The British Museum is London’s biggest tourist attraction and one of Great Britain’s best loved institutions with over 4,000,000 visitors per year. All this year BBC 4 have been broadcasting the series, “A History of the World in 100 Objects” featuring objects from the British Museum and narrated by its director, Neil MacGregor.

Norman Jacobs’s book takes us behind the scenes of this world famous institution to look at what it is like to actually work there and highlights the change of emphasis on the way the Museum was run from the hierarchical attitudes of the gentleman curator of the 1960s to the increasingly commercial managerial style of operation of the 21st century which saw marketing as its main objective.
We meet many of the characters from the latter years of the 20th and early 21st centuries, from the directors to the labourers, the curatorial and scientific staff to the administrators and clerical workers. We meet those who had a profound and decisive effect on the way the Museum was run as well as the more eccentric characters, of which the British Museum has probably had more than its fair share. The book is written in a warm affectionate light-hearted easy to read fashion with many amusing behind the scenes anecdotes about the institution he obviously loves.
There is a further aspect to the book as Norman was also an active trade unionist at the Museum in the 1970s and 80s at a time when trade unionism, in particular public sector trade unionism, was at its height and this book also throws the spotlight on this very important aspect of social history of this period.

But it is above all as a record of what it was like to be on the inside of the British Museum during this period that this book will make a fascinating read to all those who have ever visited the Museum or watched programmes about it on television or listened to programmes such as “100 Objects”.
In his foreword to the book, former Director, Dr Robert Anderson, says, “Surprisingly few autobiographies have been written by those who have spent their working lives in museums and art galleries. Other authors might have avoided his outspokenness, but their account would not have offered so vivid a picture. His memoir has added a new dimension to the historical record, and he must be admired for having decided to set down his thoughts so others can gauge what it was like, in his particular case, to have given over a significant part of his life to the service of the British Museum."
Norman Jacobs started work at the British Museum as a 19 year old Clerical Officer in 1967 and retired 37 years later in 2004 as the Human Resources manager.

Behind the Colonnade: 37 Years at The British Museum is published on 22 November 2010.
