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Government support for museums and art galleries in the United Kingdom,
while not generous by European standards, nevertheless provides the major
funding source for the many national and local museums. Support is predom­
inantly in the form of direct subsidies as, in contrast to the way it is in the
United States, tax concessions in the United Kingdom are few so that mu­
seums receive little income from private donations. This pattern of subsidy
has existed for many years but the Conservative government, since it came to
power in 1979, has introduced a series of measures by which it hopes to re­
duce museum dependence on the state and to encourage greater contributions
from individuals and companies through donations and sponsorship.

This paper aims to provide a picture of past and current government policy
toward art museums and the art market. However, it should be noted that
much of the published material and statistics cover all types of museums.
Most museums are all-purpose, containing mixed scientific, technological,
and art collections and it is only a small number that are devoted purely to fine
and decorative art. Much of the following discussion, therefore, refers to mu­
seums of all types and does not always refer specifically to art museums.

The first section provides a brief history of government involvement up to
1945. The next describes the form and extent of direct subsidies at central and
regional levels, while the third section reviews various tax concessions which
provide indirect subsidies to museums. The fourth section covers the changes
introduced by the Conservative government and examines the problems that
face museums as they endeavour to come to grips with the "enterprise cul-
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ture." The fifth section looks at opportunities for raising income through ad­
mission charges, while the sixth section discusses the current system of regu­
lating the export of works of art from the United Kingdom. The final section
draws together some of the strands and concludes the paper.

10.1 Historical Background

The British government has only reluctantly taken on the task of financing
museums and art galleries. 1 Royal patronage of the arts came to an abrupt end
with the execution of Charles I in 1649, his art collection was auctioned by
the Puritans, and for the next hundred years what patronage there was rested
in private hands. A few private collections survived the Civil War, new collec­
tions started to be formed toward the end of the seventeenth century, and it
was the bequest of one of these private collections to the state and offers of
other collections at advantageous prices that eventually led to the founding of
the British Museum in 1753. The £300,000 needed to fund and house the
purchases, however, did not come from state funds but was raised by public
lottery. State commitment did not stretch beyond an agreement to cover run­
ning costs, and the government's reluctance to finance additions to the collec­
tion meant that even the chance to acquire the Elgin marbles was not quickly
seized on. When, in 1816, the government eventually bowed to pressure, it
bought them for £35,000, a figure which left Lord Elgin considerably out-of­
pocket.

The doctrine of laissez faire meant that the arts were not seen as an area for
state intervention but, at the same time, the government was conscious of the
growth of state collections across the Channel and elsewhere in Europe. Its
ambivalent attitude is well summarized by Minihan who comments that while
"reluctant to spend public money on ancient statues, it was somehow held to
be a national disgrace if other countries managed to acquire them" (1977,14).
This reluctance was not restricted to statues: the state was equally unwilling
to provide money for paintings. Private collections were growing and often
opened to the public on request (the Stafford collection was open at regular
hours) but the government resisted all pressure to establish a state gallery. It
was not until nearly three-quarters of a century after the founding of the Brit­
ish Museum that the National Gallery was set up, in 1824, though it was not
properly housed until 1838. Britain could now boast of a fine collection of art
from various countries, but it still lacked a showplace for British artists.
When, toward the end of the century, Henry Tate offered the country his col­
lection, which included works by many British artists, the then government
was, as ever, unwilling to provide state funds to build a gallery to house it and
continued to prevaricate even when Tate offered to pay for this himself. A

I. In writing this section the author has relied heavily on Janet Minihan's book, The Nationali­
zation a/Culture (1977).
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change of government resolved the matter, and the National Gallery of British
Art (later to be renamed the Tate) opened in 1897, at Millbank, on the site of
Jeremy Bentham's model penitentiary.

Several other national museums were also built largely from private funds,
including the National Portrait Gallery (founded 1856), the Scottish National
Gallery (1850) and the Scottish Museum of Antiquities (1780). Well might
the Royal Commission on National Museums and Galleries comment in 1929
that "in general it is true to say that the State has not initiated. The Collec­
tions, whether artistic, literary or scientific, once formed by the zeal of indi­
viduals, and thereafter bestowed on or acquired by the State, have been main­
tained out of the public revenues at the lowest possible cost. The attitude of
the State to the National Museums and Galleries has for the most part been a
passive and mainly receptive attitude. Development has been spasmodic" (Fi­
nal Report, 10).

An exception was the Victoria & Albert Museum: the commercial useful­
ness of art spurred the government to pay for the initial building, but, even
here, it was the concern of the Prince Consort and others over the poor quality
of design that had moved the government to create the Department of Practical
Art which subsequently became the Department of Education and Science.
The Victoria & Albert Museum, together with the Science Museum, formed
part of this department, and it was only in 1983 that both museums gained
trustee status. 2

By the late 1920s, state funding of the national museums' operating ex­
penses was well established, as can be seen in table 10.1. There was still a
reluctance to fund additions to collections: the only two museums to receive
substantial purchase grants were the British Museum and the Victoria & Al­
bert. The National Gallery, which had received an annual purchase grant since
1855, had its allowance of £5000 increased by £2000 in 1927-28 to cover
purchases for the Tate, which had no grant of its own. Even though a state role
was not in dispute, there was concern over the level of funding, and a Royal
Commission was set up to seek ways to reduce expenditure. It, however, re­
ported that the "economy has already been pushed beyond the point of admin­
istration" (Interim Report 1928).

The national museums were concentrated in London and Edinburgh, but
museums were also being established in the regions. This development was
fostered by a growing belief in the educative importance of the arts and by the
need to provide a wider range of recreational facilities as leisure time ex­
panded for the working classes. The Museums Act of 1845 permitted town
councils to found and maintain museums, and by the end of the century the

2. The government took a narrow view as to the commercial educative role of the Victoria &
Albert. This is well illustrated by an anecdote reported by Minihan. It seems that Lord Palmer­
ston, on viewing a collection of medieval Italian majolica recently purchased by the museum,
asked, "what is the use of such rubbish to our manufacturers?" As a result, the collection had to
be sold but was gradually bought back with the annual purchase grant (1977, 115-16).
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Table 10.1 Government Grants to National Museums 1903-28 (£)

Purchase Grants Net Operating Expenditure

1903-4 1913-14 1927-28 1903-4 1913-14 1927-28

England
British Museum 22,000 25,000 25,000 194,863 240,442 405,125
National Gallery 5,000 5,000 7,000 40,002 37,002 40,395
Tate 0 0 0
National Portrait Gallery 750 750 1,153 6,646 7,181 11,087
Victoria & Albert 11,000 10,400 16,000 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Wallace 0 0 0 10,657 18,291 19,042

Scotland
Royal Museum 2,600 2,600 2,600 16,410 27,699 31,534
National Gallery 0 1,000 1,000
National Portrait Gallery 0 200 200 3,400 19,777 17,116
Museum of Antiquities 0 200 200

Total, museums 41,350 45,150 53,153 271,978 350,392 524,299
Total: all national
museums & libraries 48,950 52,800 62,928 485,034 587,576 1,090,903

Source: Royal Commission on National Museums and Galleries, Interim Report 1928, Cmd. 3192,
app.3.

Notes: Net operating expenditure includes capital and current expenditure on buildings. British
Museum operating expenditure includes expenditure on building repairs and utilities for National
History Museum. Operating expenditure for the Victoria & Albert Museum cannot be separated
from that of the Science Museum.

number of provincial museums was increasing rapidly. Museums set up under
the Museums and Gymnasiums Act of 1891, covering England and Wales,
had to be open to the public for not less than three days in every week free of
charge, and in 1918 local education authorities were permitted to make grants
to museums to encourage them to develop educational facilities for school
parties. A limit was placed on the amount of money that might be raised on
the rates (a form oflocal property tax) which was eventually removed in 1919.
Nevertheless, private benefactors again played a major role: Miers (1928)
noted that nearly half of the provincial public museums started between 1880
and 1920 originated from private collections, and Markham, writing in 1938,
mentions that virtually all major building projects undertaken in the previous
ten years had been privately funded. Town councils may have been given pow­
ers to establish museums, but it seems they were no keener than central gov­
ernment to provide funding. Ofthe 800 public and private museums surveyed
by Markham, about 500 were inadequately financed and possibly 250 had
"hopelessly inadequate finances" (p. 165). It is, therefore, hardly surprising
he noted that approximately 50 museums had closed in the previous ten years.

Though state funding of the museums and galleries had ceased to be contro­
versial, state subsidy of other forms of art was not provided. World War II
provided a turning point. As part of an effort to maintain morale, the Council
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for Encouragement of Music and the Arts (CEMA) was launched, once again
by private initiative though the government eventually provided funding. This
was a great success, and, when the war ended, a natural sequel was the setting
up of an arts organization to "encourage knowledge, understanding and prac­
tice of the arts in the broad sense of that term" (Chancellor of Exchequer,
quoted in Minihan 1977); the Arts Council of Great Britain was established in
1945, so that from this time on, theatre, music and dance, as well as the visual
arts, received state funding. In 1948, local authorities were permitted to spend
a small proportion of revenue on arts and entertainment, over and above that
spent on museums, and by 1972 final restrictions on the amount of spending
were removed.

In 1965, a junior minister with special responsibility for cultural policy was
appointed, and the arts gained a voice in government, albeit only as a division
within the Department of Education and Science. From this has evolved the
Office of Arts and Libraries with its own minister and budget.

The combination of private and state funding of museums had meant that
today museums of every kind are to be found in all parts of the country. Be­
cause they are continuing to open-it has been estimated that on average a
new museum has opened every two weeks since 1970 (Cossons 1987)-it is
difficult to establish the exact number. There are the 19 government-funded,
trustee museums treated as national by the Museums and Galleries Commis­
sion (1988), the most recent of which, on Merseyside, Liverpool, was formed
from a complex of local authority museums in 1986. With this one exception,
the national museums are all located in national capitals, though there are
branches elsewhere in the country.3 When Miers (1928) and Markham (1938)
reported on regional museums before World War I, they both emphasized the
haphazard distribution. Today, as can be seen in table 10.2, local authority
museums are spread remarkably evenly when measured in terms of popula­
tion-only London and Merseyside having fewer than 11.7 museums per mil­
lion population. Nearly all these museums contain mixed collections, and the
middle column gives some indication of the distribution of museums with art
collections. This is somewhat less even, but only the Midlands appear to be
noticeably less well provided for than other areas.

In addition to the public museums there are also many independent collec­
tions open to the public which are either nonprofit or run on a commercial
basis. Other independent collections include those of universities, some of
which are very fine indeed. The Museums and Galleries Commission esti­
mated that in 1987 there were at least 150 university collections of which 76
were identified as of "undoubted national distinction." These, too, have gen-

···~···erallrbeen·started·with~thebequestofprivate·colleetions,. one ofthe earliest···

3. Branches ofthe National Portrait Gallery have been set up at Montacute (Somerset), Bening­
brough (York), and Bedelwyddan (Clwyd), while the Tate runs the Barbara Hepworth Museum in
St. Ives, Cornwall. The various branches of the Victoria & Albert Museum are all located in the
London region.
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Table 10.2 Museums and Galleries Open to the Public-by Region

Art Collections in
Local Authority Public and Private Country Houses,

Museums, 1983-84 Art Museums, 1981 1982

Per Per National Other
Million in Million in Trust Country

Region Number Population Number Population Houses Houses

England
Eastern 71 14.5 26 5.5 4 12
East Midlands 51 13.4 12 3.7 2 9
Greater London 28 4.2 51 7.2 2 3
Lincolnshire and Humberside 26 18.6 9 6.5 I 6
Merseyside II 6.1 8 4.3 7
Northern 43 13.9 18 5.8 I 6
North West 55 11.7 30 6.4 2 12
Southern 58 13.2 32 7.5 2 13
South East 50 15.6 12 3.8 5 19
South West 49 13.6 22 6.3 7 9
West Midlands 70 13.5 21 4.1 3 7
Yorkshire 72 17.6 19 4.7 2 3

Total 584 12.4 264 5.7 34 109

Wales 35 12.5 16 5.7 4

Scotland n.a. 40 7.7 14
Great Britain, Total 619.0 12.5 320 5.9 35 127

Source: For local authority museums-Myerscough (1986), table 7.4; for remainder-Nissel (1983),
table 11.6.

being that of Ashmole to the University of Oxford in 1683. Some 35 National
Trust houses contain fine art collections as do 127 other country houses (see
table 10.2).

It is also worth mentioning that there are many major items of fine and
applied art held by cathedrals and churches. Some government aid is provided
to churches for building maintenance, thus enabling parishes to release funds
for the conservation and, in some circumstances, display of their art property.
Similar assistance is not available to cathedrals, many of which require exten­
sive repair and maintenance. Hereford's recent proposal to sell the thirteenth­
century Mappa Mundi to raise £7 million for building work (and to preserve
its unique chained library) highlights the plight of cathedral chapters and
anomalies in government aid which has been concentrated on art contained
within museums and art galleries.

A century of private benefaction combined with increasing state funding
has provided Great Britain with a large number of public museums and art
galleries, many of which are free and, as we shall see, rely almost wholly on
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government aid for their running costs. These, together with the many inde­
pendent collections, numerous historic houses and monuments, mean that
most of the population lives within easy distance of a varied range of museums
and historical buildings and sites.

10.2 Direct Subsidies

In the postwar period, the main changes in policy affected the performing
arts following the establishment of the Arts Council of Great Britain. Govern­
ment policy was limited to the acceptance of its role as main funder for the
public museums and to providing a budget for the other arts, through the Arts
Council, with policy decisions being directed at deciding how much to spend
on the arts rather than how it should be spent.

There has never been a central "Ministry for the Arts", and currently fund­
ing for the visual arts continues through diverse bodies. The Office of Arts
and Libraries, separated from the Department of Education and Science in
1979 (only to be merged again in 1981 and separated once more in 1983),
handles most of the English national museums. Until 1983, the Department
of Education and Science was responsible for the Victoria & Albert and the
Science Museums and it was only in 1987 that the Natural History Museum
passed from the department to the Office of Arts and Libraries. Scottish,
Welsh, and Northern Irish museums are funded under separate votes for these
countries. The Department of the Environment is responsible for historic
buildings, including those owned by the state-such as Hampton Court,
which contains a fine collection of pictures-and may make capital grants to
museums through its funding of urban development councils set up in the
1980s to help revitalize specific urban areas. Occasional grants may also be
received from tourist boards (funded by the Department of Trade) and from
various government job creation schemes. Local taxes fund local authority
museums. Finally, tax policy is determined by the Treasury.

10.2.1 Central Government Spending on Museums

With such a range of departments, there can be no definitive estimate of
total government spending on the arts, but, for recent years, the government's
annual paper on its expenditure plans provides a total figure, though it is only
in the last ten years that spending on museums and other arts has been shown
separately from that on libraries. Even now, these plans do not give a break­
down of Scottish, Welsh, and Northern Irish expenditure.

Until World War I, virtually the only art institutions to receive central gov-
····~ernment{unding·were·thenational·museums-but-;after···the establishment-of

the Arts Council in 1945, spending on the performing arts rose rapidly. The
increase was particularly steep after 1965, and during the ten years from 1969
to 1979, spending on all the arts more than doubled in real terms. Funding of
museums and galleries also rose during this period, but because of the in-
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creased expenditure on other arts, the proportion of the arts budget devoted to
museums fell from 63 percent in 1949 to 39 percent in 1979, rising again to
47 percent in 1988-89.

Table 10.3 shows government direct subsidies to U.K. museums from 1949
to 1988. Up to 1979, the level of subsidy increased steadily, but the advent of
the Conservative government in 1979, while not stopping the upward trend,
introduced a more uneven pattern when measured in real prices, as can be seen
in the bottom panel of the table. The large increase between 1985 and 1986
reflects the establishment of the new national museums on Merseyside and
constitutes, in part, a transfer of funding from local to central government.

The Conservative government's declared objective to cut public spending
and its emphasis on the merits of the market have changed both the social and
economic climate. Museums will in future have to take greater responsibility
for the management of their budgets and will be expected to earn a greater
proportion of their income. To this end, the government has introduced
changes in the method of funding national museums and is promoting mea­
sures to encourage donations and sponsorship.

In the past, government grants to national museums covered three main
categories of expenditure: operating costs, buildings, and acquisitions. For
most museums, a sum covering building maintenance and repairs was passed
directly from the funding department to the government Property Services
Agency which handled all building work. The remaining grant came as a vote:
each museum's grant was calculated by estimating the running costs for the
financial year and its expected receipts, and the resulting vote was the differ­
ence between these two amounts. 4 If a museum earned more than had been
estimated, it could spend the excess, providing it did this before the end of the
financial year. In the event that it failed to spend all the excess, the balance
was surrendered to the Exchequer. Clearly, under this arrangement there was
little incentive for museums to increase their income through trading activities
or by seeking out donations and sponsorship. A similar arrangement operated
for purchase grants, though, in this case, any surplus might be returned to the
museum in the following financial year.

In 1986 the Minister for the Arts announced a change from vote to grant­
in-aid funding. Under the new arrangement, the annual grant would be a given
percentage of the assessed running costs, the museums having to raise the
balance. Where receipts exceeded the target, these could be retained (without
any offsetting grant reduction) providing they did not exceed 2 percent of the
annual grant and 10 percent of the annual receipts. Under certain circum­
stances, however, transfer to endowment funds might be possible. Moreover,
grants-in-aid are to be set on a three-year basis to enable museums to plan
ahead. In order to avoid large transitional adjustments and consequent ineq-

4. A vote is a statement presented to the House of Commons of estimated expenditures during
a financial year with a request for the necessary funds to be voted.
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Government Direct Subsidies to Museums and GalleriesTable 10.3i
i

Central Government Local Government

Northern Northern
England Wales Scotland Ireland Total England Wales Scotland Ireland

Spending at Current Prices (£ Million)

1949-50 1.13 0.04 0.07
1959-60 2.44 0.13 0.21
1969-70 7.81 0.46 0.48 - 5.70
1974-75 15.28 1.38 2.09 - 18.80
1979-80 47.00 - - - - 38.60 1.60
1980-81 58.00 - - - - 52.30 1.50
1981-82 62.00 - - - - 55.30 1.80
1982-83 82.00 - - - - 62.70 2.30
1983-84 85.00 6.50 9.90 3.70 105.10 72.00 2.40
1984-85 92.00 6.90 10.10 3.90 112.90 82.90 2.00
1985-86 99.00 7.80 16.60 4.20 127.60 89.70 2.80 - 0.50

1986-87 114.00 8.00 12.20 4.60 138.80 81.40 2.90 13.40 0.50

1987-88 121.00 12.70 15.80 5.10 154.60 - - - 0.60



Sources: Central government: England, Wales, and Scotland-1949-75 Appropriation Accounts; England-1979-88 Government Expenditure Plans; and Wales,
Scotland, and Northern Ireland-Central Trends (1989, I). Local government: England-Local Government Financial Statistics; Wales-1979-84 as for En­
gland, 1984-87 Welsh Local Government Statistics; and Scotland and Northern Ireland-Cultural Trends (1989, I).
*Deflated by GDP deflator.
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uities, the amounts of the grants introduced for the 1986-87 year were based
on the 1985-86 vote provision.

Table 10.3 shows government spending on museums; what is not immedi­
ately evident is that the national museums take the lion's share of the English
museum budget, amounting to about 93 percent in 1988-89. Table 10.4 pro­
vides figures of the subsidies to the eleven "art" museums from which it can
be seen that they have experienced a fairly constant level of funding (the rise
from £54 million to £64.3 million in 1986-87 being mainly explained by the
new Merseyside museum).5

The remainder of the central government budget for England provides
grants for one or two smaller London museums and funds for museums in the
regions which are channeled through the Museums and Galleries Commis­
sion. This is an "arm's It<ngth'' body and can allocate its budget at its own
discretion, as is the case with the Arts Council. It may also receive earmarked
grants which it administers on behalf of the government. Similar funds are
made available for Scotland and Wales through their respective offices.

The commission was originally established in 1930 as the Standing Com­
mission on Museums and Galleries, but in 1981 it was set up as an indepen­
dent body. Originally it had an advisory role as well as responsibility for liais­
ing between national and provincial museums. With its change in status,
various executive duties have been added. These currently include the moni­
toring of the nine Area Museums Councils (seven in England, one each in
Scotland and in Wales), allocation of grants to the seven English Councils,
funding of the Museum Documentation Association, administration of capital
(generally for the housing of collections) and conservation grants for non­
national museums. It also takes responsibility for the Local Museums' Pur­
chase Funds (administered for the Commission by the Science and Victoria &
Albert Museums) and the acceptance of works of art in lieu of taxation, which
will be discussed in more detail in a later section. The sums involved are
shown in table 10.5.

The commission also has administrative responsibility for the Government
Indemnity Scheme, whereby the government effectively acts as insurer for
items lent to nonnational museums and galleries, including items from
abroad, and in some circumstances from private owners. The advantages of
this scheme are that museums avoid having to pay for insurance and, conse­
quently, are more willing to make loans to other museums and exhibitions.
Unlike the American scheme (see Clotfelter, chap. 9 in this volume), mu­
seums do not have to take out insurance for a proportion of the value, so that
1987-88 total annual value of upwards of £700 million covered by the scheme

5. These are the British Museum, National Gallery, NGM Merseyside, National Portrait Gal­
lery, Tate Gallery, Victoria & Albert Museum, Wallace Collection, National Galleries Scotland,
National Museums Scotland, National Museum of Wales, and Ulster Museum. The last three and
NGM Merseyside are "all-purpose" museums with substantial art collections.



Table 10.4

1949-50
1959-60
1969-70
1974-75
1979-80
1980-81
1981-82
1982-83
1983-84
1984-85
1985-86
1986-87
1987-88

Government Direct Subsidies to National Art Museums (£ thousand)

Grants to Total Grants to Art Expenditure Grants to All
Art Museums National Art Museums as % of Government National Museums

Expenditure
Current 1985 on All National Current 1985

Operating Purchase Prices Prices* Museums Prices Prices*

646.0 183.0 829.0 9,752.9 67.6 1,226.0 14,423.5
1,401.0 451.0 1,852.0 14,468.8 66.7 2,776.0 21,687.5
4,878.0 1,189.0 6,067.0 32,972.8 69.3 8,757.0 47,592.4

10,285.0 1,190.0 11,475.0 38,250.0 61.2 18,756.0 62,520.0
23,514.0 8,303.0 31,817.0 50,744.8 62.7 50,713.0 80,882.0
30,338.0 9,875.0 40,213.0 54,122.5 61.5 65,428.0 88,059.2
33,445.0 9,806.0 43,251.0 53,003.7 62.2 69,496.0 85,166.7
36,020.0 10,558.0 46,578.0 53,354.0 62.2 74,920.0 85,819.0
38,351.0 11,418.0 49,769.0 54,631.2 62.2 80,073.0 87,895.7
41,494.0 11,295.0 52,789.0 54,988.5 61.5 85,839.0 89,415.6
43,902.0 10,603.0 54,505.0 53,912.0 59.6 91,502.0 90,506.4
55,764.0 11,466.0 67,230.0 64,396.6 63.9 105,256.0 100,819.9
57,216.0 11,591.0 68,807.0 62,608.7 60.4 113,976.0 103,708.8

Source: Appropriation Accounts; Museums and Galleries Commission, The National Museums 1988.

Notes: In most cases the operating grant does not include any funds for buildings.
Purchase grant for National Museum of Wales is not shown separately from the operating grant.

*Deflated by GDP deflator.


























































































