V&A East Storehouse revolutionises public access with interactive order-an-object scheme
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The evolution of museums is distinctly manifesting in the recently launched V&A East Storehouse, where visitors can now engage directly with a staggering 250,000 objects from the Victoria and Albert Museum’s extensive collection. Operating from the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park, this innovative space features a striking “order-an-object” initiative, allowing guests to book and interact with priceless artefacts, all within a user-friendly digital framework. Offering free access to its treasures—including a Balenciaga gown and PJ Harvey’s hotpants—this initiative aims to transform the traditional museum experience into one that is inclusive and welcoming.
This remarkable transformation stems from a decade-long journey following the V&A’s eviction from its previous storage location. In response, the museum seized the opportunity to repurpose what could have remained a hidden resource into an engaging public attraction. The change mirrors a critical issue faced by many institutions; for instance, a mere 1% of the British Museum's over eight million artefacts are on public display. In light of this, the V&A’s proactive approach to showcase its extensive yet underutilised collection reflects a broader trend towards transparency and accessibility. As Tim Reeve, the V&A's deputy director, noted, the initiative seeks to evoke a sense of joy and curiosity, inviting visitors to feel as if they are “trespassing” into the inner workings of the museum.
Portals like the Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen in Rotterdam have already paved the way for open-access storage of art since its launch in 2021. This facility allows the public to explore the behind-the-scenes aspects of art collections typically relegated to obscurity. The V&A East Storehouse takes this model a step further by inviting visitors into an immersive environment where conservation and display intertwine. Such formats not only democratise access to art but also foster a deeper connection between the public and cultural heritage.
Meanwhile, the Manchester Museum recently garnered the European Museum of the Year award for its groundbreaking approach to curation. In revamping its spaces, the museum actively engaged with various community groups, notably Manchester’s South Asian diaspora, to collaboratively design the new South Asia gallery. This initiative exemplifies a significant shift in museum practices, emphasising inclusivity and collective authorship in showcasing diverse narratives. Such collaborations provide an antidote to traditional institutional ownership models and align well with the growing calls for transparency in how artefacts are acquired and displayed.
This broader cultural movement within museums highlights the urgent need to address complex questions surrounding provenance and heritage. As institutions grapple with their historical acquisitions, they are called upon to provide clearer narratives about their collections. The shift towards community involvement not only enhances public trust but also ensures that exhibitions resonate with a diverse audience, fostering an environment that feels relevant and reflective of contemporary society.
The introduction of the V&A East Storehouse and the recognition of transformative initiatives like those at Manchester Museum signal a pivotal moment for the museum sector. As institutions pivot away from the models of exclusivity and passivity, embracing community engagement and openness brings forth a more profound appreciation of shared heritage. The evolution is not merely about displaying artefacts but about inviting the public to partake in the ongoing narrative of cultural history—an invitation to fill one's basket with the past while looking towards the future of museology. 
The rapid transformations inspired by the pandemic, funding challenges, and a desire for relevance have united institutions in their quest to redefine their role. While the past weighs heavily on many collections, new approaches promise to enrich our understanding of culture, making our museums not just repositories of history but vibrant community hubs integral to our shared narratives.
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