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Discover Sunderland’s fascinating 
history all in one place! With a collection 
dating back to 1846 there are plenty 
of surprises in store for visitors to 
Sunderland Museum & Winter Gardens. 
Perhaps the most famous object of all 
is Wallace the Lion. Wallace was part of 
a touring wild animal show which visited 
Sunderland during 1868 with the then 
famous African tamer Martini Maccomo. 

Fantastic Facts about….Sunderland Museum & Winter Gardens

When he died, some years later, Wallace the lion was stuffed and came into the 
Museum’s collection. Over 135 years later, he’s still here and remains one of the 
most popular exhibits…now posing for selfies! 

These days Wallace is also in the 
company of the first Nissan car to roll off 
the production line at their Sunderland 
factory in 1986. The car plant replaced 
shipbuilding as one of the major industries 
in Sunderland. Sunderland has a rich 
history of industries, all of which are 
explored throughout the museum’s four 
floors. Exhibition spaces are dedicated to shipbuilding, coal mining, glass making 
and pottery as well many other aspects of the city’s past. Our ‘Secrets of the Past’ 
gallery, for example, delves into the lives of the Anglo-Saxon monks who resided at 
St Peter’s Monastery in Monkwearmouth. 



The Museum’s Art Gallery shows a 
significant collection of the works of L.S. 
Lowry, an artist who spent lots of time in 
Sunderland. Our temporary exhibitions 
include high profile visiting exhibitions 
including works by Leonardo Da Vinci 
and Canaletto. 
The Museum has recently been 
awarded a grant as part of The Arts 
Council Collection National Partners 

Programme. The programme will see exhibitions that showcase and are inspired 
by work from the Arts Council Collection, which includes work by incredible global 
artists Francis Bacon, Lucian Freud, Damien Hirst, Grayson Perry, Paula Rego, 
and Gillian Wearing. This means that over the next three years the museum will have 
access to an amazing collection of British art from 1948 to date. 
The Winter Gardens, a 21st Century 
addition to the museum, is a tropical 
paradise and home to our resident Koi 
Carp. Over 2,000 plants thrive in the 
glass rotunda and from the tree top 
walkway visitors have a bird’s eye view 
of beautiful Mowbray Park. You can 
also spot some model dinosaurs hiding 
amongst the plants!

2019 saw a facelift for the Museum’s 
main entrance and shop which now has 
a fantastic range of Sunderland themed 
gifts alongside locally made craft items. 
Alongside our permanent and temporary 
exhibitions, our ever-changing events 
programme means that there is always 
something new and exciting to see and 
do for all the family. 



To find out about our new online 
programme of activities visit   
www.sunderlandmuseum.org.uk. 

Collections and Collecting in the Past

The Museum was established in 1846, when it took over the collections of the 
Sunderland Subscription Museum. The collection was mainly made up of natural 
history objects and unusual curiosities. Many more items were donated or 
bequeathed, and the collection grew until it was decided to create a purpose-built 
home for it, which opened on its current site in 1879.
The collection now contains art works, glass, ceramics, archaeology, geology, 
industrial and social history objects, photographs, maps and ephemera and has been 
added to continually for over 170 years.
What do we collect now?
Today the Museum has a much more focussed approach to collecting. There is an 
agreed collecting policy which determines what should and should not be taken 
into the collection. A number of factors help to decide what is selected. The policy 
is developed by museum staff and agreed by elected members of Sunderland City 
Council. In general, the collections reflect the city of Sunderland, its unique past, its 
people, its location and its built and natural heritage but it also looks more broadly and 
aims to include relevant and meaningful objects to reflect the times in which we live.
The James Wilson bequest (a gift of money left to the Museum in his will) has allowed 
commissions and acquisitions of artwork such as “Ossify’ By Jeff Sarmiento,’ 
Harry Watts’ by James Maskrey and ‘Triptych’ by Luke Jerram. These artists all 
work with glass made in Sunderland. A commission funded by Washington Area 



Committee led to a series of portraits 
by Andrew Tift of older people in 
residential care homes in Washington 
coming into the collection. A continued 
relationship with the Contemporary 
Art Society has seen the development 
of the fine art collection. The newest 
acquisition made in 2020 is ‘Bella in a 
Vest’ an oil painting by Chantal Joffe. 

Most recently the Museum has begun 
a new collecting project to record and 
capture the experiences of Sunderland 
residents during the coronavirus 
pandemic. Follow this link to learn 
more about how you can be part of this 
exciting project. 

https://sunderlandculture.org.uk/events/collecting-covid-19/


How can I search the collections?
MUSEUM TOP TEN
There are so many amazing artefacts in the Museum collections it can be hard to 
know where to begin! To help you we have put together a top ten guide of some of 
the highlights on display in the Museum & Winter Gardens.

1. Large locally-made pink lustreware jug 
This unusual jug, the largest in the 
collection, was made in 1846 at the 
Seaham Pottery to commemorate the 
opening of New Straton Haven Harbour at 
Hartlepool. Sunderland is famous for this 
pink lustreware style of pottery.  The jug is 
displayed in the Pottery Gallery.

2.  Anglo-Saxon glass from St Peter’s Monastery 
These pieces of coloured glass are from windows in 
the monastery founded in 674 AD. They include 
examples of some of the earliest glass to be made 
in England. Benedict Biscop founder of St Peter’s 
brought glassmakers from France to make the glass. 
The glass is displayed in the Secrets of the Past 
Gallery.

3.  Wallace the Lion
Wallace travelled the country with Mander’s 
Menagerie and once mauled his keeper Martini 
Maccomo. Wallace is one of the Museum’s 
most popular exhibits and has been here since 
1879. Wallace was even included in the town’s 
Peace celebrations after the First World War, 
riding around town on an open top cart next 
to a woman dressed as Britannia. Wallace is 
displayed in the Time Machine Gallery.



4.  Giant coal specimen 
This enormous lump of coal weighs 0.5 tonnes. It 
is probably from a south Northumberland colliery 
and was used as an exhibit in the North East Coast 
exhibition of 1929. Coal was very important in 
the history of Sunderland; being used to power 
ships and steam engines as well as fires in people’s 
homes. Coal mines covered the North East area.  
There was even one where the Stadium of Light now 
stands. The giant piece of coal is displayed in the 
Coal Gallery.

5.  William Pye Sculpture 
The sculpture, a tall column of polished steel, 
causes flowing water to ripple over its whole 
surface and forms the centre piece of the water 
features in the Winter Gardens which also include 
a pool for Koi carp. The artist William Pye is 
inspired by the extraordinary properties of water 
and how it ‘sticks’ to different surfaces to create 
effects.

6.  The Londonderry Glass Service
This impressive service was made by the 
Wear Flint Glass Company in Sunderland for 
the 3rd Marquess of Londonderry. It cost 
2,000 guineas (£2100 in today’s money) 
and has 160 pieces. Can you imagine how 
it would have glittered on a dining table lit 
by candlelight? The service is displayed in 
Sunderland’s Glorious Glass Gallery.  



7.  Toy Rocking Horse
In 1883 at the Victoria Hall in 
Sunderland, 183 children from all 
over the town were crushed to death 
in a stairway at the Victoria Hall in a 
scramble to get a free toy which were 
being given out during a performance. 
This toy lost its legs and rockers when 
a boy tried to snatch it from a girl when 
they were being given out. The tragedy 
made headlines across the world and 
inspired the invention of the panic bolt 
exit doors we use today. 

8.  The Gliding Reptile
This very rare fossil Coelurosauravus is about 
250 million years old. The only example of this 
type of gliding reptile found in the UK, it was 
discovered at Hetton-le-Hole, its ‘wings’ can be 
clearly seen. The fossil is displayed in the Lost 
Worlds Gallery.

9.  Dockside, Sunderland, by L.S. Lowry
Lowry loved the North East and often 
stayed in Sunderland where he found 
new sources of inspiration for his work, 
sometimes when sketching he would give 
sketches to passers-by. The Art Gallery is 
home to the Museum’s impressive collection, 
which is the largest outside of Salford. 
Lowry often visited the museum one of his 
favourite paintings was ‘Juliet’ which still 
hangs in the gallery today.



10. Model of the Torrens 
This is a 1/48 scale model of the 
Torrens, a ship built and launched 
in Sunderland in 1875. She sailed 
between England and Australia and 
was well known for her speed, comfort 
and safety. The Torrens was one of the 
fastest ships of her day, once crossing 
from Plymouth to Adelaide in 65 days. 
On some journeys she carried a cow to 
provide fresh milk for her passengers. 
The Torrens model is displayed in the 
Launched on Wearside Gallery.

Art UK website 
One of the ways you can search for 
paintings in the Museum collections is to 
visit the website www.artuk.org.uk and 
try a search using ‘Sunderland Museum 
& Winter Gardens’. 

www.artuk.org.uk

