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Recommendations for improving the exhibition and storage conditions of Napier Museum are based on the 

outputs of workshop on “Conservation of Tangible Heritage with Special Reference to Napier Museum 

Trivandrum” gathered over four days, 18.02.2016 - 21.02.2016, by resource persons and participants. 

The four days’ workshop, conducted by Institute of Conservation, University of Applied Arts Vienna, was aimed 

to understand the present condition of the collection in exhibition and storage of Napier Museum and to 

recommend measures to improve it. Participants joined from various organisations: Kerala Department of 

Archaeology, Museums and Archives, Centre for Heritage studies, Kerala University, National Museum Institute, 

New Delhi, H.H. Maharaja Sir Jiwaji Rao Scindia Museum and Konserve Bhaav.  

The workshop, including lectures, demonstrations and hands-on exercises encompassed essentials of 

collection care and preventive conservation such as risks and causes of damage, handling and care of objects 

and various methods of labelling objects. A session dedicated to condition reporting allowed each participant to 

analyse objects of the collection of Napier Museum. Participants were given an overview of effects of climate 

and light on the collection. Problems of pests and their monitoring were also covered, as these are very 

concerning issues faced by tropical museums year round. Participants were familiarized with materials that 

could be used for better storage and display of objects. Based on this, in the final exercise, participants worked 

in groups to identify strong and weak points in the exhibition and storage areas and presented their 

recommendations on improving the situation of Napier Museum in the future.  

 

Present situation of the Napier Museum 

The building and collection of the Napier Museum is of highest importance to Kerala. The museum started in its 

current form in the year 1857. The inception of the museum owes to efforts of J.A. Brown, Director of 

Trivandrum Observatory and General William Cullen, British Resident who wanted to encourage arts and crafts. 

The museum started in the bungalow of General William Cullen. In 1872, Lord Napier, then Governor of Madras 

sent British architect Robert Fellowes Chisholm to Government of Madras to Travancore to design a museum 

building. Chisholm’s designs were based on domestic art and he attempted to promote native art of the place in 

the architecture. Typical of Indo-Saracenic style of architecture, it drew elements from native Indo-Islamic and 

Indian architecture, and combined it with the Gothic revival and Neo-Classical styles favoured in Victorian era. 

In 1880, this building was occupied and named after Lord Napier. The building has been modified over a period 
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of time. The storage, for example is a later addition.  

The Napier Museum is exhibiting more than 550 objects. The major collection includes metal sculptures from 8th 

to 18th century AD, inspired from different religious faiths. The guidelines for iconographic details and bronze 

casting of these works are taken from the traditional texts of ‘Silpashastras’ and ‘Matsyapurana’ respectively. 

Museum is immensely rich in stone sculptures from 2nd century ‘Gandhara’ sculptures to 18th century Kerala 

sculptures and depict influences of Chera, Chola, Pallava, Pandya and Vijayanagara empires. Sculptures from 

carving of ‘Kumble’ wood form an integral part of the collection.  In addition, the museum is endowed with 

musical instruments, masks, ivory carving items, ancient coins, textiles and other royal collectibles. The 

exhibition has changed from time to time. 

The building is of paramount importance for preservation as it is the protecting shell of the collection and also 

highly prized by local and foreign populations for its beauty. The building and its structure were separately 

discussed in parallel sessions of the workshop (see paper of John Scott), therefore this paper only focusses on 

the collection itself. 

The biggest part of the collection is rather stable, but some objects are in danger and there is immediate cause 

for action. Climatic extremes, biological agencies and improper placement are the high risk causing factors to 

the collection. Organic items like a Balinese calendar and parchment figures are inherently sensitive to 

fluctuations and extremes in climate. Several objects, such as a Temple car, are standing directly on the floor, 

which makes them prone to accidental damage. In the showcases the biggest problem is inadequate mounting 

and support of the exhibits.  

 

Fig. 1: Napier Museum, Trivandrum 
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Requirement of intensive research 

• In order to reorganise Napier museum in a holistic way, research on the following topics is 

essential:  

- History of the museum building 

- Study of the architectural structure and its condition 

- History of the collection and the exhibition 

- Analysis of showcases and display 

- Condition of objects in exhibition and storage in terms of conservation  

• A new exhibition concept has to be set up. Information about the museum and the collection 

shall be provided to the visitors in adequate form.  

Inventory should be updated. Conservation-related information, for example, material and 

condition of the objects should be included. With this information a priority list for conservation 

can be set up. All objects should be labelled according to the inventory.  

• All objects in display and storage should be checked for their condition and marked I, II or III 

as per the degree of stability of the object so that objects requiring utmost attention for 

remedial conservation could be treated on priority. Focus should be put on objects that need 

immediate help. Objects with biological infestation should be kept in a separate room to avoid 

spreading infection to neighbouring stable objects. 

 

General recommendations for collection care 

• Climate  

- Climate conditions should be monitored outside and inside the museum building to 

define the indoor climate and the climatic effects of the building.  Monitoring should be 

undertaken at least for the period of a year in the exhibition room as well as in the 

storage rooms. For monitoring, data loggers should be placed in all rooms at different 

locations of the gallery, at the same height as the objects. Closed showcases, which 

will remain in the gallery, should be measured inside to check the condition.  

• Electricity system 

- The present electricity system should be checked and renewed. This is a very 

important security issue. Fire caused by the loose wires is a big threat to the collection 

as well as to the building.  

• No eatables inside museum 
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- Food and drinks should not be allowed in the museum as they attract biological 

agencies. 

• Housekeeping 

- The museum floor should be cleaned every day to avoid foreign particles and 

biological agencies settling in the museum, reaching through visitors’ shoes, open 

windows and doors. 

- The cleaning personnel should be trained according to museum requirements. 

- Cleaning of showcases in exhibition and of storage furniture should be done under 

supervision of conservator.  

- Objects/collection items should be regularly checked and cleaned by a conservator. 

• Emergency plan for the museum  

- A written manual on emergency plan should be prepared by the museum.  

- Museum staff should be trained to deal in emergency situations. 

- Location and workability of equipment needed in case of disaster should be regularly 

checked. For example, the fire extinguishers should be inspected for its contents 

periodically. 

- According to the historical importance of the objects, they should be labelled with 

different colours to indicate priority. Priority objects will be evacuated first in case of 

emergency. 

• Conservation Intervention 

- It is better to start with measures of preventive conservation as this benefits larger 

collection as compared to conservation – restoration which starts with objects, one by 

one.  

- All objects requiring remedial conservation should be identified and categorised 

according to their condition. Objects should be treated based on priority. Importance of 

an object in an exhibition would also be a criterion of preferring an object for 

conservation intervention.   

- Only qualified conservator should be allowed to undertake remedial conservation. 

• Requirement of Conservation laboratory 

The Napier Museum has an in-house conservation laboratory which is now used to store 

materials and equipment. It should be re-adapted and equipped. 

• Requirement of Conservator  

The museum should employ a full – time conservator to maintain the collection. 
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Recommendations for the Exhibition 

(For repair and modification of the building, see recommendations by John Scott) 

 

Fig. 2: Napier Museum, Exhibition room, temple chariot. 

• UV and Light 

- UV should be blocked from all sources as it induces photochemical degradation. Direct 

sunlight on objects should be avoided. Hence, windows and other openings should be 

covered with a UV blocking material (UV filtering fabric). The material is porous so that 

the ventilation is not affected. Additionally, UV filter glass may be used for some 

showcases, that house very light sensitive objects. 

- Lamps should be removed from inside the display cabinets as they beam light with 

high intensity on the object and add heat to the closed system. 

- Objects which are in particular getting affected by light should be removed from the 

display completely or should be put on display in rotation. This is because all light 

levels add up and have a cumulative effect which leads to deterioration. Therefore, less 

exposure is always better. 
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- There should be a plan for a new lighting system. In present condition, light levels are 

too high.  For example, the parchment figures receive 667 Lux and metal sculptures in 

a cabinet receive 2070 Lux. The new light system should cater to the need of different 

types of objects. Organic objects are always more sensitive to light than inorganic 

objects. New light system should be UV-free. Lighting expert and a Conservator should 

be consulted in this regard.  

• Space and placements 

- The number of objects and showcases in the exhibition hall is high. The exhibition 

space is overloaded. Subsequently, it is blocking passage for the visitors and it is 

overshadowing the architecture of the museum. Thus, several extra showcases and 

unwanted furniture should be removed from the exhibition area to make space. 

Additionally, some objects from the exhibition area should be moved to a new 

appropriate storage area, especially organic materials. 

- Objects lying directly on the floor should be placed on a pedestal, because in the 

present condition they might be damaged by floor cleaning and by the visitors and 

serve as hidden spots of dust and dirt accumulation.  

• Showcases 

- There are some climate issues that have to be considered when talking about show 

cases, apart from the general recommendations. Some closed showcases were 

analysed for their climate conditions during the workshop and they showed more 

humidity inside as compared to humidity outside the showcase. Such showcases 

should be modified to allow ventilation. 

- Silica gel is present in many showcases. It should be checked for its workability – 

quantity and effectiveness. At present it does not work. 

- According to the types of objects and intended display, the design of showcases has to 

be decided. Investigations on the different types of showcases should be carried out in 

order to identify those which should be reused for exhibits. 

- All showcases should be explored for the possibility of number of objects they can 

house.  Solution to this would also require consideration on dimensions of the objects.  

- Mounting should be improved for some objects. Instantly noticeable are shadow play 

figures, textiles, coins and musical instruments which need improved mounting. The 

present mounting, for example with small nails is a danger to the objects and not safe.  
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Improvements recommended in Storage 

Storage room is too small to accommodate large collection that it houses in the present. There is not enough 

furniture for all the objects, leaving many on the floor. Lack of ventilation and high humidity trigger chances of 

fungal infestation in the collection.  

 

Fig. 3: Present, inadequate storage. 

• Climate 

- The humidity inside the storage room is around 75%, which is too high for objects of all 

kinds – organic, inorganic, composite. Corrosion is visible on metal objects. High 

humidity favours biological growth which makes the storage room very susceptible to 

moulds, insects and more in the food chain.  

- Presently, storage room has no ventilation. Ventilation has to be created as it is 

necessary for the upkeep of the collection. Poor ventilation is promoting mould growth 

and setting up biodegradation which is a very difficult problem. 

- The open shelves should be checked for dust and dirt deposition and bio-growth. 

• Access 

- Storage is too small to accommodate the large number of objects that are placed 

there. Consequently, it is difficult to find out objects in the storage and it is difficult to 
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procure them from their location as the objects are very much clustered together which 

risks physical damage. Access should be improved by introducing new furniture to 

accommodate the objects systematically by making full use of the available space.   

• Support and placement 

- Three dimensional objects should be properly supported with cushioning to avoid 

accidental damage. Objects lying on the floor should be placed on pedestals. 

-  

• New storage 

- Present storage area and conditions are not satisfactory for the collection. Some 

objects from exhibition area also need to be moved to storage. This necessitates 

finding more space for storage. Building a new storage should be considered with 

measures for ventilation. The area and furniture required for new storage needs to be 

decided by assessing the number, size and dimensions of the objects to be put in 

storage. A quarantine chamber should be also available to keep biologically infected 

objects separate. A climate controlled chamber where temperature and relative 

humidity are maintained with precision is needed to store selected sensitive and fragile 

objects. It is highly recommended to search for an adequate storage building or to 

create a new one which meets standards. 

 

Outlook 

Institute of Conservation, University of Applied Arts Vienna can offer: 

• Research concepts for various topics recommended. 

• Workshop on making detailed concept for specific topics, for example, storage, with local 

experts and craftsmen. 

• Workshop on collection care, focussing on objects at risk, with students and local experts. 

 


