
The new Medieval Gallery at the
 
Museum of London
 
Since the original Medieval Gallery at the 
Museum of London opened in 1976, a great deal 
of new work has been carried out; the 
identification of Lundenwic, work on the 
waterfront and almost 30 years of scholarly 
interest have dramatically increased 
understanding of London during the medieval 
period. The new gallery is the Museum's first 
opportunity to present an updated biography of 
London during this long and crucial period. The 
Museum aims to provide a ‘coherent narrative 
framework’ and highlight ‘important themes that 
underlie London’s origins and growth’, as well as 
displaying new and previously unseen objects 
from the collection. As students of the 
archaeology of London about to embark on the 
medieval section of our course, we were excited 
by the concept and keen to visit the new gallery. 
From the outset the Museum promised to present 
a medieval London of ‘glamour, grandeur, sleaze, 
disease’ and this is certainly the message that got 
across to the media in the period prior to opening. 
The press pack which accompanied the launch 
hooked readers into the past by linking it to the 
present through familiar current issues from the 
threat of pandemic to binge drinking via sado
masochism. The promise was not only to present 
the grand narrative, the biography of London, but 
also the everyday and mundane aspects of living 
in the city during the medieval period. 
The designers of the gallery have decided to 
maintain the house style of the recent London 
before London gallery, while going some way to 
allay criticisms of the latter. A major feature is 
again a ‘river wall’, this time made more obvious 
by an attractive river design engraved onto the 
glass – although this can sometimes mask the 
exhibits. The entrance passageway to the Gallery 
displays a useful time line, with a historical 
overview of the period represented, and an audio
visual presentation seeks to explain the way the 
displays are set out. An archway directs visitors 
onto the correct route. One is immediately 
confronted by lists of key words – areas of 

London, types of fish, names of plague victims – 
which work well both as a unifying theme and as 
a learning aid for younger visitors. The displays 
have been made more interesting by varying the 
contents and by the inclusion of visually 
attractive items (gold!) in every cabinet. Small 
imaginative touches, for example displaying a 
collection of fish bones alongside a fish trap, or 
adding an attractive definition/question panel for 
children in some (alas not all) of the cases, do 
much to enhance the viewing experience. It is a 
pity therefore that some of the actual presentation 
is rather shoddy: lighting which sometimes 
obscures rather than reveals and display panels 
which can be read in mirror image from behind. 
We also felt that more could have been made of 
some of the space – structural pillars standing in 
our way could perhaps have been incorporated 
into the displays, and the ‘story telling space’, no 
doubt an exciting area when being used for that 
purpose, was an incomprehensibly empty void at 
the time of our visit. 
The content and themes are varied enough to 
highlight the main internal and external 
influences on London throughout the 1000 years 
of this evolutionary period. The route on which 
the visitor is taken through these features is not as 
logical as the initial presentation suggests; 
nevertheless the effort to display items which 
were important to medieval Londoners at the time 
is apparent. 
Hints of violence, from the impressive Viking axe 
display to the Black Death art installation, show 
how tumultuous life was at the time. Moving into 
the later period the exhibits show the evolution of 
new technologies and other influences which 
provide the visitor with a taste of the vast changes 
to come. Adults and children alike will enjoy the 
breadth of the displays of medieval life, varying 
from clothing, shoes and pottery to children’s 
toys and trinkets. The reproductions of clothing 
from the period, including a ‘hoody’, will greatly 
appeal to children. The original leather jerkin and 
shoes are displayed alongside reproductions, 

London Archaeologist Spring 2006      109 



                                                                                                 

bringing the artefacts to life. Much has not been 
included, such as the impact of English trade and 
ship technology, which is important to understand 
the growth of London at the time, but the 
Museum has provided enough for the visitor to 
get a feel of the complexity of life in the medieval 
period. 
As one would expect, the displays include a range 
of technological enhancements. There is a chance 
to digitally ‘survive’ medieval London as a child 
from a variety of social backgrounds, illuminating 
the lack of social mobility and some of the perils 
Londoners faced. Children may enjoy a chance to 
dress their characters and an insight into their 
various dwellings could also be provided. The 
language tower shows the diversity of tongues in 
London but could be overlong for children and 
visual representations of the speakers would be 
useful. The three ‘book’ games are informative 
and brief distractions from the gallery. It is 
unfortunate that the three computer terminals may 
be overlooked as they in fact have a lot of 
information, under broad themes, linking the facts 
and objects within the collection with historical 
figures. The games on these terminals include a 
chance to link people with typical objects from 
their sub-period and a shopping game which 
introduces the layout of London and why certain 
areas got their names. 

The interactive exhibits are a vital element, as
 
they are almost the only way ‘the people’ of the
 
period feature in the gallery. Elsewhere, the
 
approach remains traditional, with artefacts
 
grouped by type, material or chronology and
 
placed individually in glass cases. Although this
 
creates a clear and aesthetically pleasing display
 
it does not produce a visual idea of how they
 
were used. If an awl were displayed piercing a
 
hole in a belt it would be obvious how the tool
 
was used and visitors would not need to rely on
 
the accompanying text. More visual images and
 
virtual representations of people and objects in
 
‘real’ situations would help here. It is also a
 
shame there is not more within the gallery for
 
people to handle as this would really help people
 
to empathise with the past.
 

To sum up, those of us who had seen the old
 
gallery felt that the new exhibition was a great
 
improvement and an enjoyable experience, but in
 
a very conservative tradition. The Museum had
 
an opportunity to create a forward- thinking
 
exhibition and use its collections in a dynamic
 
and ground-breaking way. It is, largely, an
 
opportunity missed.
 

Andy Agate, Sophie Brown, Louise Campbell,
 
Tracey Gooch, David Gordon
 
(Archaeology of London MA students, UCL)
 

Letters
 
London’s Roman hinterland 
I completely agree with Gromaticus' suggestion in 
your last issue [Winter 2005] that we should be 
making better use of the information about 
London's hinterland that is now available as a 
result of research into medieval and later 
documents. In my own small way I have already 
attempted to use this evidence to throw light on 
the Roman countryside around the city, with 
some suggestions about landscape zones and 
landowner strategies (in J. Bird, M. Hassall and 
H. Sheldon (eds), 1996, Interpreting Roman 
London: papers in memory of Hugh Chapman, 
217–32, and in I. Haynes, H. Sheldon and L. 
Hannigan (eds), 2000, London under ground. The 
archaeology of the city, 151–74). What is needed 
now is much more detailed analysis of local 
archaeological evidence and in particular new 

environmental evidence so that we can put some 
flesh on the bones of conjecture – indeed finding 
more bones would be a good first step! 
Clearly it is necessary to be careful when using 
evidence from one period to throw light on an 
earlier (or later) one, as of course many aspects 
of life will have been different, often in ways we 
cannot properly comprehend. Our understanding 
is also biased by contemporary fashion: I detect a 
growing anti-Roman feeling in many recent 
publications which I suspect is based on very 
little, except modish post-colonial guilt (see for 
example, in your last issue, Collingridge's book 
on Boudica, reviewed by Odette Nelson). Who 
were these 'Romans' anyway? In the case of 
Britain, the military were a pretty cosmopolitan lot, 
often from anywhere but Italy, and many of the 
civilians seem to have been fellow Celts 
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