
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Major exhibitions  

Admission charge 

 

The BP exhibition  

Sunken cities: Egypt’s lost worlds  

19 May - 27 November 2016 

The Sainsbury Exhibitions Gallery  

 

The lost Egyptian cities of Heracleion and 

Canopus were recently rediscovered by 

underwater archaeologists at the mouth of the Nile 

− an exceptional archaeological discovery, only 

made possible through the use of the latest 

technologies. The finds from these excavations will 

be on display for the first time in the UK alongside 

major objects from Egyptian museums rarely seen 

before outside Egypt. 

 

This exhibition will show how research work at 

these underwater sites is transforming our 

understanding of the relationship between ancient 

Egypt and the Greek world, and the unique 

importance of these cities. Heracleion was one of 

Egypt’s most important hubs for Mediterranean 

trade and, with Canopus, a major religious centre, 

particularly for the worship of the Egyptian god of 

the afterlife Osiris. The cities were submerged by 

the sea over a thousand years ago ensuring the 

preservation of a vast number of artefacts that will 

take a starring role in this unique show. 

 

 

Supported by BP 

Organised with Hilti Foundation and the Institut 

Européen d’Archéologie Sous-Marine.  

In collaboration with the Ministry of Antiquities of 

the Arab Republic of Egypt. 

 

 

Sicily: culture and conquest  

21 April – 14 Aug 2016 

Room 35 

 

Sicily has been shaped uniquely by successive 

waves of conquest, settlement and co-existence by 

different peoples over 4000 years. Sicily’s location 

at the heart of the Mediterranean and the lure of its 

fertile soil, constantly fuelled by the volcanic 

activities of Mount Etna, led to it becoming a major 

centre of trade and settlement by many different 

peoples.  For much of its ancient and medieval 

history, Sicily was admired and envied for its 

wealth, rich cultural patronage and architecture.  

 

The exhibition will focus on two major eras: first, 

the arrival of the Greeks from the latter half of the 

7th century BC and their encounters with both 

Phoenician settlers and Sicily’s indigenous 

inhabitants, and second, the extraordinary period 

of enlightenment under Norman rule around AD 

1061–1250. The exhibition will explore what made 

both the Greek and the Norman periods so 

successful by displaying the astonishingly rich 

material culture of those eras and through the 

narratives and messages that the artefacts convey. 

 

South African Art (title TBC) 

27 October 2016 - 26 February 2017 

Room 35 

 

South African archaeology preserves some of the 

earliest evidence for artistic practice anywhere in 

the world. Today, South Africa has an established, 

vibrant contemporary art scene. South African 

artists frequently work in a dialogue with the distant 

and recent past, creating contemporary art that 

provides striking insights into South Africa today. 
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This will be the first major UK exhibition to use 

objects to tell the story of South Africa’s art 

heritage and history over an astonishing 3 million 

years. It will include some of the earliest known 

human artworks and iconic pre-colonial art from 

southern Africa. It will explore the impact of non-

African artistic influences and traditions from the 

17
th
 century onwards, showcase 20

th
 century 

apartheid ‘resistance art’, and celebrate the 

contemporary art of post-apartheid transformation. 

Importantly, contemporary artworks will be 

included that reflect on the significance of each of 

these periods and events for South Africans today. 

New exhibitions and displays  

Free admission  

 

Hoards: the hidden history of ancient Britain 

3 Dec 2015 – 22 May 2016 

Room 69a 

 

This exhibition takes a look at the stories behind 

the headlines of buried treasure, focusing on 

prehistoric and Romano-British hoards from across 

the United Kingdom. It explores the reasons why 

ancient people have placed precious objects 

underwater and in the ground since the Bronze 

Age. It will showcase recent discoveries of hoards 

reported by finders and archaeologists through the 

Treasure Act and studied at the British Museum. 

The exhibition traces the story of hoarding from 

Bronze weapons discovered in the river Thames 

and the first Iron Age coin hoards, through to the 

Hoxne and Oxborough hoards, buried after the 

collapse of Roman rule in Britain. The exhibition’s 

centrepiece will be the enormous Frome hoard pot, 

which held a discovery of 52,503 Roman coins, the 

largest to be found in a single container. 

 

Supported by Stephen and Julie Fitzgerald 

Light, time, legacy 

Francis Towne’s watercolours of Rome  

21 January – 14 August 2016 

Room 90 

 

2016 is the bicentenary of Francis Towne's death 

and his historic bequest to the British Museum of 

75 uniquely beautiful watercolours made on his 

visit to Italy in 1780-1. Towne’s decision to give the 

Museum such a major group of his drawings, so 

that they could be seen in the wider context of a 

collection that charted the history of the graphic 

arts from its Renaissance beginnings, was both 

strategic and pioneering as it set a pattern for 

artists to donate their work that endures to this 

day. The exhibition will provide an unrepeatable 

opportunity to see the 52 views of Rome at the 

heart of the gift that have not been shown together 

since 1805.   

 

Through Towne’s vision, the exhibition will explore 

Enlightenment Britain's relationship with the 

classical past and the importance of ancient Rome 

in the imagination of British art. It will also examine 

Towne’s reputation not only during his own 

lifetime, but also the role of his watercolours as 

inspiration for modernists of the early 20th century. 

 

Supported by Lowell Libson. 

 

Krishna in the Garden of Assam (title TBC) 

21 January – 14 August 2016 

Room 91 

 

Assam is today little-known outside the Northeast 

of India.  However, in the early modern period it 

was the centre of a vibrant culture of devotion to 

the Hindu deity Krishna, a movement that was 

founded by the saint Shankaradeva (died 1568). A 

striking element of this devotional cult is the re-

enactment of scenes from the Life of Krishna, all 

over Assam but especially on the island of Majuli in 

the Brahmaputra river.  These narratives were 

recorded not only in music, drama and dance, but 

also in woven textile imagery. 

 

The largest surviving example of such a woven silk 

cloth, will be the centrepiece of the exhibition.  This 

item, one of the most important Indian textiles in 

the British Museum’s collection, is dated to about 

1680 and is over 9 metres long.  This exhibition will 

also include commissions from Majuli (dance 

masks) and from the contemporary artists group, 

Desire Machine Collective, as well as loans from 

the British Library and from Chepstow Museum 

where elements of the exhibition will be shown 

following the London display.  

 

 

 

 



Money and You (title TBC) 

May - Oct 2016 

Room 69a 

 

Monetary terminology is all around us; from 

inflation to debt, globalisation to taxation, assets to 

budgets. This new thematic display seeks to 

question if these are contemporary concepts, what 

they mean and how they reflect people’s personal 

relationships with money. The display will explore 

monetary terminology and the functions of modern 

finance. It will encourage visitors to explore not 

only the world of money and its history but also 

their relationship with it. Using objects drawn from 

thousands of years of monetary history, and 

displays developed with students, undergraduates 

and community groups, the exhibition will illustrate 

important micro and macroeconomic concepts and 

how they have affected and continue to affect our 

lives. 

 

Touch: works on paper by Maggi Hambling 

(title TBC) 

8 September - 29 January 2017 

Room 90 

 

Maggi Hambling is one of Britain’s foremost 

figurative artists, working across all media, in 

painting, drawing, printmaking, sculpture and 

installation. However, drawing is at the heart of her 

artistic practice and is of vital personal importance 

to her. The exhibition takes its title ‘Touch’ from 

this concept of a deep connection with the subject 

being drawn, whose true essence is captured 

either through rough graphite lines and smudges, 

soft, intimate strokes of charcoal or delicate ink 

wash. Hambling describes drawing as an 

absorbing and inclusive activity valuing the 

participation of the viewer as much as the subject. 

 

This exhibition will examine Hambling’s drawings 

and prints, many examples of which have never 

been exhibited before, from her early student work 

to the present, with a drawing created especially 

for the show. This exhibition will be a timely 

overview of Hambling’s works on paper, many of 

which she generally considers private, allowing the 

viewer to follow the artist’s development through 

her drawings and prints that will ultimately enrich 

any exploration of Hambling’s wider work. 

The French Portrait (title TBC) 

8 September 2016 – 29 January 2017 

Room 90 

 

This exhibition will showcase the British Museum’s 

remarkable holdings of French portrait drawings, 

chosen to illustrate the development of this 

medium from the Renaissance until the 19th 

century. Throughout its history, the drawn portrait 

has been a more informal medium, created for 

circulation among friends and relations of the sitter, 

rather than the wider public intended for the official 

painted portrait. Artists turned to chalk or 

watercolour to depict members of their own 

families and throughout the display there is 

experimentation and innovation: drawings were 

cheaper to produce than an oil painting or 

sculpture and allowed the artist greater freedom for 

creativity. 

 

Portraits on paper will be displayed alongside 

examples in other more formal media, including 

medals, enamels and an onyx cameo. The 

exhibition will open with drawings by Francois 

Clouet, which offer an intimate picture of the 

French Renaissance court, and close with 

Toulouse Lautrec’s vivid portraits of the Parisian 

demi-monde, offering visitors the chance to see 

some of the Museum’s well-known portraits along 

with some which have never been exhibited 

before. 

 

 

Shadow Puppets (title TBC) 

8 September - 29 January 2015 

Room 91 

 

Shadow puppet theatre is found in many societies, 

and it has historically been a significant part of the 

artistic, spiritual, social and political lives of many 

in Southeast Asia.  

 

Shadow puppetry is a way of representing ideal 

models of governance and often contains 

conversations between kings and courtiers. There 

are always comic servants, the sidekicks of heroes 

and knights who comment on the everyday from 

the price of rice, to the oppression of rule and 

getting a wife or husband. Ogres, demons, animals 

and the natural world feature prominently as the 



characters strive to ensure a balance between 

good and evil, order and chaos. 

 

The exhibition draws on the British Museum’s 

unique Southeast Asian shadow puppet collection. 

This includes Javanese puppets of the Raffles 

collection from circa 1800 (the earliest systematic 

collection of puppets in the world); puppets from 

Kelantan, Malaysia made by two innovative 

puppeteers in the mid-twentieth century; Balinese 

puppets gifted to Queen Elizabeth II; and a set of 

modern Thai shadow puppets from the 1960s and 

70s. The exhibition demonstrates that shadow 

puppet theatre is a living art form that still responds 

to its times. 

 

Defacing the Past. Desecration and Damnation 

in Imperial Rome (TBC) 

October 2016 - March 2017 (TBC) 

Room 69a 

 

This exhibition will look at ‘damnatio memoriae’ in 

Ancient Rome, the act of condemning and deleting 

the memory of the dead through erasing any 

record of their name and defacing their images. 

The imperial authority’s motivation behind these 

actions was to justify the removal of overthrown 

emperors and legitimise their successors. Acts of 

desecration and mutilation of imperial images and 

symbols also arose from the initiative of individuals 

inside and outside the empire who wanted to 

contest the authority of an emperor or the power of 

Rome itself. This exhibition will focus specifically 

on coins before and after the subject fell into 

disgrace, but also display inscriptions, papyri and 

sculptures. The exhibition will trace acts of 

condemnation of the memory from Egypt and 

Mesopotamia before the Roman Empire to the 

early Christian period, and look at particular 

examples of how and why an emperor’s memory 

was destroyed. 

 

The Asahi Shimbun Displays 

Room 3 

Room 3 sits just inside the Museum’s main 

entrance and hosts a series of free, regularly 

changing exhibitions focused on a single  

object or theme. 

 

 

The Asahi Shimbun Displays  

Scanning Sobek: 

mummy of the crocodile god 

10 December 2015 - 21 February 2016 

Room 3 

 

This Asahi Shimbun display features a divine 

mummified Nile crocodile, the manifestation of 

Sobek, the Egyptian crocodile god. This 

sensational mummy is 3.84 metres long with over 

twenty mummified hatchlings attached to its back. 

This species of crocodile is the largest in Africa 

and second largest in the world. The mummy was 

excavated in 1893 at Kom Ombo, a temple and 

cemetery site in Upper Egypt. The god Sobek 

symbolized the strength, power and potency of 

pharaoh. The hatchlings riding on the mummy’s 

back imitate the behaviour of living crocodiles as 

seen by the ancient Egyptians, and emphasize 

Sobek’s relationship to fertility. This exhibition will 

also reveal analysis from new scientific research 

that has allowed for a deeper understanding of this 

mummified crocodile. 

 

The Asahi Shimbun Displays  

Containing the divine: the many faces of A’a 

(title TBC)  

17 March – 30 May 2016 

Room 3 

 

This Asahi Shimbun Display will feature a figure 

known as A’a from Rurutu in the southern Pacific. 

A’a is one of the most famous Polynesian 

sculptures in the world. Rurutu islanders presented 

this figure to missionary John Williams in 1821 

after they had converted to Christianity.  The 

sculpture came to London in 1823, when it was 

first exhibited as material proof of the successful 

conversions to Christianity at the London 

Missionary Society Museum, before coming to the 

British Museum in 1890. Little is now known about 

how the figure was used before the conversion.  It 

was probably originally kept on a temple ground, 

and may have acted as a reliquary holding the 

bones of an important ancestor. It was almost 

certainly wrapped in feathered cord or other 

special materials.  A’a has since fascinated and 

inspired those who have encountered it including 

European artists such as Henry Moore and Pablo 

Picasso. This exhibition offers the opportunity for 



visitors to explore the figure and the meanings of 

A’a from all angles. 

 

The Asahi Shimbun Displays  

Living traditions in Japanese porcelain  

(title TBC)  

June – August 2016 

Room 3 

 

This display will focus on the Imaemon and 

Kakiemon porcelain workshops, both of whom 

trace their roots back to Korea and China in the 

late 16th and early 17th centuries. The Imaemon 

and Kakiemon families have been creating 

porcelain in Arita, Japan for four centuries. Both 

workshops have maintained their centuries-old 

techniques, while also exploring new styles and 

shapes. 2016 marks the 400th anniversary of 

porcelain production in Japan. Both workshops 

face the challenge of fostering their personal 

artistic style while also sustaining their families’ 

traditional practice, in a rapidly  

 

Each workshop will be represented by a selection 

of dishes, including one made by the current head 

of each workshop and each workshop head’s 

father or grandfather. The individual stories of the 

artists will help the works come alive for the 

audience, while illustrating the challenges and new 

approaches being taken at this pivotal historical 

moment. 

 

 

 

 

 

Exhibitions at other venues in the UK 

 

Throughout 2016 the British Museum will be 

touring exhibitions to venues across the country 

through our National Programmes, in addition to 

contributing loans to numerous other exhibitions 

and displays nationwide.  

Please contact the British Museum press office for 

more information. 

 

 

 

 

The Asahi Shimbun Displays  

Southern African Rock Art (title TBC) 

September – November 2016: 

Room 3 

 

This piece of San rock art from Zimbabwe depicts 

two human figures and three eland figures on a 

quartz base. Presenting ideas on San material 

culture and belief systems, this display is 

programmed to coordinate with the South Africa 

exhibition in 2016, and draws on The African Rock 

Art Image Project which has catalogued and 

uploaded more than 12,000 images of rock art 

from across Africa in to the Museum’s collections. 

Anticipating the South Africa exhibition, the display 

will take up the issue of local aboriginal 

experiences of colonial encounter and help visitors 

to understand what rock art means in southern 

Africa, both to indigenous communities and more 

recent settlers, as a symbol of distinct heritage as 

well as a more common humanity.  

Providing information about the San’s ancestry as 

a cultural group, the narrative will aim to 

demonstrate the antiquity of rock art, the symbolic 

importance of the Eland and Kudu, in particular, in 

relation to San cosmology and rituals and how 

these belief systems are represented in the rock 

art. Additionally, the aim is to make meaningful 

connections between what we see in the rock art 

and our existing ethnographic collections, 

demonstrating adjacencies and continuities in San 

material culture. 

 

The Asahi Shimbun Displays are supported by the 

Asahi Shimbun.  

 

British Museum International Exhibitions 

 

The British Museum will be touring exhibitions to 

several international venues in 2016. Please 

contact the British Museum press office for more 

information. 

 

 

 

For images and further information 

please contact the Press Office  

on 020 7323 8394 / 8583 or 

nelvin@britishmuseum.org 

 

 


