
 

COMING HOME Learning and Engagement Case Study 
 

Portrait of Horatio Nelson by Sir William Beechey,  
Norwich Castle Museum and Art Gallery 
 

   

‘One day you will wake up and there won’t be any more time to the things that you wanted to; the time is now!’ 

‘A portrait of me, making a portrait of you’ 

 

1. Introduction 

Horatio Nelson was born in Burnham Thorpe, Norfolk, in 1758. His bravery, leadership and strategic 
brilliance as a naval commander during the wars with France gripped the contemporary popular 
imagination and rendered him a hero in life and long after his death. However, he is also known to 
have been a passionate supporter of British colonisation in the West Indies, and strongly opposed to 
the abolition of slavery. Consequently, such unalloyed admiration has been questioned in recent 
years. 
 
In recognition of his Norfolk origins, this portrait was commissioned by the City of Norwich. It is 
considered the most faithful likeness of him. Nonetheless, it is interesting to note that there appears 
to be no visible trace of damage to Nelson’s right eye, lost during a successful attack on Corsica in 
1793. The loss of his right arm (at Santa Cruz, Tenerife in 1797) is also hidden.  
 
Nelson died in 1805 while defeating the combined French and Spanish fleets in perhaps his greatest 
engagement - the Battle of Trafalgar. 
 

2. Participants 

Activities were delivered to connect a range of audience groups with the portrait, from the 
youngest visitors (0-5 year olds) to adults with pre-existing relationships with Nelson’s history and 
life-story.  



 
A stand out strand within the programme was workshops for a local youth group: Norwich 
International Youth Project. NIYP is a local charity supporting young people in Norfolk aged 
between 11-25 who are asylum seekers, refugees or otherwise displaced from their country of 
origin (https://niyp.org.uk/). The museum aims to continue working with this organisation. 
 

 

3. Activity 

NIYP advertises itself as offering a safe place to meet friends, play games, learn new skills, listen to 
music and share a meal. NIYP came to learn a little about Nelson as a local hero, to explore local 
history in Norwich Castle Museum and Art Gallery and its sister site Museum of Norwich at the 
Bridewell, to connect Nelson to Norfolk and to people who live there.  
 
Over two workshops, the participants engaged specifically in skill-sharing and craft-based activities, 
with a break to eat together halfway through. The first workshop involved light projection self-
portraiture, created using markers and acetate, in which participations drew symbols and wrote 
words that they felt expressed their self-identity. Projectors were then used to display the works onto 
their faces. Participants then photographed each other standing in front of these projections, and 
playing with posing and positioning to create portraits.  
 
The second workshop involved stitching patches to either show a self-portrait, or a symbol of 
something they felt represented their identity (as with Nelson and his medals of honour). This 
traditionally ‘female’ craft was chosen for this predominantly male group to highlight Norwich’s rich 
history of textile and trade, to dispel the myth of stitching circles being only for women, and to 
celebrate different tastes and trends. Digital technologies including the use of digital cameras were 
chosen to help develop participants’ skills and enrich CVs.  
 
Further activity included: 

 Craft and drama/storytelling sessions focusing on Nelson with the Museum’s Snapdragons and 
ST*ART Club groups – pre-established programmes for young families (early years, 2-4 years with 
parent/guardian/carer – up to 30 people) and young people (8-12 years – up to 10 people) 

 Walking tour between the two Nelson portraits by Beechey at the Halls and NCMAG, followed by 
a visit to NCMAG’s stores to see relevant objects not on display (to be completed) 

 Talk by a local author about Norfolk’s relationship with Nelson. 

 

4. Outcomes and reflections 

Participants 

Responses were variable, but positive overall. All participants appeared to enjoy the opportunity to be 

in the Castle after hours, and although some took to one workshop more so than another and vice 

versa, there was a happy and friendly atmosphere across both. The first workshop hosted two young 

men who had been in the country (not even the city!) for two days in total. The team were proud to 

have given a warm Norwich welcome to them, as with the rest of the group, that they see as being so 

typical of the City’s identity. All attendees participated on both occasions and were able to gain or 

improve on their skills in photography and sewing, as well as having opportunity to socialise and to 

feel empowered within the spaces. 

https://niyp.org.uk/


Non-verbal activities that relied on ‘showing’ not ‘telling’ were particularly successful when 

communicating across multiple languages. The first workshop encouraged fun and frivolity whilst also 

having some group members step into ‘responsible’ shoes (e.g. while in charge of the camera). The 

second allowed for quiet, cosy, contemplative time with high levels of concentration and focus. 

 
The organisation 

Norwich Castle benefitted extensively through the formation of this new partnership with the 
National Portrait Gallery, and through other associated programming across the project. It provided a 
significant opportunity to bring together Norwich Castle, an existing partner (Kick the Dust), the 
National Portrait Gallery and NIYP to work towards creating meaningful provision for Young People, 
newly arrived in the area. 
 
Norwich Castle were able to go above and beyond the expectations of NIYP due to the assistance and 
support of the National Portrait Gallery.  
 
The Learning Lead for the project developed skills and experience in partnering both with a new 
organisation locally as well as an organisation which is nationally-renowned.  
 
When working with these groups in future, the Museum will aim to include a translator to aid 

communication. This would enable deeper and more detailed discussions and investigations, and 

encourage more nuanced conversations. 

This project offered the opportunity for the organisation to look into their own art collections and 

consider how they might be used in future to bridge the gap that often exists between families or 

young audiences and these more ‘traditional/formal’ spaces.  

 

5. Selected feedback 

Participants were provided with some basic feedback forms. Language barriers and varying levels of 

confidence in English led to a rethink of ways responses could be captured in future. Some verbal 

responses from participants included: 

 ‘I love museums!’ 

 ‘This is – what word? COOL.’ 

 ‘So happy.’ 

 

The Project Coordinator gave this evaluative feedback: 

‘The sessions we had at The Bridewell Museum and the Castle Museum were amazing, thank you. 

Fiona, Rachel (Norfolk Museum Service staff) and Genevieve (artist) delivered tours and workshops 

which were tailored to our group and encouraged our young people to explore and express place and 

identity. All of the young people we support are asylum seekers or refugees and they therefore have 

complex and challenging relationships with place and home. During the workshops they felt 

comfortable sewing, photographing and drawing images and words which symbolised themselves and 



their lives, both in the UK and in their countries of origin. The fact that the activities were creative, 

individual and mostly non-verbal made them accessible to our young people. Looking around the 

museums was a great opportunity for them to explore the history of their new home. Most of them 

had not been to a museum before so this was a great experience for them and part of their integration 

into life in the UK.’ 

 

Responses from the ST*ART Course workshop: 

Seven of the eight participants rated the activity 5/5 for enjoyment (the other gave 4/5), and all said 

that their understanding on the subjects of portraits and what they can express to people about both 

the artist and the subject had improved a lot. They also enjoyed the conversations about what props 

people are pictured with can express things like their potential abilities and disabilities, their jobs, and 

how they want people to think about them! 

 

Parent responses from Snapdragons Early Years sessions 

 ‘A lovely afternoon.’ 

‘I didn’t even know you had an art gallery!’ 

 
Responses from the Nelson and Norfolk: Revisited talk with Mark Nicholls: 

All audience members visited the museum especially for the event, and rated the event highly. A Q&A 

session at the end of the talk allowed for some knowledge sharing, reminiscence of the now closed 

Nelson Museum in Norfolk, and some social networking for visitors. Comments included: 

 ‘Very interesting and informative. An hour is just long enough to concentrate!’ 

 ‘Some extra pieces of information to add to my knowledge of Nelson.’ 

 ‘I love anything about Nelson so thank you!’ 

 

 

 


