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OUR WORLD IN  
TRANSITION 
NEW CHALLENGES FOR UNIVER-
SITY MUSEUMS AND THEIR  
PARENT ORGANISATIONS

Steven W.G. de Clercq

From the late sixteenth century onwards, object-
based research and teaching spread over the 
European universities, leading to the establish-
ment of botanical gardens, anatomical theatres 
and astronomical observatories.1 As Vesalius’ 
and Bacon’s methods for research, enquiry and 
teaching were widely adapted, and the travels of 
discovery and exploration brought in numerous 
hitherto unknown objects from remote areas of 
the globe, collections of naturalia and artificialia 
emerged, both private and at the universities. 
The donation of such collections to the Universi-
ty of Oxford led, in 1683, to the establishment of 
the Ashmolean Museum, Europe’s first purpose 
built museum open to the public. The Ashmolean 
Museum accommodated not only space for the 
collections of geology, zoology, ethnography and 
antiquarian objects, but also space for teaching 
and demonstration and even a chemical labora-
tory.

This kind of  “mini academy”, bringing 
together collections, staff  and teaching, 
proved to be an extremely successful model 
that has been copied by hundreds of  uni-
versities all over the world. As the collec-
tions accumulated, the museums became 
the keepers of  the material archive for aca-
demic research and teaching. The fame of  
the collections could be such that they were 
used to attract the best professors, travel-
ling scholars and students. Object-based re-
search and teaching reached its high point 
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in the second half  of  the nineteenth and 
the first half  of  the twentieth century.

From the 1960s onwards, we see a 
marked decline in the use and appreciation 
of  the collections. This can be contributed 
to a number of  factors, including the intro-
duction of  new, often non-destructive re-
search methods and techniques, a shift in 
research from descriptive to analytic, new 
curricula and reorganisations of  the uni-
versity structure and management. This 
development coincided with an explosive 
growth of  students and subsequent need 
for space, resulting in the collections having 
been marginalised, banned to the remotest 
corners of  the building or altogether dis-
posed of.

Although some collections remain in 
use for research and teaching, most uni-
versity museums – once closely integrated 
within their disciplinary department as the 
guardians of  the material evidence of  aca-
demic research and teaching – find them-
selves today, by consequence, detached 
from their scholarly roots and in a process 
of  re-orientation, adjusting themselves to 
new demands and circumstances, exploring 
new opportunities.2

OUR WORLD IN TRANSITION

So what is a university museum? University 
museums belong to three worlds: the aca-
demic world, the museum world and society 
at large. Each of  these worlds is in transi-
tion, if  not in a state of  crisis. These devel-
opments have direct consequences on what 
is expected from the museum, each in its 
particular way, and as a response to local or 
national culture and political situation.3

Universities themselves are in transition 
and even in an identity crisis, as age-old aca-
demic traditions and values are under pres-
sure due to disappearance of  borders be-
tween disciplines, internationalisation and 

the integration of  ICT; drastic budget cuts 
and aggressive market-oriented internation-
al competition. Universities are experienc-
ing probably the most important education-
al reform since the gradual introduction of  
the Humboldtian idea (as it was later called, 
after Wilhelm von Humboldt, founder of  
the University of  Berlin) of  the research 
university at the end of  the nineteenth cen-
tury. Simultaneously, a drastic change in the 
composition of  the student population was 
taking place, with other demands and expec-
tations, and new concepts were introduced, 
such as the ideal of  life-long learning. Many 
universities find themselves in a process of  
re-orientation on their position in society.

Society itself  is also very much in tran-
sition, not least due to the effects of  inter-
nationalisation and related demographic 
developments, in particular the effects of  
globalisation on composition, behaviour 
and expectations of  the population. These 
developments, in combination with “Web 
2.0”, have an unmistakable impact on the 
traditional European culture and identity, 
which in turn triggers a variety of  reactions. 
This is not the place to go deeper in this 
subject, as it is sufficient to note that these 
developments differ tremendously from lo-
cation to location and require a tailor-made 
solution.

Finally, also museums are in transition. 
Although they maintain their three core 
tasks (care for the collections, scholarly re-
search and exhibitions), they are no longer 
the holistic places they used to be. An in-
creasing split can be seen between on the 
one hand collection maintenance and re-
search, and on the other hand the public. 
This finds its expression among other exam-
ples in the acceptance of  the Kunsthallen and 
Science Centres as full members of  the mu-
seum family – even though the latter make 
exhibitions without a single real object. The 
most remarkable change however, concerns 
the public itself. Whereas in the early days 
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of  the museum, the public belonged to the 
elite, the museums of  today cater for the 
largest and broadest possible representation 
of  the public, whilst many of  tomorrow’s 
visitors will belong to the global virtual au-
dience as they come through the internet. 

UNIVERSITY MUSEUM, WHERE TO 
FROM HERE?
As we have seen, most university muse-
ums have ceased to function as custodians 
of  the object as primary source of  knowl-
edge for the scholarly activities of  a select 
academic audience. This role is increasingly 
giving way for a new challenge: to perform 
as the university’s showcase for the public at 
large. This coincides with the move of  the 
museum from within the heart of  the aca-
demic community to a position, academi-
cally speaking, at the margin of  the univer-
sity, as its interface with society at large. 

Taking into account the transitions 
both universities and their local and regional 
communities are currently experiencing, the 
new role of  university museums opens the 
way to explore the opportunities of  acting 
as a two-way bridge between the academic 
world and its surrounding communities. As 
the university’s representative and door to 
the community to which the university be-
longs, the museum can play an active role in 
community development (including: public 
engagement with academic research, out-
reach, tourism, economic development, city 
development, etc). 

IVORY TOWER OR WELCOMING NEIGH-
BOUR, SLEEPING BEAUTY VERSUS 
IDENTITY MARKETING

University administrators tend to compare 
their museums with “normal” public and 
private museums and hence expect them to 

function accordingly. In fact, it is true that 
university museums in recent years “[…] 
consciously began emulating municipal and 
private museums, especially in terms of  im-
pressive building campaigns and emphasis 
on so-called blockbuster exhibitions”.4 This 
trend of  renouncing themselves and copy-
ing non-academic museums is a lost oppor-
tunity, both for the museum and for its par-
ent organisation as it ignores the potential 
advantages of  belonging to the university; 
and more in general towards the academic 
world with its traditions of  freedom of  ex-
pression, innovation, experiment, and not 
least its direct access to a huge and diverse 
reservoir of  resources, knowledge, skills, 
creativity and manpower. The university’s 
open mind for students, scholars and ide-
as from other parts of  the world may well 
contribute to a more liberal and experimen-
tal orientation. 

Universities were the first to estab-
lish a museum; not only in Europe – the 
Ashmolean Museum at Oxford Univer-
sity (1683) – but also in the United States 
– Dartmouth’s Natural History Museum, 
which dates back to 1772, prior to Ameri-
can independence. Also America’s first art 
museum originated in an academic institu-
tion, at the Pennsylvania Academy of  Fine 
Arts (1805), and opened to the public in 
1832. University museums have a long tra-
dition in innovation and experimentation, 
as they were understood by their parent or-
ganisations as a type of  laboratory where 
research and learning took place. Kelm’s 
study reveals that during the Interbellum, 
university museums in the United States 
generally were much more free, more ex-
perimental, and both inter- and multi-dis-
ciplinary in their development of  exhibi-
tions and programmes, compared to their 
non-academic counterparts. Many of  the 
“progressive ideas” advocated to public 
and private museums over the last twenty-
five years appeared in the exhibitions and 
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programmes of  university museums already 
decades earlier.5

The current period of  transition offers 
fresh opportunities for innovation and ex-
perimentation and for finding new, contem-
porary ways of  shaping the dual role of  uni-
versity museums in serving both town and 
gown. This, after all, is what might be ex-
pected, given the governing university prin-
ciple of  academic freedom. New, or per-
haps additional, compared to the traditional 
role of  the university museum, is the way it 
can contribute to “identity marketing”, to 
the branding of  its parent institution. The 
extent to which this way of  experimenting, 
interpreting and implementing the new role 
can be achieved, depends on the specific in-
gredients of  the university, its history and 
above all on its ambition to reach out and 
to participate in the life of  its surrounding 
community and to actively contribute to the 
society at large.

UNIVERSITY MUSEUMS AS A TWO-
WAY BRIDGE BETWEEN THE ACADEMIC 
WORLD AND ITS SURROUNDING COM-
MUNITIES

Assuming that the university has the ambi-
tion to actively use the museum as a two-
way bridge towards its local and regional 
communities, it has a number of  options. 
First of  all, universities can use the museum 
as a gateway to the university, as the place 
where the university presents itself  through 
exhibitions on research carried out within 
the various departments, or on topics relat-
ed to its heritage, both tangible and intangi-
ble. Universities can stimulate this approach 
and use the date of  their foundation, the 
fame of  their alumnae, the number of  
Nobel laureates, the quality of  their librar-
ies and collections or the splendour of  the 
premises, in other words, use their “institu-
tional heritage” for institutional promotion 

and recruitment.6 A good example of  how 
the fame of  a scientist can be used as a tool 
for identity marketing is the way in which 
Uppsala University and the Gustavianum 
Museum use Carolus Linnaeus for brand-
ing. Also Arppeanum at the University of  
Helsinki and Utrecht University Museum 
combine in their displays historical material 
from across the university’s disciplines with 
the results of  contemporary research. 

Universities can also deliberately act as 
a platform for public debate by using their 
staff  and museums to address controversial 
topics, in combination with a series of  pub-
lic lectures, also on topics that would oth-
erwise not easily be addressed outside the 
academic environment.

Thirdly, the museum can serve as the 
university’s gateway to the community, as 
its instrument to reach out and to address 
specific interest groups. Mayer describes a 
good example of  the role museums can play 
in public education and in facilitating con-
versation between multi-cultural citizens, by 
reporting how the Museum of  Anthropol-
ogy at the University of  British Columbia 
(Canada) interacted with the Muslim com-
munities on the development of  an exhibi-
tion and programme about Islam and Mus-
lim life.7

Involvement with tourism is another 
way in which universities and their muse-
ums can contribute to the economy and life 
of  their communities. Tartu University Mu-
seums, for instance, play an active role in 
developing culture, education and tourism 
in the city. Tartu University and its museums 
are housed in a series of  remarkable build-
ings, which in themselves represent impor-
tant tourist sights and which are regarded as 
Tartu’s symbols, notably the academy build-
ing and the observatory. The Autonomous 
National University of  Mexico took the ini-
tiative to link and integrate university muse-
ums to specialized tourist programmes and 
cultural tourism.
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The move, in 1996, of  Utrecht Univer-
sity Museum to its new premises around 
the Old Botanical Gardens in the heart of  
the medieval part of  the city of  Utrecht, 
triggered the development of  the Utrecht 
Museum Quarter, which in turn was a ma-
jor factor of  the improvement of  that part 
of  the city. This illustrates how a deliberate 
choice for the location of  a museum can 
contribute, fifthly, to city development. 

Utrecht University’s recent decision to 
install one central unit as its “cultural inter-
face”, reporting directly to the governing 
body of  the university, is heralding a new 
phase of  active and co-ordinated participa-
tion in the cultural life of  the community 
to which it belongs. The new unit will co-
ordinate all cultural activities, including 
those of  the University Museum, Sonnen-
borgh Observatory, the Botanical Gardens, 
Studium Generale (public lectures on topics 
of  general interest), facilities for music and 
dance and the universities main ceremonial 
building. This development is part of  the 
preparations for the celebration of  the ter-
centenary of  the Treaty of  Utrecht (2013) 
and a steppingstone in the ambition of  the 
city and province of  Utrecht to become 
Cultural Capital in 2018.
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