in just two major statutes at
present (the Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974 and the Explosives Regulations
2014). Firearms law, however, presents the greatest challenge for the Armouries and its
peers. It combines technical complexity with legislative proliferation, which has led to
strident calls for its simplification and consolidation.?'* This would aid the work of the
Armouries’ registrar staff by streamlining the governance of its firearms collections, but
it would especially benefit other museums that do not command comparable resources
or expertise. Resolving the shortcomings of these regulatory structures would establish
a clearer basis for responsible weapons management. Even the official guidance issued
to clarify such legal uncertainties could be improved. The Firearms Security Handbook
published by the Home Office outlines a rigorous security apparatus for museums, for
example, but its recommended sources for professional advice include a number of
defunct bodies and roles.?!? This disconnect suggests there is scope for closer dialogue
between government agencies, law enforcement, and museums. Together, they can
work to make weapons regulation more accessible to all cultural stakeholders. As
shown in Chapter 1, the Armouries is already proposing constructive refinements in the

content, interpretation, and enforcement of weapons regulation to better reflect museum
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concerns. In its capacity as a national institution, there is clear acknowledgement of its
duty to advocate on behalf of the sector for regulations that permit managed access to
weapons collections of cultural significance.?!® The Armouries is not the only museum
that negotiates the competing claims of weapons management and public engagement.
Its registrar staff have much to contribute to this consultative process. Not only do they
routinely navigate the provisions of weapons law in the course of their duties, but they
are also responsible for securing institutional licences and act as the primary contact
with regulatory authorities. Their insight into the practical workings of the prevailing
legal apparatus is a solid foundation for recommending informed improvements that
address museum concerns. After all, they have a vested professional interest in
smoothing the evident tensions between weapons regulation and public expectation.

In parallel, there are certain actions that could strengthen the museological
treatment of weapons stewardship. As outlined by Chapters 2 and 3, the professional
standards that govern the use and management of museum collections tangentially
address the specific challenges raised by weapons at best. Their provisions are designed
to be broad enough to apply to all institutions regardless of their collection type.8'* As
such, museum staff in general and registrars in particular have to seek professional
guidance on this serious subject elsewhere. One solution is to foster greater discussion
about the governance and access arrangements for museum weapons collections across
the registrar profession. In a sector sustained by countless overlapping networks, there
is plenty of scope to develop deeper connections beyond institutional confines. It should
thus be viable to institute a professional forum to facilitate the sustained appraisal of
best practice in weapons management. This could harness an established body (MWG,
ICOMAM, or UKRG), prompt the creation of a new group (such as a Subject Specialist
Network), or develop existing informal networks.®*> The specific mechanism matters
less than the fact that these key conservations are able to take place. The question then
is how to best capture and disseminate the outcomes of this sector dialogue. There is
much to recommend the publication of codified guidance for the general stewardship of
museum weapons collections, which could be structured along similar lines to existing

collections management handbooks.2%® This thesis provides much of the core material
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for such an endeavour, but any useful primer on the subject would also have to address
key areas beyond the provision of collections access. In addition to the relevant facets of
registrar practice examined here — regulation, risk management, documentation, storage,
security, handling, transport — it would need to cover the allied functions of acquisition,
disposal, provenance, conservation, interpretation, and terminology to produce a full
overview of weapons stewardship.8'” Any move to create authoritative guidance would
thus require the participation of the diverse range of actors involved in this field. Not
only would it necessitate the approval of law enforcement agencies and regulatory
authorities, but also the contribution of various museum personnel including curators,
conservators, and demonstrators.®'® Of course, the Armouries’ registrar staff would also
play a vital role in the development of this overdue professional guidance. Few within
the sector can match the depth of their insight into the practical realities and innate
frictions of presiding over a public weapons collection. Operating at the interface of
museum practice and weapons management, the Armouries’ registrar staff are thus

uniquely empowered to pioneer innovation in both fields.

Weapons for All: What Next?

Even if these assorted proposals were adopted, the management of restricted collections
would remain a serious undertaking for registrars. Weapons occupy a difficult place in
museum discourse. In their different manifestations — personal relics, technological
showpieces, aesthetic rarities, triumphalist trophies, forensic evidence, instruments of
violence — they can be encountered in countless institutional collections.®'® From the
perspective of critical collections management, their situation is rather ambiguous. On
the one hand, there is professional awareness of the heightened sensitivities surrounding
museum weapons collections and the duty of care to handle their challenging legacy
with delicacy. Given their strong association with conflict and violence, there will
always be individuals who are not comfortable with encountering weapons in a museum
setting. Certain visitors can become distressed when confronted with the stark material
evidence of human conflict, while individual practitioners have questioned the propriety

of showecasing pervasive tools of oppression in institutions striving to define themselves
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as safe and inclusive cultural spaces.®?° Few object types can elicit comparable disquiet.
On the other hand, weapons continue to command considerable fascination in certain
quarters. This is not just limited to a natural audience of weapon owners or users, as
identified in the opening quotation of this chapter. The extensive consumption of
weapons through popular culture in its various guises — namely television, films, and
computer games — has served to broaden their appeal in recent times.8?* Public interest
in weapons may be evolving, but it shows little sign of diminishing any time soon. The
uneasy coexistence of these opposing perspectives provides a compelling case for the
value of institutions like the Armouries, as spaces to reflect on the ambivalent human
relationship with weapons.822 Hence their commitment to amassing, maintaining, and
disseminating weapons collections, which constitute the material basis of such work.
But it is not only social perceptions that are changing, so are the objects themselves.
Advances in manufacturing, particularly in the field of 3D printing, have greatly
expedited the illicit production of homemade weapons.®?® The Armouries is already
responding to this new phenomenon through its collections development programme,
having acquired historic examples of 3D-printed firearms (Figure 13). But museums
will also have to keenly monitor the impact of these technological developments on the
overall management of their weapons holdings. The first convictions in the UK for the
unlawful manufacture of prohibited firearms using a 3D printer were passed in March
2023.824 While the impact of these upheavals on museum practice has been negligible
so far, it seems improbable that they will remain entirely unaffected in the long run for
better or worse. A substantial growth in the production of unregulated weapons would
likely provoke a robust response that reconfigures the prevailing regulatory assemblage
in some form. But equally, 3D printing could enable the Armouries to deliver new
forms of public engagement with its collections.®? Either way, registrars will have to
pay close attention to the evolving nature and reception of institutional weapons

collections. Their continuing relevance depends upon it.
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Figure 13: Liberator 3D Pistol, X11.11829
Royal Armouries, ‘Centrefire Single-shot Pistol - Liberator 3D Pistol (2013)’
<https://collections.royalarmouries.org/object/rac-object-57069.html> [accessed 9 June 2023].

In conjunction, the management of museum weapons collections will also be
shaped by shifting professional expectations. The sector is currently undergoing seismic
change, spurred by a series of existential ‘inequalities, injustices and environmental
crises’ that overshadow twenty-first-century discourse.®2® Registrars have to be central
actors in the process of addressing these major concerns in their personal, institutional,
and professional capacities. Their overall role as key mediators of museum personnel
and objects allows many opportunities for action in the course of their work, even where
this relationship is complicated by the presence of weapons collections. Calls for greater
social inclusivity in museums, for example, have profound implications for registrar
practice. The work of centring marginalised narratives — those of working-class people,
people from ethnic minorities, disabled people, and LGBTQ+ people — starts with the
language used to describe collections.®?” Hence the urgency for inclusive object records.
Developing a sensitive approach to weapons documentation requires particular care,

given their close association with violence, conflict, and oppression. One means of
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nurturing inclusive practice is to facilitate sustained community participation in the
‘internal’” workings of museums. Realigning processes and behaviours to this end gives
the public greater authority to shape museum activities, even ceding them agency to
perform collections management processes in certain cases.®?® Given the prominence of
co-curation, co-creation, and co-production, the concept of ‘co-management’ should be
easy to understand — if rather more difficult to implement. Genuine democratisation of
the stewardship of weapons collections, however, would only be able to proceed with
great caution on account of the numerous prohibitions on their use. Then there is the
climate crisis, which overlays and amplifies these other concerns. The high amount of
materials and energy consumed by the care, storage, transport, and display of museum
objects needs urgent attention if this footprint is to be reduced to viable levels.8?® The
extra measures required to mitigate the safety and security threats posed by weapons
only exacerbate the already formidable task of attaining environmental sustainability. In
light of these demanding issues, a model of registrar practice based on the principles of
equality, openness, and efficiency is more pressing than ever. Registrars are clearly
aware that these ongoing transformations will profoundly influence their role in the
provision of collections access, even if its future course is difficult to anticipate.?% It
will take all their expertise to make the necessary changes while maintaining the fine
balance of safety, security, and access that defines the delivery of effective weapons
management. Fostering meaningful public engagement with restricted collections in a
rapidly evolving cultural landscape is a serious feat and will most likely remain so.
Overall, the challenges awaiting the Armouries’ registrar staff and their peers
epitomise the core theme of this thesis — the dissonance of weapon management and
museum practice. Short of a dramatic overhaul in one or both of these fields, their
frictions will continue to burden future practitioners. The application of assemblage
theory to this operational intersection has highlighted the wide range of actors that
shape this process.®3t Museum personnel of many kinds, public audiences, professional
bodies, regulatory authorities, political agencies, legislative provisions, museological

standards, ethical values, institutional policy, departmental procedure, documentation
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terminology, technological frameworks, the nature of the actual weapons — all exert a
distinct impact on public engagement with these restricted objects. This multiplicity of
agents will hardly diminish as long as the current demands of weapons management
persist. The intense public scrutiny aroused by recent high-profile lapses in collections
procedure has only raised the stakes for museum personnel.®*? The role of registrar staff
in coordinating these interwoven variables in pursuit of greater public access is more
critical than ever. In this context, a question first posed over thirty years ago remains
pertinent to modern notions of critical collections management: ‘If museum work is
changing, how does the museums profession need to change?’8 With reference to the
future provision of collections access, greater dialogue is one answer. The example of
the Armouries’ registrar staff has shown the value of cultivating inter-departmental,
inter-institutional, and inter-professional networks to realise public engagement with its
weapons collections. In parallel, individual practitioners will need to diversify their
expertise to keep up with the shifting demands of routine practice. The effective
delivery of a risk-managed approach relies on registrar staff being equipped with the
skills to identify, assess, and respond to new developments at short notice. Museums
will struggle to serve the needs of current and future generations without the active
pursuit of ‘risk control, polyvalence and adaptability’ by their registrars.83* This applies
throughout the profession, but especially to the custodians of weapons collections. For
the mounting pressures on museum operations will hardly simplify the laborious
process of preparing hazardous, harmful, or sensitive objects for public use. The
Armouries’ registrar staff are set to be occupied with this vital work for the foreseeable
future. Museums generally operate on the assumption that they will provide access to
their collections in perpetuity, even if these remain subject to heavy controls. Forging
connections between people and objects is central to their very existence.®*®> A museum
without visitors is effectively a warehouse. A museum without objects is effectively a
diorama. The integral purpose of museums is to effect the convergence of the two —a

process in which registrars will surely continue to play an indispensable role.

832 Museums Association, 'Our Statement on Theft in Museums' <https://www.museumsassociation.org/our-
statement-on-theft-from-museums/> [accessed 31 August 2023].

833 Gaynor Kavanagh, 'The Museum Profession and the Articulation of Professional Self-Consciousness',

in The Museums Profession: Internal and External Relations, ed. by Gaynor Kavanagh (Leicester:

Leicester University Press, 1991), pp. 37-55 (p. 52).

834 Vassal and Daynes-Diallo, p. 69.

835 Mason, Robinson, and Coffield, pp. 18-19.
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Appendix: Chronological Summary of English Weapons Law

This appendix provides an overview of weapons law currently in force in England and
Wales that most heavily impacts the work of museums. For clarity, this has been split
into three separate tables corresponding to its major traditions of offensive weapons
law, firearms law, and explosives law. Individual pieces of legislation are first assigned
to the appropriate category and are then arranged chronologically within each table. To
keep this appendix a manageable length, only the provisions that directly pertain to
museum practice are listed. Where a single statute contributes to more than one of the
legislative traditions, it is given separate entries in each of the relevant tables and its
constituent provisions are distributed accordingly. The scope of this summary is limited
to clarifying the main regulations examined in the course of the thesis, so it does not
attempt to recount the full complexities of weapons law. As such, it should neither be
regarded as providing an exhaustive treatment of any individual statute nor a definitive
statement of a museum’s legal duties with respect to its weapons collections. If any

doubt arises, consult the original legislation and/or seek independent legal advice.

Offensive Weapons Legislation

e Introduces the offence of carrying an offensive weapon

Prevention of Crime Act 1953 . . .
in public place without reasonable excuse.

e Introduces the offences of manufacturing, importing,
selling, hiring, giving, and offering a flick knife or
gravity knife to another person.

Restriction of Offensive Weapons
Act 1959

e Introduces the offence of under 17s possessing

Crossbows Act 1987 . .
crossbows without adult supervision.

e Introduces the offence of carrying most bladed or
pointed articles in public, subject to good reason.

e Introduces the offences of manufacturing, selling,
hiring, giving, offering, and possessing for sale or hire
certain specified weapons, exempting when they are
made available for museum purposes.

e Introduces the offence of importing the specified
weapons in the previous point.

Criminal Justice Act 1988

e Extends weapons specified in the 1988 Act to include
The Criminal Justice Act 1988 knuckledusters, swordsticks, belt buckle knives, push
(Offensive Weapons) Order 1988 daggers, butterfly knives, telescopic truncheons,
blowpipes, and a series of martial arts weapons.

e Introduces the offences of marketing and indicating
Knives Act 1997 through publication knives as suitable for combat or
encouraging violent behaviour using them.
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The Criminal Justice Act 1988
(Offensive Weapons) Order 2002

e Extends weapons specified in the 1988 Act to include
disguised knives.

The Criminal Justice Act 1988
(Offensive Weapons) Order 2004

e Extends weapons specified in the 1988 Act to include
stealth knives and fixed truncheons.

Violent Crime Reduction Act 2006

e Amends 1987 Act to forbid possession of crossbows
by under 18s without adult supervision.

The Criminal Justice Act 1988
(Offensive Weapons) Order 2008

e Extends weapons specified in the 1988 Act to include
curved swords with blades of over 50cm.

The Criminal Justice Act 1988
(Offensive Weapons) Order 2016

e Extends weapons specified in the 1988 Act to include
zombie knives.

Offensive Weapons Act 2019

e Introduces the offences for the private possession of
flick knives, gravity knives, and the weapons specified
in the Orders to the 1988 Act.

e Amends 1959 and 1988 Acts to exempt museum
workers from all prohibitions (except import) on flick
knives, gravity knives, and the weapons specified in
the Orders to the 1988 Act.

e Extends weapons specified in the 1988 Act to include
cyclone knives.

Firearms Legislation

Firearms Act 1968

e Introduces offences of acquiring or possessing Section
1 firearms or ammunition without a certificate.

¢ Defines Section 1 firearms as all firearms except
shotguns and air weapons.

e Introduces offences of acquiring or possessing
shotguns without a certificate (Section 2).

e Introduces offences of possessing, acquiring,
manufacturing, or transferring prohibited weapons and
ammunition without special authority.

e Defines prohibited weapons and ammunition as
automatic firearms, weapons discharging noxious
substances, or noxious ammunition (Section 5).

e Introduces prohibitions on the possession of firearms
for convicted offenders (3-36 months for 5 years, 36+
months indefinitely).

e Introduces offences of transferring, repairing, testing,
or proving firearms and ammunition for prohibited
persons.

e Introduces offences for under 14s to possess firearms
or their ammunition, and to possess air weapons or
their ammunition.

e Introduces offence for under 15s to possess a shotgun
without adult supervision.

e Introduces offences of gifting, lending, or giving
Section 1 firearms or ammunition to under 14s.
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Firearms Act 1968

e Introduces offence of gifting shotguns or their
ammunition to under 15s.

e Introduces offences of gifting or giving air weapons or
ammunition to under 14s.

e Introduces offences of selling, transferring, repairing,
proving, or testing any firearms or ammunition to
anyone drunk or of unsound mind.

e Defines firearms as lethal barrelled weapons that

discharge missiles including prohibited weapons,

lethal or prohibited weapon components, and silencers,
suppressors, or flash reducers.

Defines ammunition as firearm rounds, grenades,

bombs, and other missiles.

e Exempts antique firearms transferred, acquired, or
possessed as curiosity or ornament from all provisions.

The Firearms (Dangerous Air
Weapons) Rules 1969

Classes air weapons with high proportional kinetic
energy as Section 1 firearms.

Firearms Act 1982

e Classes imitation firearms as Section 1 firearms if they
look like a Section 1 firearm and can be readily
converted without specialist skills and equipment.

Firearms (Amendment) Act 1988

Extends prohibited Section 5 weapons to include burst-
fire firearms, most self-loading and pump-action rifles,
most self-loading or pump-action shotguns, most
smooth-bore revolvers, most rocket launchers or
mortars, and explosive missiles fired from a firearm.
Outlines requirements for deactivated firearms, such as
an approved proof mark and written documentation.
Museums can apply to the Secretary of State to receive
a Museum Firearms Licence to possess firearms and
ammunition without individual licences, with a
separate provision for Section 5 prohibited firearms.
Museum firearms licenses only granted if local police
are satisfied that exhibiting and storing weapons
collection won’t endanger public safety and must be
renewed every five years.

Museum firearms licences can be revoked following
the failure of a police inspection, conviction for false
application, or failure to observe the licence terms.
Established fees for granting, renewing, extending, or
amending a Museum Firearms Licence.

Names general criteria and specific institutions with
eligibility to apply for a Museum Firearms Licence.

The Firearms Acts (Amendment)
Regulations 1992

Extends prohibited Section 5 weapons to include
disguised firearms, explosive military missiles, rocket
or missile launchers, igniting military missiles,
armour-piercing ammunition, expanding pistol
ammunition, and any other unregulated missiles.

The Firearms (Dangerous Air
Weapons) (Amendment) Rules 1993

e Classes all disguised air weapons as Section 1
firearms.
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Firearms (Amendment) Act 1997

e Extends prohibited Section 5 weapons to include high-
calibre handguns (above .22 rimfire cartridges).

¢ Classes handguns within a collection as Section 1
Firearms if they are manufactured before 1919 and
their ammunition is not readily available.

e Classes handguns of rarity, aesthetic quality, technical
interest, or historical importance as Section 1 firearms.

¢ Provides for the surrender of newly prohibited firearms
and ammunition to the police.

Firearms (Amendment) (No. 2) Act
1997

e Extends prohibited Section 5 weapons to include
small-calibre handguns.

¢ Provides for the surrender of newly prohibited firearms
and ammunition to the police.

The Firearms (Amendment) Act
1997 (Firearms of Historic
Interest) Order 1997

¢ Specifies a list of readily available handgun calibres
for the purpose of the 1997 Act.

The Firearms (Museums) Order
1997

¢ Specifies museums eligible to apply for a Museum
Firearms Licence as those fully registered with the
Museums and Galleries Commission

Anti-social Behaviour Act 2003

e Amends 1968 Act to forbid possession of air weapons
and ammunition by under 17s.

e Amends 1968 Act to make gifting or supplying air
weapons or ammunition to under 17s an offence.

¢ Extends prohibited Section 5 weapons to include air
weapons with self-contained gas cartridge systems.

Violent Crime Reduction Act 2006

o Amends 1968 Act to forbid possession of air weapons
and ammunition by under 18s.

e Amends 1968 Act to make gifting or supplying air
weapons or ammunition to under 18s an offence.

e Introduces offences of manufacturing, modifying,
selling, or importing unlawful and realistic imitation
firearms, except when done for museum purposes.

Anti-social Behaviour, Crime and
Policing Act 2014

e Amends 1968 Act to prohibit those receiving
suspended sentences from possessing firearms.

e Amends 1968 Act to introduce offences of possessing
for sale or transfer, and acquiring for sale or transfer,
prohibited weapons without special authority.

Policing and Crime Act 2017

e Amends 1968 Act to define a lethal barrelled weapon
as one that fires missiles with energy above 1 joule.

e Amends 1968 Act to define firearms components as
variations on barrels, frames, and pressure containers.

e Amends 1968 Act to exclude most airsoft guns from
the legal definition of firearms.

¢ Provides criteria for defining an antique firearm, based
on date of manufacture, cartridge type, and propulsion.

e Introduces offences of gifting, selling, and making
available for sale or gift defectively deactivated
weapons (transfers between licensed museums of any
firearm deactivated before April 2016 are exempt).




214

Offensive Weapons Act 2019

Extends prohibited Section 5 weapons to include
rapid-firing rifles with lever release action or gas
propellant release systems, and bump stocks.

Provides for the surrender of newly prohibited firearms
and ancillary equipment to the police.

The Firearms Regulations 2019

Introduces offence to transfer a deactivated firearm
unless notice is given to the appropriate authority.

The Antique Firearms Regulations
2021

Defines the list of obsolete calibres for the purpose of
identifying antique firearms.

Defines antique firearms as possessing one of the
following propulsion systems: muzzle-loading, breech-
loading not using rim-fire or centrefire, most breach-
loading rim-fire, and air weapon propulsion.

Defines antique firearms as being manufactured before
1 September 1939.

Explosives Legislation

Explosive Substances Act 1883

Introduces the offence of maliciously causing an
explosion likely to endanger life or property.
Introduces the offences of maliciously intending or
conspiring to cause explosion likely to endanger life or
property and making or possessing explosive
substances with the intent to enable an explosion likely
to endanger life or property.

Introduces the offences of making or possessing any
explosive substance under suspicious circumstances
unless a lawful object can be proved.

Health and Safety at Work etc. Act
1974

Establishes the keeping and use of explosive,
flammable, and dangerous substances as a primary
subject of occupational safety law.

Establishes duty of employers to protect employees
and others from health and safety risks, including those
presented by explosives.

Establishes duty of employees to maintain health and
safety and cooperate with employer requirements,
including with respect to explosives.

Establishes the principle that no person shall
intentionally interfere with or misuse anything
provided for workplace health, safety, or welfare,
including in relation to explosives.

Establishes the principles that employers should not
charge employees for health and safety provisions.
Introduces offences to fail in discharging health and
safety duties with respect to explosives, and to
contravene any relevant regulations or prohibitions.
Introduces offences to obstruct inspections by the
Health and Safety Executive or falsify any
documentation required to meet statutory provisions.
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Explosives Regulations 2014

Establishes that an explosives certificate is required for
acquiring and keeping most explosives, issued after
inspection by the local police authority.

Establishes that an explosives licence is required to
manufacture and/or store most explosives, but this
does not apply to the storage of less than 10kg of
shooters’ powder or 15kg of small arms ammunition.
Establishes that an explosives licence is renewable for
5 years and subject to any conditions imposed by the
relevant licensing authority, following the inspection
of the applicant and the proposed site.

Establishes the requirement of obtaining a competent
authority document from HSE before transferring any
civil explosive.

Establishes that anyone storing, keeping, or
manufacturing explosives must observe the following
stipulations: prevent and limit destructive effects of
explosives, ensure relevant separation distances,
dispose of substances safely, prevent unauthorised
persons from accessing sites or explosives, only
transfer explosives to another licensed body, and not
employ prohibited persons to handle explosives.
Establishes requirements as to the marking of civil
explosives with a unique identification, keeping record
of explosives, and reporting losses of explosives.
Introduces prohibition of possessing, transferring, or
importing unmarked plastic explosives.
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