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International Award 2014 

Winners – Nomad Exhibitions & Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical 

Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS) 

 

‘A Tale of Two Cities’ is a major international exhibition showcasing the development of the World Heritage 

cities of Nanjing and Edinburgh. With a pioneering global partnership between Nanjing Museum, Nomad 

Exhibitions, and the Royal Commission on the Ancient Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS), the 

exhibition was launched at the re-opening of Nanjing Museum after a major refurbishment. The exhibition has 

attracted nearly 1.2 million visitors, and has resulted in a variety of other positive impacts as well.  

 

A Tale of Two Cities demonstrates that any cultural organisation, with determination, imagination, and a 

supportive partner, can climb international heights.  

 

In this case study, Rebecca Bailey from RCAHMS will discuss the partnership in more depth and the impacts it 

had on all who were involved. 

 

Project Story 

Nomad Exhibitions, a Scottish-based exhibition company, was working with Nanjing Museum in Jiangsu 

Province in the People’s Republic of China, to prepare a Masterplan for the substantial expansion of the 

Province’s main museum. From that relationship came the idea to create an exhibition exploring the parallel 

architectural developments of the cities of Edinburgh and Nanjing. Tim Pethick, Director of Nomad Exhibitions, 

had previously been contracted by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland 

(RCAHMS) to design two very successful exhibitions – Sir Basil Spence and Treasured Places. Tim approached 

Rebecca Bailey, RCAHMS Head of Education and Outreach, with a proposal to sponsor and provide in-kind 

support for an exhibition with content drawn from Nanjing Museum and RCAHMS, for display in both China 

and Scotland.  

 

The aim of the project was to develop a pioneering co-curation arrangement - only the second known to have 

been attempted between a Chinese museum and an institution from outside China - that showcased and 

consolidated the skills and expertise of Nomad Exhibitions to an international market, while supporting 

RCAHMS in sharing its collections directly with a Chinese audience for the first time. In addition, the project 

aimed to support the Scottish Government’s recently agreed Memorandum of Understanding on culture with 

China and to showcase the architectural heritage of the city of Edinburgh to a very substantial and rapidly-

growing tourist market. 
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The project developed through a series of curatorial workshops in Nanjing, Edinburgh and Paris over an 18 

month period. This process was a huge learning curve for RCAHMS who were very ably supported by the 

expertise of Tim Pethick and his colleagues in Nomad Exhibitions. As well as financial support to design, build 

and transport the c800 sq m exhibition, Nomad provided extensive in-kind support and guidance on navigating 

cultural differences, as well as technical advice on exhibition design and incorporating innovative technology. 

During the curatorial development, the drawings and photographs from RCAHMS were supplemented by 

further loans secured from the Scottish National Gallery and Glasgow Museums. In addition, a film showcasing 

the architectural heritage of Edinburgh was commissioned. 

 

In November 2013 the exhibition – A Tale of Two Cities – opened as the main temporary show in the newly 

expanded and re-opened Nanjing Museum. The re-opening ceremony, and launch of our exhibition, took the 

form of a four-day conference and tour for International Museum Directors, co-chaired by the RCAHMS Chief 

Executive Diana Murray, with participation by Rebecca and Tim.  

 

The film we commissioned was screened on two very large screens in key circulation spaces of the Museum, 

increasing the exposure of the exhibition. Over the sixth month exhibition run, A Tale of Two Cities  welcomed 

nearly 1.2m visitors - well beyond the wildest hopes of RCAHMS in terms of audience reach. To put that into 

perspective, our most substantial exhibitions attract a Scottish audience in the region 7,000 a month; a figure 

that was often exceeded in a single day in Nanjing. 

 

This year the exhibition, with content from both China and Scotland, will be shown in Edinburgh. 

 

With the support of Nanjing Museum, RCAHMS and Nomad Exhibitions are currently working in partnership to 

develop a new exhibition of Scottish material to be shown in Nanjing in 2016. In addition Nomad have, as a 

direct consequence of A Tale of Two Cities, worked with Nanjing Museum to deliver the internationally touring 

exhibition Ming: The Golden Empire. 

 

The project as a whole was underwritten by Nomad Exhibitions, who leveraged a substantial financial 

contribution from Nanjing Museum, thus bringing international support for the cultural activities of an 

organisation within Scotland. The support that Nomad have provided to RCAHMS has allowed us to 

significantly develop our reputation for international delivery, greatly enhanced our outward-looking focus, and 

represents just the start of what we intend to be a long term, sustainable cultural and business relationship with 

Nanjing Museum and China. 
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Arts/cultural organisation story 

The benefits to RCAHMS from this sponsorship fall into three main areas – staff skills development, increased 

profile and reputation, and massively increased audience reach. In addition we have been able to deliver on a 

key priority of Scottish Ministers for enhanced cultural interchange between Scotland and China.  

 

Staff from across RCAHMS Education & Outreach and Collections Groups have developed new skills relating to 

the interpretation of our knowledge and collections, as well as the preparation of archive material for 

international loan. In addition Rebecca Bailey has developed a considerable range of new skills in cultural 

diplomacy, Chinese business etiquette, writing and curating material for a non-English speaking audience, 

telling a story through both original material and multi-user, touch-screen technology, and navigating the 

demands of the Chinese press and media.  

 

This project is the first time RCAHMS has curated a substantial exhibition for display outside the UK, and its 

conspicuous success has enhanced our reputation with both government and our peers for what we can achieve 

and the audiences we can reach. 

 

Prior to this project we were aware that the Chinese had a strong interest in heritage and museums, and that 

Nanjing, as a former capital of China, had a long history and a very substantial population.  We were not 

prepared, however, for the sheer size of audience that the re-opened Nanjing Museum and our exhibition were 

attracting. Requiring controlled queuing to be introduced in the first few days, audience numbers have exceeded 

one million. Given our usual visitor figures to exhibitions in the UK, it would take a total of 29 different 

exhibitions, each running for five months, to achieve similar numbers. 

 

The legacy of the project is a relationship between RCAHMS and Nomad that is stronger, deeper, and more 

creative and which is already planning a variety of new international initiatives. In addition RCAHMS goes into 

its forthcoming merger with Historic Scotland (to form Historic Environment Scotland) with a reputation of 

successful delivery of international collaboration and a track record in reaching out to attract visitors to 

Scotland. 

 

Business story 

For Nomad Exhibitions this project has represented the foundation stone of our growing international 

exhibitions business, and as such has been of major importance to us. Most importantly it has allowed us to 

develop our profile and our reputation for creativity and successful delivery, with major cultural partners in the 

UK and in China.  
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In China we have been able to consolidate a unique and valuable relationship with Nanjing Museum. We began 

our relationship with Nanjing Museum in 2009 when we were asked to contribute to the planning of a new 

building of exhibition galleries. At the time we were in touch with Nanjing Museum as we hoped to eventually 

be able to produce a pioneering international touring exhibition based on the Ming collections held at Nanjing - 

an ambitious objective for a small start-up company!  

 

The art of developing relationships in China is based on trust and investment, for us the invitation to assist with 

the Museum’s building allowed us to demonstrate our ability to deliver and to do so at a very low cost. 

Consequently in 2012 the museum asked Nomad to develop the inaugural exhibition for their building. A Tale of 

Two Cities launched the redeveloped museum and its exhibition galleries in November 2013.  

 

Through the successful delivery of A Tale of Two Cities we were able to build a strong relationship with 

Nanjing Museum staff and later in 2012 Nomad Exhibitions was granted permission to develop its planned 

Ming Dynasty exhibition. Ming: The Golden Empire was subsequently launched in Amsterdam in 2013 from 

where it travelled to Edinburgh in 2014. Our investment in the exhibition A Tale of Two Cities, has made these 

other opportunities happen and Nomad is now a much stronger company. 

 

In the UK the exhibition project has allowed us to work on a different level with RCAHMS, in particular this has 

given us the opportunity to be proactive in proposing an idea and a partnership to an organisation with whom 

we had been working previously as a contracted design consultant. The co-operative dynamics of the project 

enabled us to communicate much more freely and constructively with RCAHMS as the project developed, 

sharing in the challenges and the rewards of the project’s successes. Working in partnership in this way with a 

major cultural organisation has allowed the Nomad team to grow in confidence. The success of the project has 

also inspired us to seek new opportunities for working in partnership with RCAHMS internationally and several 

new projects are now in discussion. 

 

Audience/people/community story 

This project, and our partnership with Nomad, has established a new relationship for RCAHMS with Nanjing 

Museum. Over the last two years, this has seen the development of both professional relationships and warm 

friendships between the teams in Edinburgh and Nanjing. During this project we witnessed the very strong 

passion that the Chinese public has for history and, consequently, for visiting museums. What was particularly 

striking, in addition to the huge numbers flocking through the doors, was the depth of their interest in, and 

engagement with, the material on show. At the re-opening of the hugely expanded Nanjing Museum, our 

exhibition was the only one that came from outside China – making it even more intriguing to the Chinese 

audience. Throughout the museum, during the opening days, the one word that the Scottish team could 
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understand amid the Mandarin was ‘Edinburgh’ – it seemed everyone was talking about the city. Events held in 

Nanjing also introduced the RCAHMS Chief Executive and Head of Education and Outreach to directors and 

senior colleagues from the most important museums in China, opening the door to future projects.  

When the exhibition partnership was announced in China, it resulted in 84 articles in the Chinese print and 

online media. In addition Rebecca was interviewed for a full personal profile in China’s ‘Lifestyle’ magazine. The 

re-opening of Nanjing Museum received blanket media coverage - which included commentary on A Tale of 

Two Cities - across China. 

 

Through the additional loans to the exhibition, RCAHMS has also further developed its relationship with the 

Scottish National Gallery and with Glasgow Museums. 

 

Quotes 

“The experience of creating A Tale of Two Cities has shown us just how effective and rewarding the co-

operation between the public and private sector can be. We have been reassured that with determination and an 

excellent team it is possible to achieve extraordinary results. Nomad’s reputation today as a major international 

exhibitions consultancy is in large part due to the delivery of this project and the partnerships we have 

established will continue to provide us new opportunities for many years to come.” 

Tim Pethick, Nomad Exhibitions 

 

“We have been reassured that with determination and an excellent team it is possible to achieve extraordinary 

results.” 

Tim Pethick, Director, Nomad Exhibitions 

 

“Working with Nomad has – both metaphorically and literally - expanded our horizons.” 

Rebecca Bailey, Head of Education & Outreach, RCAHMS 

 


