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Brief and objectives: 

Poppies: Weeping Window is one of the sculptures taken from the installation Blood Swept 

Lands and Seas of Red installed at HM Tower of London in 2014. 

The Ulster Museum, in partnership with the Belfast International Arts Festival (BIAF), was 

selected as the only venue in Ireland to display 5,000 of the ceramic poppies - symbolising 

lives lost in WW1 – from October to December 2017. 

With no paid-for advertising used, JComms was tasked with managing all PR for our client 

National Museums NI, to advise on public affairs and support National Museums’ digital 

media activity. 

Key to the success of the campaign, as the poppy is still considered a contentious and 

political symbol by some, was communicating the inclusive nature of the exhibition and the 

Ulster Museum generally. 

Objectives were:  

 To position the Ulster Museum as trusted and safe place for dialogue and debate 

around cultural issues such as identity and symbolism within our society 

 To maximise positive online, print and broadcast coverage 

 To increase social engagement  

 To drive visitor numbers 

 To raise awareness of the public programming events which ran alongside the 

exhibition 

 

Rationale behind campaign, including research and planning: 

On analysing the campaign brief we considered the large range of stakeholders and where 

particular efforts needed to be focused to ensure that the ethos of the exhibition was fully 

understood. 



Key groups we felt merited separate strategies were: 

 Politicians, particularly those from nationalist parties 

 Media and influencers especially nationalist publications or websites and political 

journalists  

We carried out desk research to look at which politicians, journalists and influencers had 

voiced opinions about the wearing of poppies in recent years to make sure that we 

communicated with them well in advance of the exhibition opening. 

We also monitored local media and social media for any mentions of the poppy by local 

politicians and influencers to prepare our messaging appropriately. 

 

Strategy and tactics, including creativity and innovation: 

Our strategy was to ensure that contact was made with politicians and media well in 

advance of the exhibition opening to brief them fully and counteract any knee-jerk negative 

reactions. 

Tactics: 

We advised National Museums NI on letters to send to all local politicians from the Director 

of Public Engagement, explaining the background to the exhibition, highlighting the role of 

National Museums NI in encouraging engagement and dialogue, providing a platform for 

diverse views and identities and building understanding of culture, history and shared 

legacy. The letter would also invite them to come to the Ulster Museum for a tour. 

A media invite and press release were drafted with key details on the artwork but also 

flagging the extensive and inclusive public programme running alongside the exhibition 

which included events in the Irish language, which would likely be of interest to the 

journalists and their readers. Journalists and influencers whom we suspected might take a 

particular interest or stance would be contacted for individual discussions and encouraged to 

attend the launch. 

We knew that strong imagery and video was absolutely vital to maximise media coverage 

and generate high engagement rates on social media to attract large visitor numbers. We 

briefed the award-winning photography agency we work with about the eye-catching images 

that we needed of the sculpture, in daylight and beautifully lit up at dusk so they would be 

ready for issue at the same time as the launch. 

A time-lapse video of the sculpture’s installation, produced by 14-18 NOW, the organisation 

which commissioned the artwork, would also be a powerful tool for social and online media. 

 

Implementation of tactics: 

Media briefings took place with journalists and influencers in the weeks leading up to the 

opening, flagging up the inclusive nature of the exhibition and encouraging them to attend 



the launch. This was key to driving strong coverage and resulted in excellent attendance at 

the event the day before the official opening to the public. 

Photography of the exhibition was taken in advance so that on its first day a stunning image 

announced its opening early that morning to almost 20,000 Twitter followers, gaining over 

71,000 impressions and over 5,000 engagements.  

 In advance of the press launch we recorded video and audio with the key National 

Museums NI spokesperson and issued it as part of our media pack. This was played on all 

four local radio stations. 

Those attending included journalists and camera crews from BBC Northern Ireland, UTV and 

RTE, ensuring positive prime time coverage for the exhibition, as well as key online 

influencers including a prominent art and political commentator with around 37,000 followers 

on Twitter. 

The time lapse video filmed all the installation work and when it was signed off by 14-18 

NOW we issued it to media including the BBC Arts Programme which ran it with a moving 

poem read by local poet Michael Longley ahead of Remembrance Day. (hyperlink in 

attachment) 

One situation which had to be carefully managed was when, three weeks before the 

exhibition opened, a reader’s letter to the editor in a nationalist newspaper criticised the 

exhibition, saying the poppy was “a political symbol that is divisive”. But we used this an 

opportunity and worked with BIAF to draft a reply for publication, setting out how the 

Museum was a safe platform for debate and that a programme of events would explore all 

aspects of symbolism. 

 

Measurement and evaluation:  

Outputs: 

 Launch invite issued to all key media, followed up with briefing calls 

 Release and stunning images and video filmed by JComms issued on day of launch 

 Release issued highlighting record visitors numbers ahead of half term  

 Releases highlighting key public programming events 

 Social media management support over the eight week duration 

 Eight videos of the sculpture posted on social media 

Outcomes: 

 Media from 6 daily newspapers (News Letter, Irish News, Belfast Telegraph, the 

Mirror, the Irish Times and the Sun) and BBC, UTV and RTE attended 

 Almost 100 pieces of positive coverage, with many carrying the messages around 

inclusivity. Belfast Telegraph editor’s viewpoint said that the sculpture was “truly 



striking, but its real beauty lies in its potential to prompt reflection and respectful 

discussion”.  

 Ulster Museum Twitter followers increased by over 900 to almost 20,500 while the 

Facebook page received over 3 million impressions during the campaign. 

 Video content was a tremendous success – gaining over 205,000 impressions with 

almost 49,000 views on National Museums NI social media channels 

 The JComms produced video was used online by Belfast Telegraph and Belfast Live 

receiving excellent engagement. 

 Record visitor numbers of 130,000 over 8 weeks and excellent attendance at 

additional programming events 

 

Budget and cost effectiveness: 

All work was carried out as part of our monthly retainer fee with the client except third party 

costs for photography and media monitoring. 

 


