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Stechzeug (jousting armor). Germany, c. 1500, The John 
Woodman Higgins Armory Collection, 2014.1164.  
This Stechzeug is one of only a handful to be found 
outside of Germany and Austria today. Gouges still 
visible in the throat of the armor attest to the intensity 
of this high-impact sport.



THE HIGGINS ARMORY COLLECTION IS THE SECOND LARGEST AND AMONG THE MOST 
DISTINGUISHED COLLECTIONS OF ARMS AND ARMOR IN THE AMERICAS. It consists of 
over 1500 objects, chiefly from medieval and Renaissance Europe, but also spanning the 
globe and reaching as far back as ancient Greece and Egypt. Originally housed in Worcester’s 
Higgins Armory Museum, which opened in 1931, the collection was transferred to the 
Worcester Art Museum (WAM) in 2014 when the Armory closed. 

WAM’s new Arms and Armor Gallery will occupy about 5,000 square feet of space and will be 
centrally located, easily reachable from every museum entrance and wing. Scheduled to open 
in 2025, the new gallery will display nearly the entire Higgins Armory Collection, using a 
combination of gallery displays and open storage, along with the integration of arms and armor 
into other galleries throughout the museum. Some non-arms artworks will also be integrated 
into the Arms and Armor Gallery. The installation will be engaging and accessible, designed to 
capture the imaginations of a diverse audience, and to inspire a feeling of inclusion for visitors. 
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TARGET AUDIENCES  

While the Arms and Armor Gallery is expected to appeal to a wide demographic of visitors, 
including WAM’s annual audience of over 100,000 people, the gallery will target three core 
audiences—families with children, students and teachers, and people with disabilities—with 
the explicit intent of reaching a broader public by paying attention to the needs of these three 
representative groups. Years of experience at the Higgins Armory Museum and WAM have 
taught us that family-friendly exhibits can appeal to a broad demographic beyond the families 
themselves. By targeting schools we will support the curriculum needs and interests of our 
surrounding urban school district and those throughout New England, and facilitate the 
growth of the museum’s burgeoning school tour program. Lastly, Universal Design emphasizes 
that by addressing the needs of visitors with disabilities, we can create better experiences for 
all our visitors.



Schematic Design: Open Storage on the left, Armory on the right

SCHEMATIC DESIGN 

The Arms and Armor Gallery will occupy the museum’s current library space and the area 
immediately behind it, for a total of approximately 5,000 sq. ft. The front area will be the 
gallery displays or “Armory,” featuring star objects dramatically displayed. Open Storage will 
occupy the rear area. The project is currently in the middle of its Schematic Design phase.



Armory (preliminary schematic design)

The plan calls for the front area (the Armory) to feature an international grouping of suits 
of armor as its centerpiece, with star objects both on the floor and in wall cases around the 
perimeter. The building’s tall arched windows will contribute to a feel that is both majestic 
and inviting; the now-blocked window alcoves opposite will provide a surface for projected 
images of 2-D artworks from WAM’s collection, providing context for the objects, color for 
the gallery, and exposure for WAM’s outstanding collection of works on paper. The core 
message of this area will be that these are not merely utilitarian objects, but objects with 
meaning, and that these meanings are a point of universality that connects these objects 
across cultures as well as with modern visitors, for whom these meanings remain culturally 
vibrant and perennially exciting.



Open Storage schematic design. In the foreground is a rotating interactive installation;  
behind to the right is the securable study area with large adjoining floor cases.

The rear area, Open Storage, will use shelving and sliding racks in tall cases around the 
perimeter to allow the majority of the Higgins Collection to be on view. Building on the 
“behind-the-scenes” feel of this area, this space will include interactive floor displays with 
rotating content that invites visitors to look at the objects through the eyes of a curator or 
conservator. A securable object study area will provide a space for curators, conservators, 
and visiting scholars to study the objects. When not in use, this area will offer reproduction 
objects for hands-on exploration. Floor cases adjoining this area will provide storage space 
for objects currently being studied, as well as opportunities for visitors to engage with the 
process of museum study and stewardship, including a program of community-curated 
displays. The unifying concept of this area will be the exploration that is central to the 
museum enterprise.



The Arms and Armor Gallery will emphasize excitement,  
exploration, and experience, with an overall feel of inclusion. 

Arms and armor are dramatic objects with powerful resonances in domains ranging from fairy 
tales to computer games. The gallery will take advantage of this popular fascination to excite 
the imagination of visitors.  

The objects also lend themselves to exploration, especially in an open-storage setting. Arms and 
armor take a fascinating variety of forms, and people are naturally curious about how the objects 
were used, who used them, and why they look the way they do. The installation will invite visitors 
to formulate questions and postulate answers. It will offer multiple points of access, including 
decoration, fashion, mythology, technology, gender, social status, and modern popular culture. 

Arms and armor are intensely tactile objects, and the gallery will create an immersive experience 
for the visitors, encouraging them to engage with the objects in ways that will deepen their 
emotional connection to the museum and the artifacts it stewards. In particular, by bringing 
back-of-house conservation and curatorial activities out into the public view, it will encourage 
visitors to feel included as part of the museum environment. 



AN INTEGRATED PRO GRAM  

Armor was made to be touched, worn, and moved in. The Arms and Armor Gallery is being 
developed in tandem with live programming, offering hands-on arms and armor experiences 
in the museum’s auditorium and galleries, with in-person demonstrations staffed by museum 
interpreters and a dedicated corps of WAM volunteers. The gallery will also integrate with 
the museum’s growing program of school tours and public events.



CUT TINGED GE DEVELOPMENT  

WAM is deploying a variety of real-world and virtual resources to assist in the development of content 
for the gallery. The 2016 reinstallation of the museum’s Medieval Galleries is serving as a test kitchen 
to try out strategies for interpreting arms and armor. Collaborations with nearby WPI (Worcester 
Polytechnic Institute), Clark University, and College of the Holy Cross are generating digital content 
in relation to the arms and armor collection. The Higgins project is also making extensive use of social 
media and other online platforms to engage the public, as well as to pilot and test content for the 
permanent galleries. The museum is also partnering with Museums for Digital Learning to develop 
online activities to support educators. 

facebook.com/higginsarmory 
instagram.com/higginsarmory/ 

youtube.com/playlist?list=PLj9UwqTtbQvMv_MjMHkc8hrRADPS4kx3_ 
worcesterart.org/collection/higgins-collection/ 

https://museumsfordigitallearning.org/museum/9/kits 



HIGHLIGHT S FROM THE C OLLECTION 

Helmet for a gladiator, Roman Empire, c. 1st century 
C.E., The John Woodman Higgins Armory Collection, 
2014.115 

This helmet, one of only three gladiator helmets in the 
Americas, was probably used by a type of gladiator 
called a hoplomachus. These fighters used arms vaguely 
reminiscent of the Greek heavy infantryman (hoplite), 
including leg defenses, a small round shield, spear, and 
short sword.

Helmet in the form of a sea conch shell, Japan, 1618,  
The John Woodman Higgins Armory Collection, 2014.89 

The owner of this helmet is unknown, but it certainly 
graced the head of one of the most important men in 
Japan in the days of the great shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu. 
This helmet was much admired in its day: a derivative 
copy can be found today in the Kumano Shrine in Japan.

Prototype Experimental Helmet Model 2, Worcester Pressed 
Steel, United States, 1917, The John Woodman Higgins Armory 
Collection, 2014.2 

Armor began coming back into common use after 1900. Since the 
west no longer had a tradition of armor design, military leaders 
looked to history to provide ideas. This experimental helmet was 
produced for the U.S. Department of War during World War I. The 
designer was Bashford Dean, curator of armor at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, who based his design on medieval models. In order 
to create and assess the prototype, Dean turned to Worcester 
industrialist John Woodman Higgins. The collaboration between 
these two men set Higgins on the path to building America's 
second-largest collection of arms and armor.



Sosun pattah (recurved sword), Northern India, 1867–68, 
The John Woodman Higgins Armory Collection, 2014.373 

Its name meaning “lily leaf ” in Persian and Urdu, the graceful 
form of the sosun pattah belies its deadly practicality as a 
cutting weapon. Such blades are attested in Indian art as early 
as the 500s, and may actually reflect contact with the Greco-
Roman world.

Bow-case cover, Ottoman or Mamluk, 1600s, The John 
Woodman Higgins Armory Collection, 2014.65 

The Turkish peoples who migrated to Anatolia and Egypt 
in the Middle Ages had originally been herdsmen on the 
steppes of central Asia. Eventually they founded sedentary 
empires, but their heritage as migratory horsemen 
continued to play an important role in their culture, as 
witnessed by this decorative cover for a horseman’s bow-
case, which combines imperial luxury with a traditional 
central Asian form.

Pair of gauntlets for Prince (later King) Philip of Spain 
(1527–1598), Augsburg, 1549–50, The John Woodman 
Higgins Armory Collection, 2014.1155.13 & 14 

These gauntlets are from a suit called the “Flowers 
Garniture,” a suit of armor in the Spanish Royal Armory. 
Philip is portrayed wearing this suit in a painting by 
Titian. The armor is also depicted in later paintings by 
Rubens and Velásquez. 

Helmet, 1800s. Africa, Sudanic Region, The John Woodman 
Higgins Armory Collection, 2014.91 

This helmet was probably worn by a high-ranking warrior in 
Sudan around the time of the Mahdist Revolt of 1881-99. The 
overall design reflects the influence of Islamic armor in northern 
Africa; the conical shape and arrow-shaped nose guard are 
specifically Sudanese touches. But this is an exceptionally high-
quality example of the type—you can still see much of its original 
gold-covered surface.



Key WAM Staff 
Dr. Jeffrey L. Forgeng, Higgins Curator of Arms & Armor and 

Medieval Art, Project Director 
Dr. Natasha Mao, Project Interpretive Fellow 
Dr. Rachel Parikh, Assistant Curator of Asian and Middle Eastern Art 
Bill MacMillan, Project Conservator - Arms & Armor 
Dr. Claire Whitner, Director of Curatorial Affairs and James A. Welu 

Curator of European Art   
Marnie Weir, Director of Education and Experience 
Aileen Novick, Manager of Public and Education Programs 
Neal Bourbeau, Education Programming Coordinator  

Accessibility and Universal Design Consultant 
Institute for Human Centered Design  

Interpretation Consultant 
Megan Dickerson, Senior Manager of Exhibitions, The New 

Children’s Museum 
Rainey Tisdale, Independent Museum Consultant 

Evaluation Consultant 
Lonnie Kaufman, Founder and Principal Researcher, Evaluation  

for Action 

Design and Architectural Consultants 
IKD, Exhibition Designer 
TSKP, Architect of Record 
wHY Architecture, Design Consultant  
Seth Wiseman, ConForm Lab, Owner's Project Manager 

Digital Technology Consultants 
Steve Hammond, Founder, Northland Creative Wonders 
Nicole Brazio, Senior UX Designer and Founder, Thryve 
Jim Olson, Director of Integrated Media, Peabody Essex Museum  

Collection Consultants 
Dr. Tobias Capwell, Curator of Arms and Armor, Wallace Collection, 

London 
Ian Eaves, Emeritus Keeper of Armour, The Royal Armouries, H.M. 

Tower of London 
Erik Farrow, Director of Farrow Fine Art Gallery   
Dr. John Herrmann, Jr., Curator Emeritus of Classical Art, Museum 

of Fine Arts, Boston 
Stuart Mowbray, Principal of Mowbray Publishing 
Dr. Filiz Çakır Phillip, Curator (Islamic arms and armor), Aga Khan 

Museum, Toronto 
Stuart Pyhrr, Distinguished Research Curator in the Department of 

Arms and Armor, The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
Dr. Thom Richardson, Curator Emeritus and former Deputy Master, 

Royal Armouries, Keeper of Armour and Oriental Collections 
Ethan Rider, African Weapons Specialist and Owner of ERTribal 
Dr. Christopher Spring, Emeritus Curator of African Art, British 

Museum 
Dr. Jonathan Tavares, Curator of Arms and Armor, Art Institute of 

Chicago 
Marina Viallon, École Pratique des Hautes Études 
Dr. Alan Williams, Archaeometallurgist, Wallace Collection, London 

Academic Consultants 
Lorraine Attreed, Professor of History, College of the Holy Cross  
Barbara Beall-Fofana, Visiting Professor of Art History, Clark 

University 
Constance Areson Clark, Associate Professor of History, WPI 
Kelly DeVries, Professor of History, Loyola University 
Francisco Gago-Jover, Professor of Spanish, College of the Holy Cross 
Diana Lados, Professor of Mechanical Engineering, WPI 
Thomas Martin, Professor in Classics, College of the Holy Cross 
Malcolm Parkinson, Professor Emeritus of History, WPI 
James Powers, Professor Emeritus of History, College of the Holy Cross  
Clifford Rogers, Professor of History, U.S. Military Academy, West 

Point, NY 
Josh Rosenstock, Professor of Arts and Humanities, WPI 
Paul Russell, Professor Emeritus of History, Anna Maria College 

Education Consultants 
Cindy Alberts, Plainfield Central School 
Dr. Dianne Berg, former Head of Interpretation, Higgins Armory 

Museum 
Kenneth Brooke, Needham High School 
Stephen Capraro, Hollis Brookline Middle School 
Susan Connelly, Hollis Brookline Middle School 
Kimberly Di Rodi, Foxborough Regional Charter School 
Dr. Carol Donnelly, Professor of Education and Early Childhood 

Graduate Program Coordinator, Worcester State University 
Eric Fries, Wilson Middle School 
Linda Honan, former Director of Education, Higgins Armory Museum 
Timmary Leary, Visual Arts Curriculum Liaison, Worcester Public 

Schools 
Cynthia McClelland, Thomas Blake Middle School 
Brian Zawodniak, John F. Kennedy Middle School 

Project Partners 
Open Door Arts 
Clark University 
College of the Holy Cross 
The Oakeshott Institute 
Worcester Public Schools  
Worcester Polytechnic Institute (WPI) 

Funders 
George I. Alden Trust 
Fred Harris Daniels Foundation 
Ruth H. and Warren Ellsworth Foundation 
The Fletcher Foundation 
George F. and Sybil H. Fuller Foundation 
The Francis A. and Jacquelyn H. Harrington Foundation 
Bradley C. Higgins Foundation 
Hoche-Scofield Foundation 
Institute of Museum and Library Services  
The Manton Foundation  
Mildred H. McEvoy Foundation 
National Endowment for the Humanities  
Stoddard Charitable Trust 
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