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Supporting statement

Shire Hall: Historic courthouse museum

This output consists of the creation of a new museum in a Grade I-listed historic courthouse in Dorset. Shire Hall is an architectural gem and 

plays an important role in British judicial and social history. At its heart is one of the best-preserved Georgian courtrooms in the country. In 

2015, the Heritage Lottery Fund (now NLHF) awarded Shire Hall £1.5m, match-funded by West Dorset District Council, to renovate and 

redevelop the site as a centre for public engagement with criminal justice, social justice and human rights. 

Research process

Wallis’ research and published work explores the dynamic nature of regional courts of law, considering them as sites of social contest –

places where people from all walks of life interacted and sought redress. Her research underpins the narrative at Shire Hall, which offers 

visitors nuanced perspectives on historic criminal justice rather than the sensationalist approach often adopted in the interpretation of crime. 

Working in close collaboration with heritage professionals, Wallis played a pivotal role on the project team, leading the archival research and 

using this research to guide the development of the interpretation strategy and design scheme. 

Research insights

The result is an immersive visitor experience, which is engaging and thought-provoking. Wallis’ research features prominently throughout 

the museum galleries, bringing the archive to life in an enjoyable and informative way. Shire Hall is now a centre for public engagement with 

criminal justice, social justice and human rights, and Wallis continues to be involved in shaping the learning programme. Since opening in 

May 2018, the museum has been well-received by the public and the press and has won many heritage sector and tourism awards. Wallis 

has participated in conferences and workshops, disseminating the research and development behind the project, and has worked with sector 

partners to produce best practice guidelines for those working to communicate criminal justice history to the public. 



Phase 1: Developing the interpretation strategy and plan

A collaborative process by the core project 

team: an interpretation consultant, a Shire 

Hall trustee and the managing director, 

with Dr Rose Wallis as the historical expert 

and research lead. 

Exploring different approaches to 

interpreting and displaying criminal justice 

history, reviewing comparable heritage 

sites, and discussing ways of engaging 

different audiences with archival research. 

This body of research informed the 

interpretation strategy and plan approved 

by the NLHF and Board of Trustees in 

September 2016.   
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Site visits to the People’s History 

Museum, Nottingham Galleries of 

Justice and the Tower of London.
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Research conducted at the 

Dorset History Centre, 

Dorset County Museum, 

and The National Archives



A new approach to interpreting 
criminal justice histories at Shire Hall

The vision and overarching theme for Shire Hall developed by 

the core project team:

To engage, inform and entertain a wide range of audiences with 

the history of law and order, and past and present efforts to 

achieve justice for ordinary people. 

The new interpretive approach drew on key elements of Wallis’ 

historical research, which informs the overarching theme 

underpinning the exhibition narrative:

Justice in the balance



Phase 2: Developing the interpretive design scheme

A more in-depth process to develop 

the detailed narrative content: Wallis 

and the project team worked closely 

with award-winning exhibition 

designers, Nissen Richards Studio, and 

a team of digital content developers.

Wallis was able to ensure the historical 

messaging was retained in all 

elements of the interpretation, and 

guided the selection of objects and 

archival material for public display.
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The project team on site during construction
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Filmmaker, Nick Street, 

shooting archive material for 

the introductory film.

Workshops with the app 

developer, Digital 

Opportunities, and exhibition 

designers Nissen Richards 

Studio. 

Volunteers test-driving the family app at Shire Hall
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Archive material is used throughout the museum, 

informing all aspects of the interpretation and design. 

Making it visible supports visitor engagement: a sense of 

authenticity and accuracy in the stories told.
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Research at Dorset County Museum revealed objects which are now on long term loan to Shire Hall – from drinking 

vessels used to represent the social structure in late Georgian Dorset, to objects that speak to the pattern of crime, 

changes in its treatment, and understandings of criminality over the 18th and 19th centuries.
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Digital interventions around the museum: 

• A short film introduces visitors to Shire Hall to the 

operation of the criminal justice at the end of the 18th

Century.

• An animated timeline places local events into a wider 

national and international context which influenced the 

justice system in this country.

• In the Tolpuddle Martyrs’ cell, extracts from George 

Loveless’ account of their trial at Shire Hall are 

reproduced as ambient audio. 

https://vimeo.com/265722131
https://vimeo.com/265717728
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Props with contextual labels around 

the courtroom represent the types 

of people who took part in court 

proceedings and which spaces they 

occupied. Research outlining the 

‘anatomy of the courtroom,’ and the 

interactions it framed, informed this 

interpretive approach.  
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Jeremy Corbyn and Dominic 

Grieve QC talk about the legacy 

of the Tolpuddle Martyrs and the 

importance of criminal justice 

history to British society today. 

Listen here:

Gareth Evans, ex-offender 

and academic, talks about his 

personal experience of the 

justice system. Listen here:

The multimedia guide, on iPods, 

is offered to all adults on arrival. 

Visitors can choose one of four 

trials to follow throughout the 

museum. Archival material and 

expert commentary is also 

accessible through the guide.

Dr Rose Wallis provides the 

context for the trial of 11-year-old 

Elijah Upjohn. Listen here:
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The touchscreen app on iPads is offered 

to all families as a shared experience. 

Following the trial of Elijah Upjohn, 

families can play games, answer quizzes 

and become a court reporter as they 

visit the museum.

All of the activities are based on archival 

and contextual research to help younger 

audiences engage with the operation of 

criminal justice.



R
e

se
a

rc
h

 O
u

tp
u

t:
 

Im
m

e
rs

io
n

 a
n

d
 e

m
p

a
th

y

The experience was designed to be immersive, eliciting empathy 

and encouraging visitors to imagine what it was like to have been 

involved in the proceedings at Shire Hall.

People are free to explore all areas of the building, entering cells 

and inhabiting the different spaces in the courtroom. The route 

takes visitors down to the dimly-lit holding cells and up a narrow 

staircase into the dock, at the heart of the bright, high-ceilinged 

courtroom. 

The archival material and the sensitive use of multi-media 

technology is aimed at connecting visitors with the physical 

space; encouraging exploration and imaginative empathetic 

engagement with past lived experience. 
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Dr Rose Wallis has given several talks about the 

project, to professional sector audiences 

including:

• A workshop at the SWFed 2018 conference and 

a talk at the Association for Heritage 

Interpretation 2018 conference alongside 

interpretation consultant, Iona Keen

• A paper presented at the Twelfth International 

Conference on the Inclusive Museum, Muntref, 

Museum of Immigration, Buenos Aires, 

Argentina. https://uwe-

repository.worktribe.com/output/6845434

https://uwe-repository.worktribe.com/output/6845434
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In February 2020, Wallis and Keen ran a workshop for museum and heritage 

professionals, interpretation specialists, and social and public historians, exploring 

how to engage the public with criminal justice histories in heritage contexts. 

The workshop was used to produce a ‘manifesto’ and discussion of best practice that 

can inform the ways in which we communicate criminal justice histories to the public, 

and as a precursor to establishing a more formal, funded network that will facilitate 

collaborative partnerships in new interpretation projects.
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Wallis continues to act as a consultant to Shire Hall and has been 

involved in shaping the learning programme and participating in the 

public programme, including a talk on Shire Hall in Context, and 

sitting on a panel on Art and Activism (2019) with artist Bob and 

Roberta Smith and human rights lawyer Clive Stafford Smith. 

Art and Activism 2019

Learning Manager Anne Brown has incorporated the archival 

research into Shire Hall’s  educational programme 

http://shirehalldorset.org/events/nineteenth-century-criminal-justice-shire-hall-in-context/
https://shirehalldorset.org/events/art-and-activism-discussion/
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94%

3%3%

Have you learned something on your 

visit today?

97%

2% 1%

All the stories at SH are based on real people's 

experiences, has that enriched your visit today?

yes

no

no answer

70%

23%

1%

6%

Has the museum made you think differently about 

the role of law in our lives?

yes

no

yes and no

no answer

In its first year Shire Hall welcomed more than 17,000 visitors.

It makes it more lifelike to see and hear stories 
of real people

Made the experience more real-life and 
authentic.

Brings the building to life

It made me appreciate the modern justice system and how important it is 
that the reasons behind what caused people to commit crime are looked 

into or considered

It is down to a few people our future. I just hope they are 
sound and just.

In 2020, visitors said:
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Shire Hall has won and been shortlisted for a number of prestigious awards:

• Silver for Access and Inclusivity and Gold for Tourism Innovation at the Dorset 

Tourism Awards, 2018 

• Silver for Accessible and Inclusive Tourism and Gold for Small Visitor 

Attraction of the Year, at the Dorset Tourism Awards, 2019

• Highly commended for Access and Inclusivity, Silver award for Small Visitor 

Attraction and Silver Award for Tourism Innovation at the regional Tourism 

Excellence Awards.

• Finalist at the 2018–19 AHI awards

• Bronze Visit England award, 2020
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