
FREE MUSEUMS: A THING OF THE PAST?
Monochromatic men and women stride 

through London’s Trafalgar Square, 
trudging the familiar path of their daily 
commutes from Charing Cross to their 
respective destination. With eyes fixed 

straight ahead, they are oblivious to the immense, pillared 
vessel of knowledge that bears over each and every one of 
them. 

Only the plain-clothed excursionists, whose paths run 
adjacent to theirs, disturb the sea of commuters. Families 
converse in home tongues staring upwards towards the 
heavens in admiration at the height of the pediment 
before them. There are students clasping sketchbooks with 
expensive SLR cameras swinging from their necks as they 
hastily climb the steps. They all are drawn to the otherwise 
grey building at the head of the quad.  

It’s 11 o’clock on a Thursday morning and the National 
Gallery has been admitting visitors free of charge for an 
hour. It ranks fourth in the most visited museums in the 
world, surpassed only by Paris’ Musée du Louvre, the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York and London’s 

very own British Museum.
In the UK, visitors have indulged in the privilege of 

free entry to national museums since the policy was 
reintroduced under new Labour in 2001.  The scheme is 
aimed at enabling poorer classes of society to experience the 
same intellectual delights as the bourgeois. 

On the surface, figures show that the system works: 
admission to museums has risen by over 150% from 7.2 
million in 2001 to over 18 million today. Even museums 
who already offered free entry before 2001, such as the 
British Museum, the National Gallery and the Tate, have all 
witnessed an increase of around 22% in the first 10 years of 
the policy. 

“It’s important that everyone can access the collections,” 
says Suzie Tucker of the National Museum Directors’ 
Council. The Council was established in 1929 in order to 
fulfil recommendations made by the Royal Commission 
to ‘coordinate their work and discuss matters of mutual 
concern’. The council boasts over 50 museums nationwide 
that offer free admission. “Museums are a valuable source 
of learning. There’s so much about history and culture. Free 

entry means that everybody can enjoy the collections that 
are owned by the nation.” 

But it is not just the humbler classes who enjoy the free 
pass. Of the annual two million visitors to the National 
Portrait Gallery, 45% are from overseas.  “National 
Museums and Galleries are some of the most popular visitor 
attractions in the country and are important in attracting 

The UK boasts 
free admission 
to over 50 
museums – 
but with cuts 

on public spending, is the 
investment still worthwhile? 

tourists to the UK,” argues Simone Sagi of the National 
Portrait Gallery. 

So whilst 0.1% of government funding is injected into 
the arts and culture sector, foreign tourists are reveling in 
the opportunity of free admission almost as much as the 
taxpayer. That means that only half of the people benefitting 
from British collections are those who fund it. Effectively we 
are offering a free education not just to the British taxpayer, 
but also to the world.

However, tourism is undoubtedly valuable to the British 
economy, making up around 6.7% of total GDP. A study 
by the Arts Council England, published in May 2013, has 
found that at least £856 million a year of money spent by 
tourists visiting the UK is accredited directly to the arts and 
culture sector. So perhaps free museum entry is a valuable 
investment. 

Free admission to museums is not a privilege exclusive 
to the UK. The National Gallery in Washington DC is free 
all year round whilst the Musée du Louvre is free on the 
first Sunday of every month. Similar policies have also 
been adopted in several other museums worldwide. The 
State Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg is free every 
first Thursday of the month and at the prestigious Prado 
Museum in Madrid, entry is free for the last two opening 
hours (from 18:00 to 20:00) on Tuesday through to Saturday.

Nevertheless, the asking entry fee for most notable 
museums abroad can be considered steep, particularly 
when planning a family trip. On an ordinary day, the Musée 
du Louvre charges up to €15 (£13) and the Guggenheim 
Museum in New York asks for $22 (£14). 

So whilst the UK offers the world a free insight into our 
intellectual collections, the world charges us for theirs. We 
could advance down the avenue of charging tourists, but 
as Sagi points out: “it is illegal to do this under current 
European law.” If we are to avoid expensive bureaucracy, 
admission must either remain free for all, or for no one.

Where museums exist, so do school trips. British museums 
are littered with children donned in maroon blazers, grey 
socks pulled high and backpacks stuffed with enough items 
for it to resemble a tortoise shell. Some stare at the artefacts 
in awe and admiration, whilst others gaze longingly towards 
the gift shop, fingering the five-pound note in their pocket, 
handed to them ‘in case of an emergency’. But this begs the 
question: how important are museums to the education of 
our children, and are they really interested?

“Museums consolidate learning in school, and is often 
a new experience for many children,” says Cathy Day, a 
teacher at Mark Cross Church of England Primary School. 
“I find it helps keep them engaged with the lessons taught in 
the classroom. Only two children out of my class of 27 have 
never been to a museum.”

But despite this, the often-difficult practicalities of taking 
a classroom full of children for a daytrip are more likely to 
discourage teachers organising a museum visit. “Entry fee 
is not that important. But rather than taking a class up to 
The British Museum, I now book The History Man to come 
in for a day to talk about Greeks, or the Romans, or the 
Egyptians etcetera. There’s no contest really.” 

So if teachers are finding new ways for school children 
to interact with their education and the majority of UK 
taxpayers are not taking advantage of the government 
investment, you may well question: what is the point?

Report

Admission to museums has 
risen by over 150% over the 
past 11 years, from 7.2 million 
in 2001 to over 18 million 
today

The National Gallery offered free entry before new 
Labour’s policy in 2001, but has seen a rise in the 
number of visitors over the past 11 years 

HOW 
TO 

We all know visiting museums abroad can be a 
costly holiday excursion, especially when you have 
to think of the whole family. But there are ways to 
avoid the fees, and here’s how 

The State Hermitage Museum
St Petersburg 

Musée du Louvre
Paris 

Museo del Padro
Madrid

The first Sunday of every month is free all day 
Full price: For a combined ticket to both the 
permanent and temporary collections, €15 (£13) 
For access to just the temporary exhibitions, €11 (£9) 

From Tuesday through to Saturday, the last two hours of 
opening time (18:00-20:00) are free for all visitors
Full price: A ticket and a tour will cost you €23 (£19) 
For entry to both temporary and permanent collections it 
will cost €14 (£12) 

The first Thursday of every month is free all day. 
Full price: One day entrance costs US $17.95 (£12)
A  combined ticket over two days will cost $29.95 (£19)
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