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Welcome to our 
2025/26 annual review
In September 2025, we threw a 
party and we had a lot to celebrate. 
Five years of The Box Plymouth. Five 
years of exhibitions, discoveries, 
school visits, community projects, 
new friendships and unforgettable 
moments. When we opened during 
a global pandemic, none of us could 
have predicted quite what The Box 
would become. A new independent 
report set out the full scale of our 
social and economic impact over 
those five years, and the findings 
were remarkable. It gave us a 
brilliant foundation from which to 
plan the next five years with real 
ambition and confidence.

The wider world remains a 
challenging place for audiences, 
artists and the cultural sector, but 
the commitment of our funders, 
particularly Plymouth City Council 
and Arts Council England, has 
been outstanding. Their continued 
investment in The Box has delivered 
real benefits for communities, the 
city and the wider region. We are 
deeply grateful.

Between April 2025 and March 
2026, almost 356,000 people walked 
through our doors. What makes us 
especially proud is that 13% of those 
visitors were new to museums and 
galleries: people who previously 
hadn’t considered a place like this as 
somewhere for them. 

The Learning and Engagement team 
worked with thousands of people 
of all ages, delivering experiences 
that build creativity, confidence, 
wellbeing and connection.

Commercially, The Box has had a 
strong year. The in-house team at the 
Kitchen & Bar has done a brilliant 
job creating a changing menu for 
large numbers of people. Venue hire, 
retail and fundraised income have 
all contributed to keeping The Box 
free and open to everyone. None of 
this happens without the generous 
support of Arts Council England, 
the BFI, Plymouth City Council, 
trusts, foundations including The 
Box Foundation, businesses and 
individual donors for which we are 
very grateful.

Our ambition is simple: to be 
nationally known and locally loved. 
This year that ambition took shape 
in remarkable ways from the joyful 
and record-breaking success of 
Beryl Cook: Pride and Joy, which 
drew visitors who had never been to 
Plymouth before, to a collaboration 
with National Portrait Gallery, 
Journeys of Mai which saw Portrait 
of Mai by Joshua Reynolds installed 
at The Box to Hello Sailor! at Tinside 
Lido and our participation in a 
landmark celebration in Trafalgar 
Square marking the National 
Gallery’s 200th anniversary.

This annual review tells the story of 
a brilliant year of artistic excellence, 
community engagement and so 
much more. It is a testament to an 
extraordinary team: passionate, 
skilled and deeply committed to 
making The Box a place that matters. 

Thank you for being part of it.

Victoria Pomery - CEO

Visits 2025/26

25,000
International

visitors

2025 marked our 
5th birthday

356 000
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This was the standout show of summer 2025, touring 
nationally from The Hepworth Wakefield. It brought some 
genuinely breathtaking loans to Plymouth: Salvador Dalí’s 
Mountain Lake from Tate, Max Ernst’s La Forêt from the 
Peggy Guggenheim Collection, and René Magritte’s La 
condition humaine from a private collection. Alongside 
these historical giants sat powerful contemporary voices 
including a large-scale work by Ro Robertson, sculptures 
by Helen Marten and Wael Shawky, and paintings 
by María Berrío. For many local visitors, it was unlike 
anything they had seen before.

Forbidden Territories:  
100 Years of Surreal  
Landscapes

Exhibitions  
at The Box  
Plymouth

Image credit: Nicholas Party, Landscape, 2022 (detail). Courtesy 
of The Modern Institute / Webster Hamilton Ltd., Glasgow.
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The year ended with two major highlights: 
the opening of Beryl Cook: Pride and Joy, 
a centenary retrospective that attracted 
widespread national media coverage and 
brought visitors to Plymouth who had never 
been before; and Journeys with Mai, an 
ambitious collaboration with the National 
Portrait Gallery featuring Joshua Reynolds’ 
Portrait of Mai alongside major loans and 
new commissions.

Beryl Cook: Pride and Joy

In summer 2025, St Luke’s hosted 
Running and Returning, a career-
spanning survey of Jyll Bradley’s 
practice from the 1980s to today. 
Featuring lightboxes, self-portraits, 
public art, and a new commission, 
alongside the installation The Hop, 
the exhibition sparked extraordinary 
responses. A wide-ranging supporting 
programme included a companion 
book, Easter workshops, Solstice yoga, 
dance, an Art History talk, and a Super 
Saturday with the artist and curator 
Gemma Rolls-Bentley. 

Jyll Bradley: 
Running and Returning

Remember  
Respond Resist

A brilliant partnership, as part of the 2025 
UK/Poland season, Remember Respond 
Resist included an exhibition from the British 
Council collection shown simultaneously 
at The Box and at Laznia Centre for 
Contemporary Art in Gdansk. Grayson 
Perry’s celebrated tapestries The Vanity 
of Small Differences anchored the show, 
sparking rich conversations about identity 
and class across two port cities.

The year ended with two major highlights: 
the opening of Beryl Cook: Pride and Joy, 
a centenary retrospective that attracted 
widespread national media coverage and 
brought visitors to Plymouth who had never 
been before; and Journeys with Mai, an 
ambitious collaboration with the National 
Portrait Gallery featuring Joshua Reynolds’ 
Portrait of Mai alongside major loans and 
new commissions.

Image credit: Goshka Macuga, Make Tofu Not 

War, 2018 (detail). Courtesy of the artist and Kate 
MacGarry, London © British Council Collection.

Image credit: Beryl Cook, The 

Lockyer Tavern, c.1974 (detail). 
Courtesy of www.ourberylcook.com 
© John Cook 2025

Ending on a high
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42,000
Hot drinks sold in the

The Box Kitchen and Bar

11
Wedding Ceremonies

(inc. at Smeaton’s Tower)

Volunteering

Schools and LearningFamilies and 
Communities

Collections and Archives

Media and Profile

HOURS OF 
VOLUNTEERING 

Family visitors 
engaged

Super Saturday 
participants: 36% of all 
visitors on those days

6,630

27,508

People reached 
through the 
community 
programme

1,760

9 Paintings on display at 10 
Downing Street (Museum 
in Residence, 2026)

35
New collections 
accessioned

2,000
Enquiries 
responded to

5,000
Items consulted 
in the Cottonian 
Research Room

44,344
Years old — age of the 
radiocarbon-dated 
woolly rhinoceros tooth

10,000
Herbarium sheets 
fully inventoried

Economy and Jobs

Total economic 
footprint of 
expenditure

Contribution to the 
Plymouth economy by 
visitors to The Box Plymouth

The economic impact of 
expenditure by The Box 
Plymouth

£21.5M

£17.8M

£16.3M

Commercial

84%

OF ALL PLYMOUTH
SCHOOLS
ENGAGED

Schools made 
repeat visits

9,407

Student visits 
in total

£7,226,215 1,744,833,483

92%

Pieces of known 
media coverage

1,308

Health and 
Wellbeing

£58
MILLION

£60.6
MILLION
Estimated benefit from 
improved general 
health, adults 30–49

Estimated benefit 
from reduced depression/
dementia incidence, adults 50+

Visitors new 
to museums 
and galleries

Visitors new 
to The Box 

Visitors from 
PL (Plymouth) 

postcodes 

13% 32% 56%

VISITS 2025/26

25,000
INTERNATIONAL

VISITORS

2025 marked our 
5th birthday

356,000

17,000

Equivalent 
advertising 

value

Total reach

12,600
Cakes and Pastries 
sold in The Box 
Kitchen and Bar

17
Bespoke and
Gala Events

The Box  
Plymouth
in numbers
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We engaged with 27,508 family visitors 
through creative activities, drop-in 
workshops, school holiday programmes 
and our popular family story time 
sessions. Our I Wonder creative sessions 
for under-5s which introduce our 
youngest visitors to exhibitions and 
collections reached 2,224 children, 
showing that it’s never too early to fall  
in love with a museum.

Our community programme reached 
1,760 people through an extraordinary 
range of partnerships and projects. 
Highlights included a special event for 
Windrush Day that brought together 
1,300 participants, co-produced with 
our brilliant Culture Club volunteers. We 
worked with young people to co-design 
the events programme around Journeys 
with Mai, supported the Plymouth and 
District Racial Equality Council’s Respect 

Festival hosting the start of its community 
parade through the city centre and took 
part in the National Saturday Club’s ‘The 
Visit’ programme alongside venues in 
London, Manchester and Edinburgh.

Our ‘Summer of Surrealism’ sparked 
wild creativity across all ages, with the 
Surreal Estates project receiving over 
260 submissions from Early Years right 
through to 18–25 year olds. Our ongoing 
Making Home programme continued 
to reach some of the people who need 
us most including people living with 
dementia and cancer, D/deaf groups, 
LGBTQIA+ communities and housing 
association residents. There were 2,938 
instances of engagement through our 
Access Programmes, including 1,267 
through the Craft Collective, our weekly 
group for women to come together, create 
and connect.

Families and Communities

Learning and 
Engagement
At the heart of everything The Box 
does is a simple but powerful belief: 
culture belongs to everyone. 

Our Learning and Engagement team works to make 
that real: reaching into communities, schools, families 
and groups across Plymouth and beyond, and creating 
experiences that genuinely change people’s lives.

Our work is driven by three big ambitions: igniting 
imagination in people who are new to The Box; growing 
equity and representation in everything we do; and 
empowering people through culture. This year, the 
numbers tell a compelling story.
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Our Super Saturday programme 
was a highlight of the calendar, with 
6,630 participants across the year 
representing a remarkable 36% of all 
visitors on those days, showing that 
people are actively choosing to come 
to The Box for these events. From artist 
conversations to hands-on workshops, 
Super Saturdays have become a beloved 
fixture in Plymouth’s cultural life.

The Box’s schools programme is one of 
the most far-reaching in the region and 
this year it reached new heights.

We welcomed 9,407 student visits in 
total, including 5,387 students in hands-
on workshops, 3,503 on self-directed 
visits and 517 from higher and further 
education. By the end of the year, we 
had worked with 92% of all Plymouth 
schools, with 84% making repeat visits; 
a sign that teachers and students keep 
coming back because the programme 
meets their needs.

Our most popular workshop, Ancient 
Egypt, sees students become museum 
curators: examining real Ancient 
Egyptian artefacts, accessioning them 
into the museum and building their own 
mini exhibitions. The response from 
teachers speaks for itself:

“Our lovely guide Charlotte was  
amazing with the children and so 
knowledgeable.” “Amazing, the children 
absolutely loved it!”

We are particularly proud that 106 visits 
came from schools in Plymouth’s top ten 
most deprived areas. Reaching these 
young people early and giving them a 
relationship with culture, creativity and 
heritage is one of the most important 
things we do.

The final year of our four-year 
DesignLab Nation partnership with the 
V&A was a fitting finale. 85 students 
across three Plymouth schools worked 
with local artist Anna Boland to design 
public art for their local area: exploring 
sustainability, community and what art 
can mean in the places we live. It’s been 
a year to be genuinely proud of.

Schools Super Saturdays
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Collections 
and Archives 
The Box is home to one of the 
most extraordinary and varied 
collections in the country spanning 
natural history, art, world cultures, 
archaeology, social history and 
film. As a museum, gallery and 
archive, The Box is in a unique 
position to develop and research 
those collections.

The headline story of the year is one we are 
still pinching ourselves about. The Box was 
named Museum in Residence at 10 Downing 
Street for 2026, with nine paintings from our 
collections loaned to The Government Art 
Collection and subsequently displayed at 
the heart of British government. The works 
by artists including Alfred Wallis, Stanley 
Spencer and Charles Ginner tell the story 
of Plymouth’s innovation, resilience and 
creativity, and represent the city on the 
national stage in the most remarkable way.  

The collections are key in shaping our 
exhibitions with the programme in turn 
helping to drive new acquisitions that grow 
the quality, breadth and depth of holdings. 
In the development stages of Beryl Cook: 
Pride and Joy two important early works by 
the artist were purchased with the support 
of the V&A Purchase Grant Fund and Art 
Fund. These new acquisitions include 
an early self-portrait dating to 1964–68, 
painted on reused card before Cook became 
famous, showing the artist dozing on a sofa 
and featuring the very first appearance of 
the leopard-spot pattern that would become 
her trademark. This and other works by 
Beryl Cook in The Box’s art collection were 
a source of inspiration for our seminal 2026 
exhibition of her work and now form one of 
the largest public collections by the artist in 
the UK.  

Following Jyll Bradley’s exhibition Running 
and Returning, we were able to work with 
her to acquire a series of her beautiful 
photographic images: Flower Train (2025). 
This significant acquisition situates Bradley 
and her practice in the South West, 
portraying Cornwall’s once thriving flower 
growing community.

Over the last year, archival material has 
also been a major area of acquisition. New 
material includes a significant collection 
from the Society of Friends Refugee 
Committee (Plymouth), documenting local 
support for Jewish refugees fleeing Nazi 
Germany, to records (as well as signage 
and artwork) from Frasers Group following 
the closure of their Plymouth store. The 
range of material acquired demonstrates 
the important work of the archive in 
safeguarding local histories.

Sharing The Box’s  
collections

5,000
items consulted in the 

Cottonian Research Room

10,000
herbarium sheets 
fully inventoried
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Researching and  
developing the collections
As a source of inspiration for artists, the 
collections are a toolbox to draw on, with 
the Media Archive playing a particularly 
important role. Over the last year, through 
partnership funding with the National 
Portrait Gallery and National Lottery 
Heritage Fund, The Box commissioned 
Mohini Chandra to produce Expedition 
into a Volcano (2026) which drew on mid-
20th century educational footage from 
the colonised world in response to Joshua 
Reynolds’ Portrait of Mai. 

Through our partnership project with 
the British Film Institute and our project 
Reimagining the Film Archive, we have 
commissioned artists to create a range 
of new work. This included Sadia Pineda 
Hameed’s Anak Where Did We Stay? 
(2026) which brings together The Box’s 
home movie collection and the artist’s 
personal family collection.

 

Partnerships with academic institutions 
also facilitate research using cutting-
edge techniques. The most significant 
research over the last year has focused 
on the Kitley Cave Collection. Comprising 
over 4,000 specimens from sites near 
Yealmpton, it includes a tooth from a 
woolly rhinoceros. This year, researchers 
from the University of Plymouth used 
radiocarbon techniques to date that 
collection for the first time, identifying 
that this tooth is 44,344 years old.

Through sharing the collections with 
researchers, artists and audiences alike 
to spark learning and creativity, they are 
brought to life and celebrated.

Im
age credit: M

ohini C
handra, Exp

ed
ition

 into a
 Volca

n
o, 2026. Im

age by D
om

 M
oore.
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New visitors grew to 32% of our 
audience (up from 30%), with 
Q2 a particular highlight for 

welcoming newcomers (37%).

For an inspiring 7% of new 
attendees, The Box was the spark 
for their first-ever arts or culture 

experience anywhere.

Engagement with under-16s more 
than doubled to 15% (from 7%): 

a fantastic signal for the next 
generation of culture-lovers.

Families remained a core part of 
our story, making up 28% of visits, 
with 73% rating our family facilities 

“very good.”

7%

28%

2024 2025

32%30%

2024 2025

7%

15%

HIGHLIGHTS IN NUMBERS
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2025/26 was a landmark year for audience 
development at The Box - one defined by bold 
programming, broader reach, and a deepening 
connection with new and diverse communities 
across Plymouth and beyond.

Nearly a third of our visitors (32%, 
up from 30%) were brand new to us, 
rising to 37% in Q2 alone. For 7% of 
new attendees, The Box wasn’t just 
a new venue it was their very first 
step into arts and culture anywhere. 
Our audience was also slightly more 
diverse than the local population, 
with strong representation from 
global majority communities, and 
expanded at both ends of the age 
spectrum, as under-25s and over-55s 
each grew their share of our visits.

Overall growth was driven by artistic 
excellence. Beryl Cook: Pride and Joy 
was a phenomenal success, drawing 
up to 700 visitors a day at launch 
and pulling in audiences from across 
the Southwest and beyond - proof 
that bold, accessible exhibitions can 
transform a venue’s reach far beyond 
its home city.

That reach was matched by our 
profile in the media. The Box 
generated 1,308 pieces of coverage 
across national broadcast, press and 
specialist titles, worth an equivalent 
advertising value of £7.2 million 

and reaching over 1.7 billion people 
putting Plymouth’s cultural story on 
stages far bigger than our own.

Growth wasn’t confined to 
one exhibition. Across the year, 
engagement with under-16s more 
than doubled, from 7% to 15%: 
a powerful signal for the next 
generation of culture-lovers. Families 
remained core to our story, making 
up 28% of all visits, with 73% rating 
our family facilities “very good.”

Word of mouth and Facebook remain 
our strongest ambassadors whilst 
platforms like TikTok engage with the 
next generation of visitors.

Taken together, this was the year The 
Box’s audiences began to genuinely 
reflect the city and the region it 
serves: younger, older, more diverse, 
more curious, and reaching further 
than ever before. 

A year of 
growth, reach 
and ambition

 The Box Plymouth  I  13



Commercial
Behind every exhibition and 
every visit is a Commercial 
Team turning footfall into a 
sustainable future. 

12 full-time staff, backed by 15 casual 
colleagues, running everything from 
hospitality and retail to venue hire, events 
and film licensing.

The Box Kitchen & Bar cemented its place 
as a destination serving over 42,000 
hot drinks, 12,600 cakes and pastries, 
and 12,800 main dishes. Investment in 
comfortable new seating, upgraded 
outdoor furniture and fresh crockery paid 
off with a growing base of loyal, repeat 
customers who now come back for the 
food as much as the programme. 

Retail had a record-breaking year. A 
standout partnership with the Cook Estate 
delivered an exclusive Beryl Cook: Pride 
and Joy merchandise range, helping retail 
sales more than double year-on-year: our 
strongest performance yet.

Our events programme went from strength 
to strength, selling over 3,000 tickets: the 
return of our International Women’s Day 
Silent Disco and Breakfast with Santa, 
alongside new additions including a two-
day Festive Maker’s Market and a sold-out 
Drag Night. Add in a thriving business as a 
venue for weddings, conferences, private 
dining and a new partnership with Make 
Fabric Boutique to run one of our spaces 
as a fabric store. The Little Box.

Image and film licensing exceeded its 
income target too, as rising demand for 
our archive content reflects the growing 
reputation and commercial value of The 
Box’s collections.

“WITH GROWING NUMBERS OF REGULAR 
CUSTOMERS, THE BOX KITCHEN & BAR 

IS BECOMING A DESTINATION CAFE AND 
RESTAURANT WITHIN THE CITY CENTRE”
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36

 

3,060 Event tickets sold

Meeting room bookings

17 Bespoke and gala events

11 Wedding ceremonies 
(including Smeaton’s Tower)
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Operations 
and People
Everything that happens at The Box is a huge 
team effort. The Operations team includes 15.2 FTE 
contracted staff, supported by a wider community 
of 32 additional people once seasonal colleagues 
join us for busy exhibition periods, all working 
together to keep The Box running smoothly and 
maintain its warm welcome.

The team is closely engaged with our Equality, 
Diversity and Inclusion working group, thinking 
carefully about how we help visitors navigate 
emotionally challenging exhibitions with warmth 
and sensitivity.

Staff wellbeing is an ongoing priority and an active, 
staff-led wellbeing group with direct access to 
our Senior Management Team continues to shape 
practical initiatives from the ground up. 

We promote our Employee Assistance Programme 
widely, and our network of Mental Health First 
Aiders and Wellbeing Champions ensures support 
is always close at hand.
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Looking Ahead
There is still much to come for The Box 
Plymouth. Building on a year of extraordinary 
exhibitions and record visitor numbers, the 
programme for 2026/27 is bold, ambitious 
and full of the kind of work that makes 
people stop, think and reflect on Plymouth in 
different ways. 

Our ‘Summer of Expression’ picked up the 
baton from Beryl Cook: Pride and Joy and 
Journeys with Mai with a celebration of 
colour, creativity and self-expression. A major 
retrospective of Gillian Ayres, one of the 
great British abstract painters of the late 20th 
century was curated in-house, alongside a 
selection of works from the Government Art 
Collection curated by young people. We also 
partnered with our neighbours Arts University 
Plymouth to celebrate their remarkable 170 
years in the city, showcased work by children 
and young people through our annual 
competition, and welcomed more than 40 
small-scale lighthouses to The Box in support 
of St Luke’s Hospice. It’s been a summer to 
remember.

In autumn, we turn our attention to something 
urgent and deeply rooted in Plymouth’s 
story. Inspired by Jill Craigie’s landmark 
1946 film The Way We Live responds to the 
city’s ambitious redevelopment plans and the 
10,000 new homes that are to be built in the 
city centre. Working with Tate, we will present 
the powerful Grenfell by Steve McQueen, 
showcase a new photographic commission 

by Hannah Starkey and a compelling 
selection of contemporary works from public 
and private collections. The programme 
considers issues about home, community, 
belonging and social justice and there is no 
better place to have that conversation than 
Plymouth.

In spring 2027, The Box will be part of ‘Bayeux 
Around Britain’: a major national programme 
of over 60 UK organisations which 
accompanies the historic loan of the Bayeux 
Tapestry to the British Museum.

We are also putting into practice the 
findings of our Museum Renewal Fund work 
– a significant investment in the long-term 
resilience and sustainability of The Box. 
As a young organisation we are already 
performing strongly, but we are determined 
to build an even more robust foundation that 
can weather whatever the wider economy 
throws at us.

And throughout everything, our commitments 
remain constant: to share more of the city’s  
extraordinary collections, connect more 
deeply with communities across Plymouth, 
and to play our full part in supporting and 
strengthening the city’s wider cultural sector.

Five years in, The Box is just getting started. 
We cannot wait to share what comes next.
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Thank you Our achievements wouldn’t have been 
possible without the generosity, dedication 
and belief of our funders, partners, and 
supporters. Your continued investment 
in The Box has allowed us to preserve 
Plymouth’s heritage, deliver ambitious 
exhibitions and programmes, and welcome 
visitors from across the city and beyond 
into a space that celebrates our shared 
history and culture.

To the artists whose creativity and vision 
have brought bold new ideas into our 
galleries, and to the partners who have 
collaborated with us on exhibitions, events 
and projects throughout the year, thank 
you for helping to shape a programme we 
are truly proud of.

To our funders, thank you for your 
confidence in our vision and for helping 
us turn ambitious plans into reality. Your 
support has strengthened our connection 
to the wider community and helped us 
reach new audiences.

To our individual donors, members and 
audiences, thank you for your loyalty and 
enthusiasm. It is your passion for The Box 
that inspires us.

We are  very grateful to our volunteers, 
whose time and commitment bring The Box 
to life every day, and to the staff  who work 
tirelessly behind the scenes.

Together, we are building something 
remarkable for Plymouth. Thank you for 
being part of this journey.Partners
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