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Display cases in the spotlight

COST D42 action Showases Inside Out
Porto
24 26 May 200924 – 26 May 2009

Boris Pretzel
Principal Scientist
V&A Science Section

The V&A at South Kensington

1st artificially lit museum...The British Galleries (November 2001)

Light damage

Which is the northern hemisphere?

Damage
Decrease in total benefit...
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Vulnerable Sensitive Durable Permanent

Display not 
recommended

Display at 50 lux for 20% of 
time (or equivalent )  

(36.5klx h/year)

250 lux unlimited display  
(900 klux h / year)

300 lux 
unlimited 

display

photogenic water colours, pastels, black and white drawings and stone

General light policy guidance

Vulnerable Sensitive Durable Permanent

Display not 
recommended

Display at 50 lux for 20% of 
time (or equivalent )  

(36.5klx h/year)

250 lux unlimited display  
(900 klux h / year)

300 lux 
unlimited 

display

photogenic water colours, pastels, black and white drawings and stonep g
drawing,

sensitive objects in 
pristine condition

p
Japanese prints, 

portrait miniatures, 
Indian miniatures,

coloured prints, 
Old Master drawings, leather 

bound books, coloured 
photographs, plastics, textiles, 

originally upholstered furniture,
pigmented feathers, 

discoloured paper, 
coloured wax

g
etchings, 

drawings in graphite, black 
chalk, and charcoal, 

black and white fibre based 
photographs, 

easel paintings, 

painted furniture and painted 
sculpture

ceramics

glass

metals

enamels
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Indian miniatures,

coloured prints, 
Old Master drawings, leather 

bound books, coloured 
photographs, plastics, textiles, 

originally upholstered furniture,
pigmented feathers, 

discoloured paper, 
coloured wax

g
etchings, 
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The Islamic Gallery  

Cases and buffering
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Protection – nothing new

Simpson patent of 1892

Display cases

Security
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Case - protection Display cases

Security 

Soiling

Display cases

Security 

Soiling

Appropriate?

Heat load?
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New Jewellery Gallery Oxygen free?

The Policy in practice – V&A examples

Ensuring limited display duration without 
requiring rotation: proximity detectors

Proximity sensors – Canon Gallery of 
Photography, stereographic 
daguerreotypes by TR William (from Brian 
May)
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Civil war years gallery: items in drawers –
to protect from exposure and vibration

Gallery 58 – The Court of Henry VIII –
portrait miniatures of Anne of Cleves by 
Hans Holbein illuminated by using torch

Incandescent lamps

Continuous spectrum

Low efficacy 

Moderate operating life

Colour temperature: 2800K 
to 3200K (warm)

Good colour rendition

High IR component
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Discharge lamps

Discrete spectrum

High efficacy

Long operating life

Colour rendition:

highly variable (mainly poor to reasonable)

Broad range of colour temperatures

Low IR but high UV component 

Light sources
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Halogen, 3000K
D65
Philips C95

General colour rendering index, Ra > 95
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White LED’s

InxGa1-xN

Ce:YAG phosphor

Ra ≈ 78
Rw≈69 (light reddish purple)
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Ce:YAG phosphor

Koffka’s ring
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Scintillating grid

How many black dots?

Perception... What you see….

… is not necessarily what you get 

Perceptible 
change


