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NMS INTRO STING 

 

LINK 1  

Welcome to the Curator’s Study at Rainham Hall.  

A miniature rocking horse made of burnt matchsticks.  Inch-tall geese carved from 

coal. An amazingly detailed model of an 18th century merchant’s ship.  A completely 

convincing half-eaten loaf of bread - in reality, plush velvet fabric.  The Will of Captain 

John Harle, signed 27th of February 1741, leaving Rainham Hall and its estate to his 

son.  

Furniture is stacked to the ceiling – mirrors on top of side tables on top of chests of 

drawers. In one corner stands a mannequin wearing a beautifully embroidered 

Georgian dress. Opposite, the wall is lined with black and white images: a children’s 

party and a sagging washing line strung across a lawn. On the floor, several 

chandeliers lie on their sides, tucked between the legs of desks from three centuries. 

And on every available surface are tiny works of art, books, and photographs.  
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LINK 2 

I’m Morgan Beale, the New Museum School trainee at Rainham Hall.  

 

LINK 3 

In the East London borough of Havering, and just past Dagenham on the train line, 

Rainham Hall isn’t exactly what you might expect of a National Trust property. There’s 

no tree-lined driveway, but a commuter-filled train station just over the main road. 

Head two minutes in the other direction and the Hall is - in size, at least - second to 

Tesco Extra.  

Built in 1729, it’s the perfect Queen Anne house, all red brick and white shutters, 

entirely symmetrical. The walled gardens expand behind the Hall for almost three 

acres.  The property only opened to the public in 2015, having been let out to private 

tenants since it was acquired by the Trust in the 1940s. In its nearly 300-year history, 

the Hall has changed hands a lot. There have been over 50 sets of inhabitants and 

the Trust is currently spotlighting a select few with a programme of changing 

exhibitions.  

Each lasting two years, these exhibitions tell the story of a different resident. So far, 

the Hall has gone back to its roots to showcase the original owner, Captain John Harle, 

a Georgian naval merchant. Then, in 2017, it was reimagined as the day nursery of 

the 1940s and ‘50s. In its current edition, the Hall is a walk-in magazine, diving into 

the life and work of Anthony Denney: Vogue photographer, interior designer, and 

tastemaker. 

Almost five years since opening, for a house that came almost empty, there is a lot of 

stuff. The curator’s study is the most ‘curated’ – if you can call it that - of the spaces 

given over to storage. A small property by National Trust standards, Rainham Hall is 

fast running out of space, but there are plans to keep collecting.   

To try to understand how all this can be sustainable, I spoke to curator Penelope 
Hines, who works across several of the National Trust’s London properties.  
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INTERVIEW CLIP 1 
Penelope Hines, Curator, National Trust  

So the really interesting thing about being a National Trust curator is that your role is 

really varied across different properties. At Rainham, with the changing exhibition 

programme, I work a lot with the presentation of objects and also the clear telling of 

different people’s narratives and stories 

 

LINK 4  

Rainham Hall never had a grand, one-person collection to define its interpretation. In 

fact, the Hall was acquired for its architecture. Therefore, the interiors, from the original 

panelling and the mahogany staircase, to the Victorian bathtub and a bright blue 1980s 

paint scheme, are all considered ‘collection’. There’s also the assortment of Georgian 

and other furniture that has been brought into the Hall by various residents over time.  

Finally, there are the objects and artworks created by local people and community 

groups that fill out the specific narratives of the changing exhibitions. The matchstick 

rocking horse, coal geese, and fabric bread were all made by local artist Sally Chinea; 

the model ship by Romford Engineering Club; the Georgian dress by textile art group, 

the Material Girls, to name just a few.  

So, with all these things sitting side by side as the collection at Rainham Hall – 

interiors, furniture, objects and art – which of these are being kept not just for now, but 

in perpetuity?  
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INTERVIEW CLIP 2 
Penelope Hines, Curator, National Trust  

…the types of objects or interiors which are seen as really significant and integral.  For 

example, panelling - it’s seen as an integral part of the property so it should be  

preserved in perpetuity because it has this material importance to the history of the 

house. The same with the Will. 

With objects which are made for exhibition, it’s a bit of a balance, so some objects are 

acquired and kept, and those tend to be pieces which respond to a slightly broader 

narrative within the house. For example, a dress has been made in the Georgian style 

by a local group which has been kept. But then objects which are made specifically for 

individual exhibitions tend to be either reused or returned to the maker.  

 

LINK 5  

As Penelope says, each decision depends on the needs of the exhibitions, but also on 

the storage available too. The ultimate plan with this programme of two-year 

exhibitions is a final exhibition in 2029.  This will encompass a little piece of each one, 

to celebrate the 300th anniversary of the Hall. So with two exhibitions down and five to 

go, how are the team at Rainham preparing for the growing collection?  

 

INTERVIEW CLIP 3 
Penelope Hines, Curator, National Trust  

So, we are looking in the next couple of years really carefully at storage on property 

because we are reaching capacity with the amount we have in.  But I think it’s a really 

interesting moment to think about sustainability as well because, realistically, we 

shouldn’t be fabricating entirely new exhibitions each time. We need to think about 

how we can reuse different exhibition elements and also how we can maybe share our 

fabrication with other heritage sites so that there is less material overall being 
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produced and eventually disposed of.  We’re taking the better avenue of 

sharing and reusing.  

 

LINK 6 

As a conservation charity, the National Trust is now thinking about sustainability from 

the outset. Not just in terms of having so much stuff, but also the environmental impact 

of conservation itself. A lot of these objects need to be kept at certain levels of light, 

temperature, and humidity to be preserved in perpetuity, so energy use is a concern 

there. As Penelope put it, it’s really important that museums are not caring for things 

for the sake of it, but rather housing a collection that is actively managed. Given 

Rainham Hall’s size, acquisitions brought into the collection need to be carefully 

considered, with the view to the final exhibition coming up.  

 

INTERVIEW CLIP 4 
Penelope Hines, Curator, National Trust  

for any new acquisitions…  

 

INTERVIEW CLIP 5 
Penelope Hines, Curator, National Trust  

…we’re now really being given the direction to think about public benefit of acquisitions 

and collections, so what will really help visitors understand and engage with different 

histories and heritages of the house.  

 

LINK 7 

This should help with the much-needed slowing down of the collection. Gone are the 

days of collecting anything that had ever been at a historic property, and sustainability 

is becoming a priority. If the act of collecting itself is to be sustainable, it will need to 

be considered, with time and resources invested in cataloguing, digitising, and 
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researching collections. As for keeping certain objects in perpetuity, the 

environmental impact of any new acquisitions will be a factor.  

Zooming out for a second - there are around two hundred million items in collections 

across UK museums and galleries as a whole, according to the Art Fund’s 2018 report, 

Why Collect?   In the same report, it is estimated that less than 10% of items are on 

public display.  

Author David Cannadine argues that “continued collecting can get in the way of 

conservation and interpretation”. While the pace of collecting overall seems to be 

slowing, there is still a huge disparity between the objects on display and those behind 

the scenes. Huge institutions may have more storage room than Rainham Hall, but 

surely it can’t continue forever?  Besides, what’s the point of collecting if you’re not 

going to do anything with it?  

In many ways, the storage problem at Rainham Hall has been a blessing. It has 

somewhat forced the collection to remain small, fairly actively managed, and a large 

part of it is on public display, thanks to the playfully named cupboard/junk room that is 

the Curator’s Study.  

The solution may not be perfect – a lot of the objects in there are unlabelled and you’ve 

got to rely on a trusty Hall volunteer to show you around – but it’s one small way that 

a bit more of the collection remains out for public benefit and enjoyment. From the 

visitor reactions I’ve seen, it’s a fan favourite.  In all my trips to museums, galleries 

and heritage sites, I’ve never come across something quite like the Curator’s Study at 

Rainham Hall. As institutions consider creative ways to share more of their collections, 

maybe a few more places could do with one.  

 

NMS OUTRO STING 

SCRIPT ENDS 

 


