
1>>>>>> 
 
[Header slide –  ‘Agile’ … – a future leadership model for museums?] 
 
Hello, this is my first visit to Tokyo – I am honoured that you have invited me to speak 
to you.  I hope you will find what I have to say interesting.  
 
2>>>>>> 
 
Well, it’s certainly agile – but is it leadership?!  Here at Hampton Court Palace in 

London we have a live re-enactment of the Fool at the court of King Henry VIII in 16
th

 
century England.   
 
The Fool’s role was to entertain – but they also had the privilege of being able to say 
things to the King that no-one else could.  Although called ‘fool’, they were often the 
wisest person in the court.  So, agile and wise ....? 
 
 
3>>>>>> 

My keynote address will look at the challenge of leading museums for today and 
tomorrow and ask whether ‘Agile’ as a philosophy and methodology can usefully be 
applied to this.  I’ll share with you two stories from my time as CEO of Historic Royal 
Palaces and draw some learnings from–  

- The organisational change process I led after I started ten years ago and its long 
term impact. 

- The Tower Poppies project of 2014, which was talked about around the world 
and, I think, illustrated Agile philosophy and methodology to great effect.  

And please, wherever you are in your own organisation right now, and especially if 
you’re in the early stage of your career – listen up!  This matters to you ... because 
you’re the future and the future is starting now; museums need good leaders 
throughout their teams: leadership in high-performing organisations is being 
distributed widely, and is not just the responsibility of those at the top.  
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4>>>>>> 

So, we all agree the world is changing fast.  I’ve been working in museums and 
heritage for over 40 years.  During the last seven or eight, there has been a seismic 
cultural shift –  an increasingly digital society demands that organisations do not 
simply engage with the public and offer opportunities for participation but actually 
give ownership of their activities to the public.  When people do not feel empowered 
or a sense of shared ownership, there are problems.  Major public institutions, 
including in mainstream politics, are being challenged.  Public and charitable 
organisations must find new ways to be at the heart of their communities. 

 

5>>>>>> 

To survive and thrive, museums have to change with the flow of broader societal 
change.  Our audiences expect new kinds of services and experiences from us.  Past 
expectations of state support are being challenged.  Traditional business models may 
not work in the future.  Young people taking jobs in museums have grown up in a 
digitally -enabled world and will work in new ways.  Organisations based on stable 
hierarchy and traditional working methods probably won’t succeed. 

 

6>>>>>>  

So, what kind of organisations are emerging and thriving in this new world? 

At Historic Royal Palaces, we have worked with the international brand consultancy 
Wolff Olins for ten years.  We are consultees in a current research study they are 
doing:  here’s what they say about the characteristics of new successful 
organisations: 

• Command and control is dead 
• Fixed long term plans feel far too rigid 
• Employees expect a sense of purpose  
• … and a high degree of autonomy 
• Older employees don’t always know more than younger ones 
• More women leaders, young leaders, tech expert leaders 
• Start-ups get products to market with speed 
• Digital commerce has made new agile work methods pervasive 



 
So …  
- Old ways of leading are fine to play the game but not to change it 
- All that means leadership is being turned on its head 

 
 

7>>>>>> 

Yet, one fundamental principle has endured:  I’m sure we would all agree that good 
leadership and organisational success go hand in hand.  This is not a new idea: in the 
14th century town hall in Siena in Italy, these two famous wall paintings by Lorenzetti 
remind those in power about the effects of good and bad government: prosperity or 
ruination.  When you apply this principle to organisations, the same applies for good 
and bad leadership.  In my 40 years in museums and heritage organisations,  I can 
think of no examples of successful museums that have not been well led.  Of course, I 
have seen great leadership fail to produce success – sometimes, other factors are 
just too difficult to overcome, but good leadership is surely a key pre-requisite for 
organisational success. 

But, the idea of ‘good leadership’ has to change to reflect the times.  What worked in 
the past is being refined, even re-defined, for today and tomorrow. 

 

8>>>>>> 

New theories of leadership continue to emerge.  It is some 25 years ago, for 
example,  that we in the West first started to hear about an organisational 
philosophy – Kaizen – continuous change – which was such a powerful force for 
improvement in Japanese companies after the second world war.  And there is no 
sense that these ideas have run their course.   

 

9>>>>>> 

In February 2001, seventeen software developers met at Snowbird, Utah, USA  to 
discuss lightweight development methods. They published the Manifesto for Agile 
Software, which concluded: 



‘We are uncovering better ways of developing software by doing it and helping others 
do it. Through this work we have come to value: 

• Individuals and interactions over processes and tools. 
• Working software over comprehensive documentation. 
• Customer collaboration over contract negotiation. 
• Responding to change over following a plan. 

So, while there is value in the items on the right, we value the items on the left more.’ 

This was later adopted as a project methodology by software developers and then 
more widely in IS projects.  Now, the principles are being applied to overall ideas of 
organisation leadership. 

 

10>>>>>> 

There are already many definitions of ‘Agile Leadership’ – a quick internet search 
throws up dozens. There’s a base definition that associates with it the following 
characteristics:  

• Ambiguity tolerance 
• Curiosity 
• Creativity 
• Courage 
• Conviction 
• Emotional resilience 
• Critical thinking 
• Vision 
• Flexibility 

But how different are these from more generic leadership definitions of the last 
twenty years?  Certainly, this feels very familiar to me – in the leadership I have 
practised and taught during that time, based on approaches that were being 
pioneered at the American Getty Museum Management Institute in the early 1990s. 

 

11>>>>>> 

Here’s something a bit more specific.  Ana Dutra wrote in 2011:  



‘Agile Leaders are those who “figure it out”, who “get it”, when faced with new 
challenging situations. They are fast effective problem solvers, laser-focused on 
results and excellent at reshaping plans and priorities when faced with unexpected 
changes.  Resourceful and competitive, they get it done fast. 

Agile leaders are exceptional at coping with change and also driving it, anticipating 
market trends or, even better, creating new trends. They have high tolerance for 
ambiguity and are thrilled by the possibility of creating the new and different.  

They know themselves deeply and objectively, without the superiority lenses that 
prevent people from growth. Agile leaders know their strengths, weaknesses, likes, 
and dislikes, so they can choose how to address their development needs. They 
surround themselves with people with complementary skills and styles. 

Agile leaders inspire because they understand what drives different people, 
stakeholder groups, and cultures. They are the ones who are known for ‘getting the 
best out of people’ whoever they are.  

Above all, they are not driven by ego, but by clarity of purpose and vision. They are 
the remarkable ones we will never forget.’  

 

12>>>>>> 

I shall mine the internet for just one more insight into ‘Agile’  - this time as it applies 
to what an Agile Organisation looks like.  Another American consultant – Len 
Lagestee  - defines three overarching characteristics for Agile Organisations:  

• Incredible Teams.  
• Organizational Change.  
• Transformational Leadership.  

And he has drawn this diagram showing the roles of leaders, managers and 
product/project owners and teams over different time scales when working to agile 
principles.   

During my 30 years in management and leadership roles, I have found the principles 
that work do stick around, even if they come back with different names and 
wrappers over time.   In this diagram of Agile Organisations, there are three key ideas 
that have long been part of my leadership practice: 



1.  People talk about motivation as a key leadership function yet I have consistently 
found that people are inherently well-motivated.  However, many places are led and 
set up in ways that de-motivate.  So, it’s important to create organisations that 
enable people to do their best work – of which this point … ‘remove big 
impediments’ is a part. 

2. It has long been recognised that creating a Vision – which is closely connected to 
organisation purpose – is a key component of leadership.  Charles Handy – a leading 
British writer - says that a leader ‘shapes and shares a vision that gives meaning to 
the work of others’.  Establishing common clarity on what we’re here for and where 
we’re headed enables plans to be prepared and teams to deliver around a unifying 
idea.   

3. Leaders must never lose their sense of curiosity, experimentation, discovery and 
reflection, which enables continuous organisational and personal learning. 

 

13>>>>>> 

I now want to look at museums as special and distinctive organisations, which 
present special challenges for leaders.  In doing this, I suggest we take care not to 
adopt agile philosophy and methodologies without full understanding of what they 
mean and how they might apply in our world. 

A distinguishing characteristic of museums is illuminated by Stewart Brand’s book 
The Clock of the Long Now.   He says that the waves of time move at different 
speeds, or that time has to be measured in different units depending on what we’re 
thinking about.  At its quickest, Brand talks about changes in fashion, which happen 
in weeks or months.  The world of commerce reports half-yearly and makes plans for 
new products over periods of 1-5 years.  It is these fashion and commerce waves that 
the digital world shapes and drives, and which have created the need for Agile 
management in response. 

But in some things, time moves in slower longer waves: if you work in planning, 
transport, roads, energy - your horizon will be further ahead: ten, fifteen, twenty 
years, perhaps more.  At a slower rate still, we chart the changes in the way society 
governs itself:  democracy – the prevalent political system in much of the world has 
been established – depending on the country – during the last 30-150 years.   Beyond 
that, we can chart what Brand calls ‘Culture’.  Think of world religions for example: 
Islam is some 1400 years old, Christianity 2000, Shinto 2700, Judaism 6000 years old.  



Finally, if we think of natural and geological changes, to measure in millions of years 
and back to the beginning of time.   

Why does this matter?   I am reminded each time I go to the Tower of London that 
we have in our care a place nearly 1000 years old.  All of us in museums have 
collections that chart these waves of time and we have an obligation to care for them 
into the distant future – indeed for ever.  Yet our operating context is this world in 
which things are changing rapidly and, to exist in the future, we have to be relevant 
for and wanted by audiences today.   

 

14>>>>>> 

Charles Handy – who I mentioned earlier – says that our jobs are like a fried egg: 
made up of two parts.  The first is what we have to do: if we fail, we don’t do our 
jobs.  But part of each of our jobs is discretionary and we have a lot of choice in this 
area.  Some roles – think of an airline pilot for example – have a large yolk and very 
little white.  By contrast, museum leadership roles have relatively small yolks and 
large areas of discretionary white.    

We often fail to recognise this – but every day, in everything we do, there is a large 
element of choice – in both WHAT we do and HOW we do it.  The way we exercise 
choice in ordinary and important situations determines how effective we are as 
leaders.  This is because there is always a consequent reaction from others, and even 
small actions are symbolic.  For example: you pass a colleague in a corridor and nod 
as you walk past.  Or you choose to stop and ask how the person is.  Or you 
remember to call them by their name and give them positive feedback on something 
they did.  One ordinary situation – three of many possible choices.  Multiply that by a 
hundred every day and you can see what I mean.   

The same range of choice applies in how you approach any given situation.  Will you 
be directive or facilitative, supportive or challenging, emotional or rational, impulsive 
or cautious, do it yourself or delegate?  Any of these might be right; the choice each 
time will determine the impact you have as a leader.  If we go back to that range of 
qualities associated with Agile leadership, you can see that all of those represent a 
choice. 

 

 



15>>>>>> 

For my second important distinction, I’ll turn to this point about organisational 
purpose.  For any leader, the most important question you can ask is – ‘what is the 
purpose of my organisation; what is it for’?  Implicit in that question too is ‘who do 
we do it for?’  Keep this in mind if you forget everything else I have said today … 
because here is one of the key differences between the business world, where much 
organisational theory originates – and our not-for profit cultural heritage sector.   

Let me illustrate this through the late Stephen Weil’s brilliantly simple comparison of 
a button factory and a museum.  First, the button factory … a simple proposition, is it 
not?  You need investors who put in money – this buys the premises, equipment, raw 
materials and energy.  It also buys people to design, produce, keep track of the 
buttons.  And what comes out of the button factory?  Well, buttons of course!  So 
what is the purpose of the button factory?  Actually, it’s not to make buttons – 
because the missing ingredient in this equation is customers.  Customers buy the 
buttons for cash.  That goes mostly back into the factory to keep the process going 
and a bit returns to the investors – the shareholders.  And that’s the point of the 
button factory – not to make buttons but to make money for its shareholders.  That’s 
the simple point of every organisation in the commercial, for-profit world. 

 

16>>>>>> 

Here’s a museum.  Taking the same approach, the inputs are money from funders 
(government, grant makers, donors, members) plus income from commercial activity 
(selling tickets, retail activity, events etc).  As for a factory, there are inputs of 
equipment, energy, services.  People are an input – to curate, conserve, exhibit, 
manage, serve visitors etc, and of course the collections as an asset are also an input.  
On the other side – what comes out?  Conserved collections, exhibitions, new 
galleries, education programmes, access through visits, etc.  

But, in the same way as the button factory – that’s not the purpose.  This is only 
realised when you add customers or – in museum language – an audience for all 
these outputs.  Then ask yourself – what is created when the audience meets the 
outputs?  This is where it gets harder to define.  In the button factory, it’s easy – 
money is what’s produced – but in the museum a much wider range of valuable 
outcomes are created: enjoyment, curiosity, learning, enlightenment, spiritual 
refreshment, even behavioural change.  If you think of all a museum’s visitors across 



a year, you can see many potentially positive outcomes and much longer term 
impact.  In that package of beneficial difference to society you have the museum’s 
purpose.  Why am I labouring this?  Because in leadership, the most important 
question to resolve is ‘what (and who) are we here for’?  And because when you 
have common agreement on that answer, you have a way to define success.   

Let me tell you about Historic Royal Palaces and when I arrived ... 

 

17>>>>>> 

I was appointed CEO in 2003.  Then, we were responsible for five great former Royal 
palaces in London – from the left: the Tower of London, Hampton Court Palace, The 
Banqueting House Whitehall, Kensington Palace and Kew Palace.  A sixth – 
Hillsborough Castle in Northern Ireland – was added to this portfolio in 2014.   

Five years earlier, these famous historic royal sites, once occupied by Kings, Queens 
and their courts, but later passed to the British Government – had been handed over 
under contract into the care of a charity – Historic Royal Palaces – set up for the 
purpose.  The funding arrangement was unusual, at least in European terms for 
buildings of this sort – nothing would come from the Government.  The charity was 
expected to care for and provide access for learning to these great national cultural 
assets – generating all its income through business activities and charitable 
fundraising.  It was a big ask – made more difficult by the negative impact on 
international tourism of 9/11 in 2001. 

 

18>>>>>> 

I prepared a presentation for my Board of Trustees a few months after I started.  
Here is a slide from it.  I said: 

• Everyone knows something about our palaces; few know anything about 
HISTORIC ROYAL PALACES as an organisation. 

• There is a lot of confusion with other “Royal” organisations and heritage bodies. 

• Everyone assumes we get Crown or government funding, or we are a 
government agency; no-one knows we are a self-funded charity. 



• Many staff care committed to their individual palace; HISTORIC ROYAL PALACES 
has less meaning for them – no-one is sure what we’re for. 

• (The previous CEO’s )“World leader” vision is not helping; and his drive to “be 
more business-like” is all very well, but we’re missing the point. 

 

19>>>>>> 

During those first months, I talked to around 400 people and asked them all the 
same question – What’s the purpose of HRP? What and who are we here for?  I had 
an extraordinary number of different responses.  I found this random collection of 
logos on our signs, publications and website.  All this was, of course, a symptom of a 
more fundamental point: confusion about purpose and therefore of identity. 

 

20>>>>>>  

So, at that time, we faced many difficulties: 

• uncertainty of purpose & direction 
• no strategic focus 
• no public perception – for good or bad 
• fund-raising was impossible 
• no foundation for engaging with partners 
• lack of organisational togetherness 
• hard to attract staff and sponsors  
• not good at exploiting commercial opportunities  
• old civil service culture clashed with a newer ‘commercial’ mindset 

and … the Strategic Plan I inherited showed a £10m (Yen 2bn) deficit in the next five 
years! 

 

21>>>>>> 

Even more alarmingly, visitor numbers were sliding downwards, with a sharp fall 
after the 2005 London bombings. That red line was our judgement of the basic 
survival line, the green one a target that we set if were ever to be able to invest for 
the future.  Towards the end of 2005, things looked bleak. 



 

22>>>>>> 

By then, we had set about a big strategic change project, working with consultants 
Wolff Olins, and we put at its centre the resolution of that purpose question.  But 
first, we looked outwards: we asked ourselves – ‘what’s driving the way people think, 
act, relate to the world today’?  

We reached eight conclusions: 

• Fascination for history 
• Community expression of feelings 
• Trying to make sense of a senseless world 
• A need to belong ..... 

 

23>>>>>> 

• Active participation rather than passive observation 
• Wish to experience the real, the authentic ... 
• Desire to enjoy 
• Demand for good service and value 

It’s interesting to note now that Digital did not seem then to be important. 

 

24>>>>>> 

We especially took note of this simple yet profound observation by the 
contemporary British historian Simon Schama: 

“At the moment when our moorings become loose, history can anchor us.” 

 

25>>>>>> 

In our work with Wolff Olins, it became clear that for us, and similar organisations, 
you need to look at purpose from two perspectives – what the organisation wants to 
do and what its audience or customers might expect or want from it.  We’ve seen in 



the button factory/museum model that a museum without an audience doesn’t 
actually have a purpose, just outputs.   

So, we concluded that our organisational drive was to conserve the buildings, tell the 
stories and help people to learn;  and that what people wanted from us, in an 
uncertain world, is to understand how the past shaped the present and to protect 
the things (including our sites and stories) that they value.   

 

26>>>>>> 

So, after much reflection, this is what we arrived at.  We called it our CAUSE – 
because it made us feel like a charity and it was more motivational.  And it says 
simply ... ‘We help everyone explore the story of how monarchs and people have 
shaped society, in some of the greatest palaces ever built’   That little sketch came 
from the whiteboard in the our work room– saved as a simple reminder. 

 

27>>>>>> 

As you can see, it has the idea of the national story of England and Britain, which 
runs through our palaces, at its heart.  And we said – this is not just a story about 
kings and queens, but about people too, and universal themes of interest and 
relevance to everyone.  Our job is to help people explore, and learn from, it.   

 

28>>>>>> 

We underpinned our Cause with four enduring principles: 

- Guardianship – we exist for tomorrow, not just yesterday. 
- Discovery – we explain the bigger picture, then encourage people to make their 

own discoveries. 
- Showmanship – we do everything with panache. 
- Independence – we have a unique task and our own point of view, and have to 

raise all our own income. 

 

 



29>>>>>> 

In that moment, we started to change – from being mainly concerned with the 
Stones – the buildings and their contents – to placing the idea of Story at the heart of 
all our work.  And we resolved to open ourselves up – to many different influences 
and sources of creativity.   

 

30>>>>>> 

Establishing a new Cause would be of little use if nothing else changed.  We set up 
four teams, took them out of their normal jobs for six months, and asked them to 
develop a set of blueprints for projects and ways of working, based on this Cause.  
They came up with over twenty, which formed our new Strategic Plan.   

We then commissioned a new Brand identity to use in all our internal and external 
communications, again inspired by the idea of Story.  Wherever we could, we would 
tell people our Cause.  Now, we could speak with a unified consistent voice and we 
could try to build public understanding of and confidence in who we were. 

 

31>>>>>> 

One of those four teams we called the ‘People team’.   They said: ‘We want to create 
an organisation where everyone is playing their part, working together, realising all 
their potential’. 

If our new CAUSE and STRATEGY - describe what we’re for and where we’re headed. 

What we need is … a PERFORMANCE FRAMEWORK – that will set out how all our 
people should do their jobs if they are ‘living the Cause’. 

 

32>>>>>> 

So, in another piece of consultation, we asked: what do people look like when they 
are doing a great job here?  And we worked out these four cornerstones of what we 
called our Performance Framework: 

• Putting the customer first 
• Knowing our stuff 



• Doing it well 
• Working together 

This Framework sets clear expectations for our people.  It has driven all our HR 
activity, keeps on reinforcing our Cause – and has had a powerful effect in building 
what has become a successful organisation.  Now, everyone’s efforts are channelled 
in the same direction, to maximum effect.   

Since we did that work back in 2004-05, we have changed a lot.  We have become 
bolder, more creative, more confident, more connected with our audience and the 
world today. 

 

33>>>>>> 

Over a ten-year period, we have invested in the development of our sites and our 
people.  Our brand identity has given us an impactful and unified way to 
communicate a rich variety of projects to a much wider audience while allowing the 
distinct character of each of our sites to shine through.   

 

34>>>>>> 

For our audience, our customers, we have a clear proposition, and they tell us 
through market research that we deliver.  That proposition brings our Cause alive, 
and helps make our offer distinctive in a crowded marketplace.  We now work with 
many different creative people to develop new forms of historic site interpretation, 
presentation and programming as we invite people to relive the drama of the 
nation’s past; to ‘step onstage’ ... 

 

35>>>>>> 

... to ‘glimpse backstage’, to see behind the scenes both of history - to understand 
the gossip and the intrigue of court life – but also to see how our work happens 
today .... 

 

 



36>>>>>> 

And because we recognise that people enjoy and learn things in many different ways, 
we say ... ‘in your own way.’ 

So, have we built an agile organisation and culture? As I described earlier, this is a 
relatively new construct, and wasn’t defined when we started ten years ago.  But I 
think it’s reasonable to reach that conclusion ... though, as I have emphasised, we 
have an organisation and culture with strong foundations in an enduring Cause, 
which looks both a long way back into history and forward into the future.   

 

37>>>>>> 

You remember that visitor graph I showed you earlier?  Well, from the low point of 
the 2005 London bombings at 2.5m visitors, we have steadily increased numbers and 
have attracted over 4m visitors during each of the last two full years.  So there has 
been financial payback along with the increase in our reach and impact through this 
much bigger audience. 

 

38>>>>>> 

For my final story, I’m going to tell you about a project we did last year, which took 
off and spread around the world. 

Here is the Tower of London – a World Heritage Site – the most famous, most visited 
historic site in Britain, home of the Crown Jewels and with more stories from national 
history than any other single place.  Sitting on the bank of the River Thames, the 
Tower guards the original approach to London from the East. Today, it is visited by 
3m people every year.  In its centre is the White Tower - nearly 1000 years old.   

The most famous people associated with the Tower are its traditional guardians – the 
Yeoman Warders or ‘Beefeaters’.  All must serve in the Army for twenty years before 
coming to work for us.  But I want you to look also at the moat of the Tower – 
originally filled with water as a first line of defence, it has been dry and grassed over 
for two centuries. 

 

 



39>>>>>> 

5th August 2014 would mark the 100th anniversary of the start of the Great War of 
1914-18, in which millions died.  In May 1915, a young Canadian officer wrote a 
poem about the poignancy of the loss of so many young lives in the fields of Flanders 
– on the borders of France and Belgium - the main theatre of the War: 

In Flanders fields the poppies blow 
Between the crosses, row on row, 
That mark our place; and in the sky 
The larks, still bravely singing, fly 
Scarce heard amid the guns below. 
 
We are the Dead. Short days ago 
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow, 
Loved and were loved, and now we lie 
In Flanders fields. 
 
Take up our quarrel with the foe: 
To you from failing hands we throw 
The torch; be yours to hold it high. 
If ye break faith with us who die 
We shall not sleep, though poppies grow 
In Flanders fields. 

 
The poem became a universal commentary on the huge scale of loss and the 
importance of remembering.  After the War, a British charity for ex-servicemen 
adopted the Poppy as a symbol of Remembrance – and it is known for that in the UK 
and elsewhere ever since.  Every year, the same charity collects money and gives 
simple paper Poppies for people to wear. 

 

40>>>>> 

So, our project started with this man – an artist called Paul Cummins.  His idea to 
commemorate the centenary was to make a ceramic poppy for each of the lives lost 
in the British and Colonial forces in the Great War.  888,246:  that’s a huge number.  
He didn’t approach us until spring 2013 and, unlike other places he approached, we 
said ‘yes’.  The Tower’s moat had been used as a recruiting station for London City 



office workers to enlist – thousands queued to join up in the early weeks of the War.  
So, this seemed a wonderful way – if we could make it happen – to mark the 
centenary. 

It also appealed that the idea was self-funding.  We would aim to sell the Poppies – 
to recover Paul’s manufacturing costs, our installation costs, the sales administration, 
with any surplus going to six military service charity partners – though this was a 
huge risk as no-one knew how many we might sell. 

Now, you can imagine the artist making one poppy – but this scale of undertaking 
was like nothing before – it was really epic.  There were many difficulties - at one 
point we nearly abandoned the project altogether.  But in mid-July, we planted the 
first poppy and launched a campaign to create public awareness. 

 

41>>>>>> 

One of the project’s triumphs has been the magnificent efforts of the manufacturing 
team, making each poppy by hand – eventually in three different factories in the 
Midlands of England.  

This was matched by the huge number of volunteers - some 18,000 people helped in 
the planting – another 7,000 in the de-install.  People came from all over the world 
to help - one person flew from Singapore for the day; a United airlines jumbo crew 
from New York spent their rest hours between flights planting.   

 

42>>>>>> 

The launch ceremony was on 5th August – the centenary day of the War’s outbreak, 
with 150,000 poppies in the moat.  This picture top left – The Duke and Duchess of 
Cambridge and Prince Harry - went global.  By the time of The Queen’s visit in mid-
October, it had already become a phenomenon, visited by Heads of State, 
ambassadors, politicians, celebrities and ever larger numbers of ordinary people 
from all over the world. 

 

 

 



43>>>>>> 

As it grew, it became even more visually spectacular and moving.  We opened the 
sales website at 6am on launch day  and crashed the bank’s credit card server.  The 
next day ‘Tower poppies’ was the most Googled phrase on the planet.  Within ten 
weeks, all poppies were sold – so the costs of the installation were fully paid for by 
the public - and £9m (Yen1.8bn) was raised for our military service charity partners. 

 

44>>>>>> 

We created a national schools programme called ‘Why Remember’.  Then we 
partnered with Discovery TV and made a 30-minute programme for international 
broadcast.  Nearly a million children in 61 countries watched this on 11th November. 

 

45>>>>>> 

And every evening at dusk, a Roll of Honour was read – 200 names of people who 
fought and lost their lives in the Great War, nominated on-line by members of the 
public.  Over 1000 people came to listen each night. 

 

46>>>>>> 

The installation prompted thoughtful media commentary on the nature of public art, 
remembrance and mass community participation ... 

The Financial Times said ‘... the most popular art installation as well as arguably the 
most effective expression of commemoration in British history’ –  

While The Times said ‘... more than just a centenary commemoration: it was a 
commentary on war, on our changing attitudes to the past, and on our modern 
selves; ... an art installation, a public demonstration and a national statement’    

 

47>>>>>> 

After The Queen’s visit, with the October school half term holiday coming up and the 
project end in sight, the crowds suddenly became immense: this was now the story.  



Nearby underground stations had to be closed because of over-crowding.  We 
advised people not to come, which just had the effect of even more coming.   

5m is the final reported number, while photos and film online are said to have been 
seen by 1 billion people.   

The Times said: ...’we no longer see the past as a foreign country, but something we 
continue to participate in.’ 

 

48>>>>>> 

And then the media and the politicians jumped on the bandwagon.  With our 
carefully prepared de-installation, transport, washing and packaging plans in place, 
all due to start on 12th November – the day after Armistice Day – the London Evening 
Standard, encouraged by London’s Mayor – launched a campaign to keep it at the 
Tower for much longer.  ‘SAVE OUR POPPIES’ screamed the headline!  Here we were, 
suddenly the villains of the piece, portrayed as intransigent and insensitive to public 
opinion – and a whole new debate started, in which actress Sheila Hancock 
suggested on television that a tank should symbolically mow down the whole 
installation. 

 

49>>>>>> 

The final poppy was placed in a moving ceremony at 11am on 11/11 – the moment 
Peace was declared in 1918, by 13-year old school cadet Harry Hayes, whose great 
great great uncle died in the First World War.   It was televised nationally. 

 

50>>>>>> 

That day, over 25,000 people came to be present, to take part, to watch the 
ceremony in reverential silence – an extraordinary sight. 

And now, all the poppies have gone from the moat, sent out around the world to 
those who bought them, in what has been described as a final act of homecoming. 

Poppies was an extraordinary project.  It showed that organisations that run 
museums or historic sites really are institutions of public memory and can achieve 
global reach and impact on an unimaginable scale.  It took an amazing amount of 



effort, and a lot of worry.  In the end, above all, it was a triumph of determination, 
creativity, rapid problem-solving, teamwork and shared leadership: if you like – an 
‘agile’ achievement.   

 

51>>>>>> 

This is my final slide – one of our other palaces, Hampton Court, – and a performance 
of Handel’s Fireworks Music.  We staged this at the same time as the Poppies project 
at the Tower, to demonstrate that we are agile enough to do more than one 
spectacular thing at once! 

So, three final thoughts: 

• Agile is a valuable new approach to deal with the challenges of today’s rapidly 
changing world. 

• Agile leadership can create agile organisations and cultures. Sharing leadership 
around the organisation gives you the best chance of dealing with novelty and 
complexity.  

• But ‘agile’ does not just mean flipping around in response to anything that comes 
along.  All museum and heritage organisations need a strong and compelling 
sense of purpose or CAUSE – to provide a foundation, to keep people working 
together in the same direction for an audience that wants what you do, to 
ensure any opportunity can be assessed against it, and to measure success. 

I wish you well in your own future projects and look forward to discussing these 
ideas with you further in this afternoon’s workshop. 

Thank you for listening. 
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