
The Lightbox Woking

Background
The Lightbox is Woking’s new art gallery
and museum.  The landmark building
opened in September 2007 and is now
considered to have two of the most
exciting gallery spaces in the South East.
The gallery stages a huge range of
exhibitions including contemporary art
from local and nationally famous artists,
and loans from major museums and
galleries in the UK and overseas.

The Lightbox started life in 1993 when a
committee of 70 local people interested
in arts and history got together to create
a gallery and museum for the town.

Director Marilyn Scott claims that the
success of the project is due in no small
measure to the support the committee
received from Woking Borough Council
at the outset.  The council donated the
site, provided development funding and
£3 million towards the construction.
They also entered into a service contract
with the Lightbox for fifteen years,
ensuring the centre’s financial stability.  
The Lightbox now has a staff of 22
made up of full time, part time and
interns.  There are 150 volunteers who
work in every department from front of 

house, education, collections and
exhibitions to behind the scenes,

The gallery attracts visitors from all over
the South East and marketing and
promotion is seen an integral part of 
the management activity.  Over 2,000
people a week visit the Lightbox, plus
schools and student parties.

Achievements
“Getting the building open was a huge
achievement for us,” says Marilyn.  
“In the first four months alone we had
40,000 visitors.  “Our appeal is right
across the board, from families at
weekends to retired people coming in
during the week.  Our emphasis is
undoubtedly on appealing to young
people.  We run a young curators group
for 13-18 year olds, after-school arts
clubs and art awareness courses for
young people. Our education manager
runs a structured schools programme
which supports the national curriculum.”

The gallery has an innovative
arrangement with Woking College which
highlights its mission as a place of learning
as well as leisure.  All the college’s art and

design ‘A’ level studies at the college take
place at the Lightbox.  “This arrangement
is partially funded through the Learning
and Skills Council and is one of the first
such schemes in the country,” says
Marilyn.  “This collaboration between
galleries, museums and education is
common practice in the States, but in its
infancy over here.”

The Lightbox also takes its responsibility
to the environment seriously.  The
building generates some of its own
electricity from photo voltaic cells on 
the roof.  The rest comes from the town
centre combined heat and power 
station – a particularly low carbon way
of generating power, heat and cooling.  
In order to minimise resource use, it is
naturally ventilated and has all sorts of
touches like self-stopping taps and lights
that turn off when you leave the room.

Funding
“Fundraising is a way of life here,” 
says Marilyn.  And one lesson we’ve all
learned is never to be daunted especially
when raising money.  From 2001, we
raised over £7 million in 4 years.  
In 2004, the Heritage Lottery Fund
agreed to support the heritage aspects
of the project.  Arts Council England 
has also made donations, along with
many other companies, charitable 
trusts and individuals. 

“The service contract with Woking
Borough Council accounts for 40% of
our funding and the other 60% is raised
by us from takings at the café, shop,
corporate hire, some exhibitions,
workshop and lecture programme.”
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The Lightbox Woking is a member of the
Surrey Network for Social Enterprise.

To contact the Network Co-ordinator 
telephone 01483 566072. 

Lessons learned
“On a project like this, the importance of
consultation cannot be overestimated,”
says Marilyn.  “We did a huge amount 
of research and consultation within the
local community.  This included focus
groups, outreach work with community
groups, ethnically diverse groups, schools
and colleges.  We wanted to ensure that
the gallery, and what we intended to
offer, met the need of all members of
the local community.  We have listened 

and now we are seen as their local
gallery – the community has a stake in
what goes on here.

“Another lesson learned is the
importance of including the voluntary
sector in our plans.  This is appropriate
as so many of our staff are volunteers.
Our volunteers can elect to do any
number of hours and we run a training
programme for them before they
become part of the team.”

The future
“Our aim is to ensure sustainability in
terms of finance and of the activities we
offer- we want to develop more and
more,” says Marilyn.  “We want to ensure
we continue to appeal to a whole range
of age groups and so are developing a
full programme of intergenerational
activity weekends and family
workshops.”
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