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F
rom small acorns grow great 
oaks, so the old idiom goes. But 
this was probably the last thing 
on the mind of Andrew Davies 

when the first ever Art Bus trundled 
the roads of Birmingham back in 2003, 
taking visitors on an after-hours tour 
of the city’s galleries.

Davies, Press and Marketing Officer 
for the Barber Institute of Fine 
Arts, recalls that ‘the first time was 
depressingly empty, with barely ten 
people a time rattling around in a big 
double-decker bus’. 

Perseverance paid off, however, 
and the Art Bus’s second outing 
was phenomenally successful. 
‘We were more proactive about 
using volunteers, sending teams of 
enthusiastic students into the galleries 
to approach often unwitting visitors. It 
brought a record 927 visitors into the 
Barber’s galleries on the final Sunday of 
our exhibition – a record for us.’

Eight years later, Art Bus – or 
Galleries Night, its official title – is now 
a regular event in the Birmingham  
arts calendar.

So what is it and how does it work?
The premise is simple. Four of 
Birmingham’s galleries – Ikon, The 
Barber Institute of Fine Arts, the RBSA 
and this year, for the first time, mac 
birmingham – join together to offer 
visitors late-night opening, free tours, 
complimentary drinks and the all-
important Art Bus. 

The bus, in reality a simple hired 
coach, provides free transport 
between each venue, meaning that 
audiences need not worry about 
parking, traffic jams or sat navs.

Galleries Night has developed over 
time, with new venues coming on 
board and new marketing partnerships 
put in place (this year’s outing was part 
of the Culture24 initiative Museums 
at Night), but the essential premise 
remains the same: visit several galleries 
in one evening, don’t worry about 
transport, enjoy guided tours (and a 
glass of wine) and, best of all, do it  
all for free.

It’s an example of a successful, 
joined-up approach to audience 
development and partnership working.

Audience development in action
The key benefit for venues taking 
part in Galleries Night is that new 
audiences are literally bussed to  
the door. 

Emily Luxford, Press and Marketing 
Assistant at Ikon, believes that ‘it’s a 
great way of mixing up audiences from 
four very different arts organisations. 
The Barber Institute is thought of as a 
traditional art space, while Ikon often 
shows fairly challenging contemporary 
work.’ The guided tours and warm 
welcome from staff can help soothe 
any ruffled feathers caused by being 
in an unfamiliar venue and there’s 
the chance for real one-on-one 
engagement with audiences.

Newcomer to the scheme mac 
birmingham sees an additional 
benefit. Recently re-opened following 
a large-scale refurbishment, there’s 
the chance to show off new facilities 
to art fans who have perhaps never 
included mac on their radar. Katie 
Reid, Marketing Manager, believes that 
‘Galleries Night and the Art Bus give 
us a chance to show audiences, who 
may not normally attend, our newly 
built double-height gallery space 
and our additional visual arts offer. It 
encourages audience crossover and 
offers an enhanced visitor experience.’ 

The numbers attending Galleries 
Night are not necessarily huge, but 
the engagement quotient is high. Our 
research indicates that Art Bus is well 
received by audiences, with a steady 
stream of regulars as well as new 
faces. Audience feedback from 2009 
sums up the general feeling:

 ‘I like the bus as an opportunity  
to talk to other people fascinated  
by art and adventure.’ ‘I think this is  
a good idea. Somehow we would  
not have got around to visiting all 
three galleries but because this  
event was on, it seemed a fun   
way to go round them. Shame  
about the traffic!’
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Helen Stallard explains how four Birmingham 
galleries drove on with an innovative approach to 
audience development
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Publicity
Of course, there is no getting around 
the fact that the title ‘Art Bus’ captures 
the imagination. What is in fact a 
run-of-the-mill hired coach looks on 
paper to be something rather special 
(Culture24 recently dubbed it the 
‘Magic Art Bus’ in an article relating to 
Museums at Night).

All of which is PR gold. Local media 
coverage for Galleries Night is always 
strong, and our decision this year to 
brand the evening as part of Museums 
at Night provoked even more coverage, 
including mentions on regional radio 
and some national newspapers.

Drawbacks
So what are the disadvantages? 
Organising an event shared between 
four venues can be tricky, as the 
logistics of hiring a coach, buying the 
wine and writing the press release 
work themselves out. It’s a busy 
evening for all involved, as a bus-load 
of visitors descend at once requiring 
tours and sustenance.

Although costs are shared between 
each venue, appeals to find a 
Birmingham-based sponsor have yet 
to bear fruit.

In addition, some may question 
the wisdom of working in partnership 
alongside organisations that, on the 
face of it, could be seen as 
competitors. Andrew Davies thinks 
differently: ‘All four galleries are 
members of the Heart of England 
Galleries group, a collaborative 
group of audience development 
and marketing staff from ten very 
different museums and galleries 
across the West Midlands. Our 
philosophy is very much that 
collaboration beats competition. 
We firmly believe that our visitors 
are pretty likely to want to visit our 
colleagues’ galleries as well as, rather 
than instead of, our own – and cross-
marketing makes massive sense.’

Which means that overall, the  
event is beneficial for all involved – 
which explains how it has survived  
for so long.  

Helen Stallard
Press and PR consultant
Ikon Gallery 
e h.stallard@ikon-gallery.co.uk

www.ikon-gallery.co.uk

www.barber.org.uk

www.macarts.co.uk

www.rbsa.org.uk

www.culture24.org.uk
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