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This paper is part of a 'diptych' describing the 'life-cycle' of geological collections from Dutch univer­
sities against the background of developments in education and research. Whereas this paper focuses 
on the development of the collections, the rise and decline of their use in research and teaching and 
the process that finally led to combined, national effort to decide on the future of these collections, Leo 
Kriegsman's paper will discuss the process of making choices which collections will be kept for the 
future and how to deal with selection and de-accessioning. 
The worldwide shift from the field to the laboratory in both education and research, combined with 
massive reorganisations, led to many orphaned collections, totalling some two million objects. 
Sponsored by the government, the five oldest Dutch universities engaged in a collaborative action to 
tackle this problem with the aim to improve the overall quality and accessibility of the collections, as 
well as to intensify their present and future use through selection, de-accession, collection mobility, or 
even disposal. Some experiences, pitfalls and recommendations will be discussed. 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n 

Ever since the late Renaissance, natural history, i n c l u d i n g geological , palaeonto­

logical and mineralogical samples, can be f o u n d i n cabinets of curiosities a l l over 

Europe . U s u a l l y they are referred to as ' fossi l ia ' . M o s t universit ies however d i d not 
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o w n natural history collections of any significance u n t i l the late eighteenth century, 
apart f r o m their botanical gardens a n d anatomical cabinets. These 'naturalia' and 'fos­
silia' were kept i n cabinets of curiosity. M o s t of these early cabinets were the private 
property of the nobi l i ty and they were exclusively accessible to the owners a n d their 
carefully selected guests. D u r i n g the second half of the sixteenth century w e gradual ly 
see an intellectual elite establishing their o w n cabinets. Some of those 'naturalists ' , l ike 
Ul isse A l d r o v a n d i (1527-1605), become professors. A l d r o v a n d i donated his collections 
to the U n i v e r s i t y of Bo logna ; where today, his collections are beaut i fu l ly d i s p l a y e d 
i n the restored Pa lazzo Poggi , Bologna's magnificent univers i ty m u s e u m . O f a more 
private nature are the collections of materia medica of m a n y pharmacists a n d medica l 
doctors. Famous examples are those of the N e a p o l i t a n pharmacist Ferrante Imperato 
(1550-1631) or Berhardus Pa ludanus (1550-1633) i n E n k h u i z e n , The Nether lands. Both 
used their collections, w h i c h existed of ' fossil ia, natural ia & art i f ic ia l ia" , for their o w n 
studies a n d for the educat ion of their apprentices. 

L e i d e n U n i v e r s i t y was one of the earliest universit ies N o r t h of the A l p s to collect 
a n d keep spec imen for the educat ion of their students. In 1587 L e i d e n dec ided to 
f o l l o w the example of Pisa and P a d u a a n d develop its o w n Hor tus Medicus. Pa ludanus 
was i n v i t e d to come to L e i d e n to become the first Director of the G a r d e n a n d to take 

Fig. 1. Ground plan of the garden of Leiden University in the 17th century showing Ambulacrum and 
curiosities. 
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charge of its arrangement. The Curators asked h i m to b r i n g a long his collections 
for the p r o m o t i o n of scholarship a n d educat ion, as w e l l as the h o n o u r of the u n i v e r ­
sity . . . " ( M o l h u y s e n , 1913, p p . 124, 192) (Fig. 1). O n l y a few years later - i n 1593 -
L e i d e n U n i v e r s i t y bui l t its famous Theatrum A n a t o m i c u m , where preparations and 
skeletons of h u m a n and animal or ig in were kept; i n the winter of 1599 the Ambulacrum 
was bui l t against the southern w a l l of the Botanical G a r d e n . D u r i n g the summer 
months, a number of so-called ' fossi l ia ' was kept i n the Ambulacrum, whereas it served 
d u r i n g winter to keep plants f rom southern, mostly Mediterranean or ig in (Tjon Sie Fat, 
1992). These activities illustrate h o w m u c h importance was g i v e n to objects as source 
of information, and h o w m u c h collections contributed to the standing of the university. 
For a general overv iew of the history of univers i ty collections, see also B o y l a n (1999), 
L e w i s (1984) and Lourenço (2003). 

In The Nether lands , d u r i n g the seventeenth century, most natural his tory collec­
tions were the pr ivate proper ty of learned gentlemen, whose appointment as u n i ­
versi ty professor often depended o n the qual i ty of their collections. To some extent, 
these collections - often containing both minerals and fossils - survive u p to the present 
day i n the collections of universit ies. The close connection between minera logy and 
pharmacy is evident i n the materia medica and fossils were often i n c l u d e d i n the com­
parative anatomy collections. Today, probably the most important s u r v i v i n g early 
natural history collection i n The Netherlands is kept at the Geological and Minera logica l 
Cabinet of Teylers M u s e u m , Haar lem. In the years 1782-1826, its first keeper, M a r t i n u s 
v a n M a r u m (1750-1837), devoted m u c h time and money i n amassing a considerable 
collection fossilia, i n c l u d i n g crystal models b y Rome de Tlsle and the Abbé Haüy, as 
w e l l as the famous Homo diluvii testis, a fossil f o u n d and described b y Scheuchzer 
(1726) as the sinner that was r ight fu l ly d r o w n e d b y the b ib l ica l f lood. O n l y i n 1811 
Georges C u v i e r (1814) correctly identif ied it as an amphibian, later named Andrias 
scheuchzeri H o l l , 1831, a giant salamander. 

W h e n w e think about these early 'geological ' collections, it is good to keep i n m i n d , 
that according to The Shorter O x f o r d E n g l i s h D i c t i o n a r y the w o r d 'geology ' is first 
ment ioned i n 1735, whereas the first entry of 'geology' i n the Encyclopaedia Britannica 
h a d to wai t for its fourth edi t ion i n 1810. In 1815 W i l l i a m Smi th (1769-1835) publ i shed 
the first geological m a p that was ever made of country (A Delineation of The Strata of 
England and Wales with part of Scotland). H e was also the first to recognise that fossils 
were not just beaut i ful a n d curious stones, but that they c o u l d be used for the ident i f i ­
cation and relative dating of strata (= stratigraphy). H i s collection is n o w at The N a t u r a l 
H i s t o r y M u s e u m , L o n d o n . 

It is important to keep this i n m i n d w h e n w e look at our o l d , historical collections 
after a l l such collections are the material evidence of the b i r t h of geology as an inde­
pendent disc ipl ine . F ina l ly , a univers i ty degree i n geology was not possible u n t i l the 
second part of the nineteenth century. 

The emergence of geologica l u n i v e r s i t y col lect ions i n The N e t h e r l a n d s 

The first f o r m a l reference to geological collections for educat ional purposes i n 
The Nether lands is to be f o u n d i n the post -Napoleonic l a w o n higher educat ion 
("Organiek Beslui t " 2 augustus 1815). This l a w prescribes that each univers i ty s h o u l d 
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have - apart f r o m a l ibrary - seven 'cabinets' o n subjects l ike anatomy, comparative 
anatomy, zoology, botany, geology, physics and astronomy. The establishment of a 
'geological cabinet' heralds systematic collecting of palaeontological , mineralogical 
and geological samples, and of casts and crystal lographic models for educat ional p u r ­
poses. M a n y , if not most, of the objects i n these collections were i n some w a y or 
another related to research. H o w e v e r , research as such was not formal ised u n t i l the 
1876 L a w o n H i g h e r Educat ion ("Wet tot Regeling v a n het Hooger Onderwi j s " , 28 a p r i l 
1876), w h e n it was recognised as one of the t w o academic core-tasks. 

A s a result of this l a w , chairs i n geology were established at the universit ies of 
G r o n i n g e n (1877), L e i d e n (1878) and Utrecht (1879); m i n i n g engineering was taught 
f r o m 1864 at the Technical H i g h s c h o o l i n Delft . D u r i n g the first decades, the number 
of students was smal l , but there were funds for the format ion of collections. The geo­
logical collections of the N a t i o n a l M u s e u m of N a t u r a l H i s t o r y were entrusted to the 
Professor of Geology at Le iden , D r K a r l M a r t i n , thus the ' R i j k s m u s e u m v a n Geologie 
en M i n e r a l o g i e ' was created (see W i n k l e r Pr ins , this volume) . G r a d u a l l y t w o types of 
collections emerged: 

Systematic collections for educat ion i n specific subjects (mineralogy, petrology, 
geology, palaeontology, stratigraphy). Photographs and architectural d r a w i n g s s h o w 
that these collections were kept i n the m u s e u m a n d were organised i n cabinets 
according to the method used at the time. The Systematic Palaeontological M u s e u m i n 
Utrecht, for example, was kept i n drawers, w h i c h were organised i n taxonomic order. 
Objects were often purchased f r o m r e n o w n e d houses l ike K r a n z and Stürtz, w h i c h 
f lour ished i n the second half of the nineteenth century, or they were obtained d u r i n g 
f ie ld trips or through exchange. 

Regional collections for research. M a t e r i a l was usual ly collected i n the f ie ld d u r i n g 
f ield trips to classical locations or as a result of participation i n exploratory expeditions. 

A r o u n d 1900, some major scientific expedit ions to the colonies were organised, 
a i m i n g at s u r v e y i n g the natura l treasures (flora, fauna, geography, geology a n d 
minerals) of the hitherto u n k n o w n interior of these territories. In Indonesia, the 
"Dienst v a n het M i j n w e z e n " (Geological Survey) was often charged w i t h the organi­
sation and logistics i n the f ie ld . Of ten a duplicate collection was made to be kept over­
seas i n the colony of or ig in . O n their return to Europe , the collections c o u l d be split u p 
for further research en distr ibuted over the universit ies for further research a long the 
lines of their specialisation. I l lustrating the international character of research, collec­
tions c o u l d also be sent to colleagues f r o m abroad. 

G r a d u a l l y the number of students increased as a result of the g r o w i n g d e m a n d for 
geologists and m i n i n g engineers. These students w o u l d participate i n the expedit ions 
ment ioned above and subsequently contribute to the s tudy of the material as part of 
their master's or P h . D . degrees. In this w a y , each student w o u l d make his ' o w n ' 
(student) collection as a result of f ie ld training, w h i c h w o u l d be a d d e d to the collec­
tions of the faculty, w h e n the student left the univers i ty . The g r o w i n g d e m a n d for 
geologists and m i n i n g engineers was reflected i n the increasing number of professors 
and staff and, i n 1929, i n the establishment at the U n i v e r s i t y of A m s t e r d a m of the 
fourth fu l ly e q u i p p e d geological institute. 

Professors cont inued to organise expedit ions and extended f ie ld campaigns to 
areas of their specific scholarly interest. The character of these expeditions, however , 
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changed as a result of a more active part ic ipat ion of students. This, combined w i t h the 
increasing involvement of students i n the research programme of the department, led 
to numerous collection­based publicat ions and P h . D . theses. O v e r the years, the n u m ­

ber of collections grew considerably. 

T h e r o a r i n g sixties 

This practice continued more or less unaltered unt i l the 1960s. B y then, The Nether­

lands h a d four fu l ly e q u i p p e d geological institutes (Amsterdam, G r o n i n g e n , L e i d e n , 
Utrecht) for not more than some 50 first­year students, a n d one school for m i n i n g 
engineering (Delft) w i t h some 15 n e w students each year. 

In 1965 this already luxurious situation became untenable w h e n the Free Univers i ty 
of A m s t e r d a m c la imed ­ and got ­ the right to establish its o w n geological institute. 
The four older universit ies felt that they c o u l d not stay b e h i n d and c la imed more 
funds for m o d e r n equipment and extra chairs. This more or less coincided w i t h a 
number of rather independent developments that h a d an enormous impact o n the 
universit ies as a whole : 
i an explosive g r o w t h of students and, consequently, of staff and hous ing ; 
i i budget cuts for higher education; 
i i i démocratisation a n d management reform; 
i v reorientation o n research and education; 
ν n e w expensive a n d v o l u m i n o u s laboratory equipment. 

In the Earth sciences this led to the in t roduct ion of n e w f ields l ike geophysics and 
geochemistry, and a m a r k e d shift i n research and educat ion f r o m the f ie ld to the labo­

ratory, f r o m macro to micro , f r o m descr ipt ion to experiment. In the w a k e of this 
process it became fashionable to p l a y d o w n the status a n d importance of collections. 
It became fashionable to say: " w e have b y n o w sufficiently m a p p e d the w o r l d and 
descr ipt ive sciences are f r o m n o w o n out of date." M o r e o v e r , d r i v e n b y a d i p i n 
economic growth , these developments brought the Government to initiate the process 
"Hers t ruc turer ing A a r d w e t e n s c h a p p e n " (= Reorganisat ion Earth Sciences). This was 
the first init iat ive for a reorganisation o n the national level of an entire discipl ine . A s a 
student i n geology at the U n i v e r s i t y of A m s t e r d a m , I witnessed this process and, i n 
fact, actively partic ipated i n it. 

In this paper, I w i l l discuss the consequences these developments h a d for the col­

lections. In short, these were disastrous, as there was no general p l a n for the collec­

tions and they were h a r d l y mentioned d u r i n g the entire process, if at al l . In other 
w o r d s , the fate of the collections was entirely left to the personal engagement of a 
h a n d f u l of dedicated i n d i v i d u a l s . The entire process lasted f r o m 1967 to 1979 and 
resulted i n the f o l l o w i n g situation: 

A m s t e r d a m : the faculty of the U n i v e r s i t y of A m s t e r d a m was forced to merge w i t h 
the n e w faculty at the Free Univers i ty , w h i c h o n l y accepted a margina l part of the 
collections. The remainder (wel l over 1,000,000 objects) was stored i n a basement 
of w h i c h about half was given o n loan to the Geological M u s e u m of the A m s t e r d a m 
Z o o (Artis) . 
G r o n i n g e n : the faculty was closed d o w n and gradual ly , the univers i ty disposed 
off most collections; some of them were transferred to what is n o w Natura l i s . 
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Thanks to the efforts of an emeritus Professor, a core-collection of about 30,000 
objects was kept, i n c l u d i n g historical objects collected d u r i n g the eighteenth cen­
tury b y the comparative anatomist Professor Petrus C a m p e r (1722-1789). 
Le iden : the faculty was closed d o w n and staff split u p , some m o v i n g to Utrecht 
(together w i t h their collections), w h i l e others were transferred to the N a t i o n a l 
M u s e u m of N a t u r a l His tory (now Natural is) , also i n Le iden . M o s t collections were 
saved due to the long-standing and close l i n k between the faculty and the m u s e u m . 
Utrecht: a n e w b u i l d i n g o n campus was necessary to house the n e w faculty, w h i c h 
grew considerably due to the merger w i t h part of the former L e i d e n staff. F r o m 
the beginning, however, the b u i l d i n g was too smal l and as a result m a n y collections 
h a d to be left b e h i n d i n the former b u i l d i n g . (The in i t ia l p l a n was that they w o u l d 
become the nucleus for a regional natural history m u s e u m , together w i t h the 
orphaned collections of the Department of Z o o l o g y . This never materialised.) 
M o r e then a decade later, part of the collections was h a n d e d over to the Utrecht 
U n i v e r s i t y M u s e u m , whereas the remainder was offered to local museums or dis­
posed of after Natura l i s h a d made a selection. 
Delft : s u r v i v e d this r o u n d of reorganisations u n h a r m e d . 

Af ter the dust of the reorganisation h a d more or less settled, w e l l over t w o m i l l i o n 
geological samples were left as orphans, some st i l l i n the o d d corners of their institute, 
others i n abandoned laboratories or temporary storages. A l t h o u g h the reasons w h y 
such collections became 'o rphaned ' vary , the results are a lways the same; gradual ly 
the interest, attention and care d i m i n i s h e d , the collections were m o v e d to the cellar or 
a remote corner of the attic, or were just left beh ind . Sometimes, a collection was split 
into different parts a n d the documenta t ion became separated f r o m the col lect ion. 
A p a r t f r o m 'psychologica l ' (who wants to continue the w o r k of his predecessor?) and 
pol i t ica l reasons (the abol i t ion of the subject due to reorganisation and budget cuts), 
the most important factor was probably the change i n research methodologies and 
techniques; a shift f r o m the f ie ld to the laboratory, f r o m descr ipt ion to experiment. 
This shift was also echoed i n a decrease i n the use of teaching collections. 

A quarter century of despair 

M o s t staff members were h a p p y to s u r v i v e this u p h e a v a l a n d to get back to 
w o r k . They h a d lost interest i n the collections a n d s t ruggled to s u r v i v e , as there 
were more changes a n d reorganisations to come. Nevertheless , there were a few i n i ­
tiatives, l ike the above-ment ioned establishment of a geological m u s e u m at the 
A m s t e r d a m Z o o and the fai led attempt i n Utrecht to transform the former Geologica l 
Institute into a regional natural history museum. A l t h o u g h the latter never material ised, 
it d i d cause pressure o n the B o a r d of the U n i v e r s i t y T o d a y , a selection of b o t h col ­
lections is h o u s e d at the Utrecht U n i v e r s i t y M u s e u m , w h i l e parts have been trans­
ferred to N a t u r a l i s . 

In 1984, the keepers of collections of most D u t c h universit ies joined forces and 
established L O C U C . Their first and most effective action was to compile the first com­
prehensive inventory of existing univers i ty collections ( L O C U C , 1985). The M i n i s t r y 
of C u l t u r e sponsored the init iat ive a n d p u b l i s h e d the report. A total of 224 collections 
were ident i f ied, ranging f r o m huge ones of w e l l over a m i l l i o n objects to smal l ones 
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consisting of just a h a n d f u l of items. Those i n charge were asked to assess the future 
of their collections. Eighteen were reported as 'threatened', a m o n g them the geologi­
cal collections f rom the five o l d universities. Embarrassed by the outcome of this report, 
the M i n i s t r y of C u l t u r e asked the State A d v i s o r y Commit tee o n M u s e u m s to look into 
the matter and to come f o r w a r d w i t h suggestions. Their report (Ri jkscommissie voor 
de M u s e a , 1986) conf i rmed the si tuation and made recommendations for the future of 
each of the collections. 

The result of these activities was that both Government and universit ies felt 
uncomfortable w i t h the situation. A l t h o u g h massive loss of the collections was pre­
vented, there was st i l l no real solut ion. It is interesting to further explore the reasons 
w h y these efforts h a d little effect. A p a r t f rom familiar arguments such as ' l o w pr ior i ty ' 
a n d ' lack of money ' , t w o things real ly seemed to matter. First of a l l , a l though the 
M i n i s t e r of Educat ion and Science was responsible for the universit ies and hence for 
their collections, the M i n i s t e r of C u l t u r e c la imed the overal l responsibi l i ty for cul tural 
heritage. H o w e v e r , the latter refused to pay for collections that belonged to the other 
minis try . In turn, the M i n i s t e r of Educat ion and Science argued that he c o u l d not do 
anything either, because the responsibi l i ty h a d been c la imed b y the M i n i s t r y of C u l ­
ture. A more practical reason was that the geological collections were just too b i g and 
contained too m a n y objects, w h i c h made it impossible to f i n d one single so lut ion for 
a l l collections and objects. 

A change i n c l imate 

F u n d i n g of D u t c h universit ies is based o n output i n research and teaching. This 
system does not take into account the responsibi l i ty of the classical universit ies to 
mainta in their museums and collections, o l d libraries, botanical gardens, and m o n u ­
mental bu i ld ings , i n other w o r d s , their academic and scientific heritage. Furthermore, 
the so-called classical universit ies are also responsible for a range of smal l (and there­
fore costly) disciplines, l ike Icelandic language, history of science and ethnomusicology; 
i n other w o r d s , subjects w i t h just a h a n d f u l of students per year, whereas w e a l l agree 
that there s h o u l d be at least one place to s tudy them. A s a result, these universit ies 
f i n d it increasingly di f f icul t to cope w i t h pressures to invest i n m o d e r n equipment i n 
order to keep u p the compet i t ion w i t h more recently established universit ies, w h i c h 
are not faced w i t h such tradit ional responsibil it ies. 

The cul tural responsibilit ies of universit ies are expl ic i t ly ment ioned i n the ' M a g n a 
Char ta ' of Universi t ies . [The ' M a g n a Char ta ' was s igned b y more then 250 rectors of 
European universit ies i n Bologna i n 1988 (see h t t p : / / w w w . u n i g e . c h / c r e / a c t i v i t i e s / 
Magna%20Charta/magna_charta.html) . ] These include the care for academic heritage, 
both tangible and intangible. 

A t the international level , four initiatives focusing o n academic heritage have 
recently been taken: 
1. In 1998, the C o u n c i l of Europe accepted a Recommendat ion (1998, N o . 1375, 

D o c u m e n t 8111) focuss ing o n the vulnerable p o s i t i o n of scientific collections. 
The C o u n c i l distinguishes " inc identa l " collections. "These are collections ... o w n e d 
by persons or bodies (like universities) whose m a i n or major activities are i n areas 
other than collecting or caring for collections." Since incidental collections "... are 

http://www.unige.ch/cre/activities/
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often subject to pressures, w h i c h the o w n e r is not able to stand against. . ." it is 
recommended to ask member countries: 
- " to implement comprehensive legislat ion designed to encourage the non-disper­

sal of selected incidental collections; 
- to establish a general scheme to give assistance ... to owners of collections ... 

w h e n there is a demonstrated need for this ." 
2. In 1999, the C o u n c i l of Europe initiated the project 'Heritage of European U n i v e r s i ­

ties', a iming at creating a route of historical universities i n Europe (Sanz et al, 2002); 
3. In 2000,12 of the oldest and most r e n o w n e d European universit ies established the 

network ' A c a d e m i c Heritage and European Univers i t ies ' - n o w k n o w n as ' U n i -
verseum' (see Brmer & Wegener, 2001) - and signed the 'Declarat ion of H a l l e ' (see 
A p p e n d i x : Declarat ion of H a l l e , 2000) 

4. In 2001, the International C o u n c i l of M u s e u m s ( I C O M ) established an International 
Committee o n university museums and collections, U M A C (see: http: / / w w w . i c o m . 
org /umac) . 
In The Netherlands, the Ministr ies of Educat ion and Science and that of Cul ture 

were merged i n 1995, thereby theoretically plac ing the responsibility for academic her­
itage at the national level i n one hand. The classical universities seized the opportunity 
and drafted a rescue p l a n (de Clercq et al, 1995) i n w h i c h they claimed funds for their 
endangered collections. In reply, the M i n i s t r y ordered a detailed inventory of academic 
heritage under the care of D u t c h universities and related scientific institutions (Rijks-
dienst Beeidende Kunst , 1986). This survey confirmed that the five o l d universities 
(together w i t h the national museums i n Leiden) keep the large majority of D u t c h acade­
mic heritage. M a n y of these collections stil l serve as active resources for teaching and 
research. It is l ikely that at least part of it w i l l continue to do so. Furthermore, these col­
lections act as unique and irreplaceable historical, cultural and scientific records, and 
contain material of national and international importance. W e may call this our 'scientif­
ic heritage.' In many cases, this material is kept under poor conditions and conservation 
is urgent. The survey made two addit ional points: 

N o t a l l collections are w o r t h keeping. 
The intrinsic significance of a collection is not determined b y the fact whether, or 
not it is being used w i t h i n the Faculty; i n other w o r d s , 'o rphaned collections' can 
be of great scientific importance! 
These observations, i n c o m b i n a t i o n w i t h the a c c u m u l a t i o n of problems a r o u n d 

collections, po l i t i ca l pressure, g r o w i n g awareness of the u n i q u e a n d often irreplace­
able resources they contain, a n d of the cu l tura l role a n d responsib i l i ty of u n i v e r s i ­
ties t o w a r d s their heritage, l e d to the c o n v i c t i o n that act ion h a d become inevitable . 
This subsequently l e d to the establishment b y the f ive o l d univers i t ies of the 'St ich-
t ing A c a d e m i s c h E r f g o e d ' (Foundat ion for A c a d e m i c Heri tage ; c / o B u r e a u C o m m u -
nicatie, Univers i te i t v a n A m s t e r d a m , Postbus 19268, 1000 G G A m s t e r d a m ) . In 1996, 
the M i n i s t r y of E d u c a t i o n , C u l t u r e a n d Science dec ided to sponsor this in i t ia t ive 
w i t h a once-off budget of 6 m i l l i o n Euros for the years 1997-2000, p r o v i d e d that the 
univers i t ies w o u l d contribute an a d d i t i o n a l 9 m i l l i o n . This budget was meant for the 
i m p r o v e m e n t of the most impor tant or endangered u n i v e r s i t y collections i n The 
Nether lands . The M o n d r i a a n F o u n d a t i o n , A m s t e r d a m , adminis tered the grant. O n e 
m i l l i o n euros were al lotted to each of the f ive par t i c ipat ing universi t ies , w h i l s t the 

http://www.icom
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r e m a i n i n g one m i l l i o n w a s d i v i d e d a m o n g the three nat ional projects, the o r p h a n e d 
geological collections, the m e d i c a l collections a n d the botanical gardens. In each 
case a l l relevant u n i v e r s i t y collections i n The Nether lands were i n v o l v e d i n the 
project 

Univers i ty museums, i n particular those w i t h natural history collections are increas­
i n g l y under pressure to scale d o w n the size of their collections, or even to dispose of 
them entirely ( A A M Posi t ion Statement, 2003). This pressure is tr iggered f r o m both 
inside and outside, and the result of the h i g h cost of maintenance, the decrease i n the 
use of teaching and research collections and the g r o w i n g convic t ion that reduct ion of 
collections is possible w i t h o u t irreparable loss of informat ion. Keepers of such collec­
tions f i n d themselves caught i n the d i l e m m a , w a n t i n g to preserve and s tudy as m u c h 
as possible of the collections they and their predecessors have amassed over the years, 
but be ing unable to save it a l l . P e r f o r m i n g reduct ion impl ies selection and subsequent 
disposal , i n other w o r d s the r isk that valuable material w i l l get lost. This part icular 
d i l e m m a is w e l l described b y T h o m s o n (2002). 

M e t h o d s & Procedures 

T w o of the nat ional projects - the geological a n d the m e d i c a l collections -
focussed o n the i m p r o v e m e n t of the collections b y ra i s ing the prof i le t h r o u g h reduc­
t ion a n d col lect ion m o b i l i t y . A l l i n v o l v e d were t h o r o u g h l y aware of the fact that the 
sheer n u m b e r of objects was such that it was imposs ib le to take care of a l l of t h e m i n 
a proper w a y . The collections conta in a large n u m b e r of dupl icates , for example i n 
the m a s s - p r o d u c e d m e d i c a l instruments of the nineteenth a n d twent ieth century. In 
a d d i t i o n , there were collections of l ittle or no use for o n g o i n g research a n d teaching 
i n the faculties, i n par t icular the geological student collections a n d the ' o r p h a n e d 
collect ions' that were left b e h i n d after d i scont inui ty of specific f ields of research 
(e.g., vertebrate palaeontology) , the ceasing of the use of specimens i n teaching (e.g., 
anatomy, pathology) , or even the c los ing d o w n of entire faculties (dentistry, geolo­
gy). In other w o r d s , de-accessioning, col lect ion m o b i l i t y a n d even d i s p o s a l have 
become inevitable instruments i n the management of scientific collections. 

Therefore, the a i m of the project was t w o f o l d : 
to improve the overal l quality of the collections through specialisation, the develop­
ment of 'col lect ion profi les ' , selection and disposal (a possible reduct ion of 35-50 % 
was estimated); and 
to enhance the use of the collections or to give them a 'second l ife ' b y phys ica l ly 
h a n d i n g over the collection to a n e w user ( 'collection m o b i l i t y ' a n d the use of IT). 
M o r e or less the same procedures were f o l l o w e d for each of the t w o nat ional 

projects. 
1. A w o r k i n g group composed of the keepers of collections was set u p , w i t h an inde­

pendent chair, that understood both the subject a n d the role of collections. For the 
geology project, the project coordinator d i d most of the w o r k a n d was i n charge of 
communicat ion , development, etc; 

2. In order to be able to cope w i t h the enormous number of objects, it was dec ided to 
w o r k o n a higher level of abstraction and the concept 'sub-collect ion' was intro­
duced; 
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3. A n inventory of the sub-collections, i n c l u d i n g general informat ion, type, or ig in , a 
va luat ion of qual i ty , and suggestions for possible future use and action, was 
entered into a database; 

4. L e g a l status was carefully checked. Sub-collections o n loan, but no longer used, 
were returned; 

5. A 'protocol of de-accessioning' was developed, o u t l i n i n g the condit ions under 
w h i c h collections should be offered to new owners and h o w to decide i n case more 
than one candidate w o u l d be interested. Institutions that intended to keep the col­
lection together and use it for future research were g i v e n a higher pr ior i ty than 
those that only looked for exhibi t ion material for local museums, even if this 
meant that the collection w o u l d go abroad; 

6. Second opinions b y consult ing specialists f r o m the nat ional museums, the M o n -
dr iaan Foundat ion , the Nether lands Institute for C u l t u r a l Heritage, a m o n g others 
were sought; 

7. The Boards of universit ies were asked to approve these lines and procedures and 
to act accordingly. 

D e c i d i n g o n the future of the geologica l col lect ions 

A special feature of the geological project was that the collections of the former Geo­
logical Institute of the Univers i ty of A m s t e r d a m h a d been left orphaned for many years. 
Earlier efforts to h a n d over the entire collections to a n e w owner h a d failed. These 
efforts that a imed at keeping al l collections together i n order to maintain the internal 
logic h a d failed because potential n e w owners could not afford taking all collections and 
were only interested i n smaller parts. W e had to be realistic and therefore went for the 
'second best' solution, w h i c h meant splitt ing u p the collections i n 'sub-collection' and 
offering those to potential new owners. W e decided to use the concept of 'sub-collec­
t ion ' i n a very pragmatic way . In our v i e w a sub-collection can be any group (between 
10 and several 1000s) of objects w i t h an internal logic, w h i c h is readily understood b y 
the professional f ield. In the case of geology, sub-collections are usual ly identif ied by the 
name of the collector, the year, a geographical site or a subject, generally a combination, 
for example 'Subbetic Zone, Sierra de M a r i a (Spain), de Clercq, student-collection, 1968'. 

Because of the complexi ty of the matter and the size a n d novel ty of the project, 
t w o phases were envisaged: 

inventory, search for n e w owners and dec is ion-making 
execution. 
The first th ing that h a d to be done was to d r a w u p an inventory of the sub-collec­

tions. Together, the universit ies of A m s t e r d a m , Delft , G r o n i n g e n , and Utrecht kept 
w e l l over t w o m i l l i o n geological samples. W o r k i n g a long these lines, these c o u l d be 
grouped into 842 sub-collections. The majority of the 'threatened collections' belonged 
to the U n i v e r s i t y of A m s t e r d a m , where the faculty h a d been closed 25 years ago. 
A b o u t half of that collection was o n permanent loan to the A m s t e r d a m Z o o , A r t i s for 
its Geologica l M u s e u m . 

These data were entered i n a database together w i t h useful general informat ion , 
l ike or ig in , owner , legal status, type, condi t ion a n d a va luat ion of the scientific qual i ty 
and suggestions for possible future use and action. The assessment of the qual i ty of 
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the collections was g i v e n i n four categories (Α­D), earlier developed b y the M i n i s t r y of 
C u l t u r e ( K r i k k e n , 1997). 

W e c o u l d dis t inguish three categories of sub­collections of r o u g h l y the same size: 
1. Those, w h i c h remained i n use b y the faculty for educat ion a n d research. 
2. Those, w h i c h no longer p l a y e d a role i n present­day educat ion or research, but 

were considered of h i g h scientific a n d / o r cul tura l importance a n d s h o u l d there­

fore be kept as 'academic geological heritage' (the ' o rphaned collections'). 
3. Those, w h i c h were considered to be of insufficient, or no relevance. 

Before offering the collections to potential n e w owners, w e developed a 'protocol 
of de­accessioning', o u t l i n i n g the condit ions under w h i c h collections c o u l d be offered 
to new owners and h o w to decide i n case more than one candidate w o u l d be interested. 
W e also carefully checked the legal status. M a t e r i a l o n loan, but no longer used, was 
returned. Prior i ty was given to institutions that intended to keep the collection together 
a n d use it for future research, even if this meant that the collection w o u l d go abroad. 
M a t e r i a l collected i n a specific country w o u l d first be offered to the geological survey 
of that country. Basically, the collections were offered for free ( inc luding al l relevant 
information) ; only transportation etc. h a d to be p a i d b y n e w owner . 

Subsequently, the database w i t h the sub­collections ment ioned under 2) and 3) 
was put o n the website of the Technical M u s e u m of the U n i v e r s i t y Delft , a n d then 
offered to a broad range of institutions, i n c l u d i n g the major universit ies a n d natural 
history museums, both i n The Nether lands and abroad and to al l the geological sur­

veys or equivalent institutions i n countries of or ig in . These institutions were selected 
according to the o r i g i n a n d composi t ion of the material , a n d the characteristics of the 
(potentially) receiving institute. F o r m a l letters were sent to the directors of each of 
these institutions, i n v i t i n g them to express their interest, whereas personal contacts 
were used to give this process the widest possible publ ic i ty . 

A l t h o u g h some reactions f r o m abroad were received, the f ina l result was not 
impressive. Nevertheless, it was encouraging that the geological surveys of Indonesia, 
France a n d Spain expressed interest for material collected d u r i n g f ie ld campaigns i n 
their respective countries. In fact o n the 28th of A p r i l 2003 the formal transfer took 
place of collections f r o m the U n i v e r s i t y of A m s t e r d a m to the Geological Survey i n 
Indonesia. H o w e v e r r e w a r d i n g it is that some collections w i l l indeed get a second life 
i n its country of or ig in , w e must face the fact that o n l y a smal l number of collections 
w i l l i n the end gain a second life i n this w a y . 

This left the question of what to do w i t h the remainder, m a i n l y at the U n i v e r s i t y 
of A m s t e r d a m . The easiest part were of course the collections, w h i c h remained i n use 
b y the faculty (category 1), and the collections judged of little importance (category 3), 
notably those w i t h poor or no documentat ion a n d the so­called the 'student collec­

tions' . It was decided that these c o u l d be disposed of after a rather superficial selec­

t ion of objects that c o u l d be used for exhibit ions or for educational purposes, for 
example i n schools, etc., was carried out. 

A c a d e m i c geologica l heritage 

The orphaned collections belonging to the 'academic geological heritage' (category 
2) were serious matter of concern. These collections are judged of national a n d even 
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international qual i ty because they h a d been extensively s tudied and the results were 
publ i shed , often i n internationally r e n o w n e d journals. M a n y of these collections can 
be regarded as reference collections i n their o w n right a n d quite a few contain type 
specimens; they e m b o d y our scientific heritage. A l t h o u g h decline i n interest i n the 
collections is no measure for their potential value, the question remained whether 
such collections s h o u l d be kept and, if so, b y w h o m . A frequently voiced, but rather 
superf ic ial and unsatisfactory answer to this question is, " a collection is on ly w o r t h 
keeping if someone is w i l l i n g to pay for i t . " H o w e v e r , w e must acknowledge that as 
museum-professionals w e have not p r o d u c e d a more satisfactory answer so far, nor 
the necessary tools to tackle this archival funct ion, and, therefore, w e lack the neces­
sary support and funds. In practice, the answer to that question is largely dictated b y 
the question w h o w i l l pay. In this respect, univers i ty collections a l l over the w o r l d suf­
fer f r o m the fact that they are funded o n the basis of output of research and teaching, 
meaning that there is no regular f u n d i n g for the scientific heritage. L i k e m a n y other 
countries, The Nether lands also lacks a general pol icy regarding scientific heritage. 
W h a t happens is largely left to the init iat ive of the ' f i e l d ' . It is therefore fortunate that 
our N a t i o n a l M u s e u m of N a t u r a l H i s t o r y , Natura l i s agreed to participate intensively 
i n discussions leading to the f inal outcome. General ly speaking, efforts were made to 
strengthen already exist ing collection-profiles both i n the geological collections of the 
universit ies i n v o l v e d as w e l l as other nat ional history collections. D u r i n g the course of 
the process, second opinions were sought a m o n g others f r o m consult ing specialists 
f r o m universit ies a n d national museums, the M o n d r i a a n Foundat ion , the Nether lands 
Institute for C u l t u r a l Heritage ( ICN) and the Inspectorate of C u l t u r a l Heri tage of the 
M i n i s t r y of Educat ion , C u l t u r e and Science. F ina l ly , the a p p r o v a l was sought - a n d 
f o u n d - f r o m the Boards of universit ies to act accordingly and to start w i t h the second 
phase, the execution. 

In this process, the N a t i o n a l M u s e u m of N a t u r a l H i s t o r y Natura l i s p l a y e d a very 
important role i n dec id ing to store a l l remain ing orphaned collections of nat ional 
importance for w h i c h w e d i d not f i n d a n e w owner (a iming at a future ' N a t i o n a l Geo­
logical A r c h i v e ' ) . Selection criteria were set u p i n close col laboration w i t h the staff of 
Natura l i s . Some collections w i l l be kept i n their entirety g iven their provenance, w h i l e 
r e m o v i n g b u l k y objects and concentrating o n thin-sections w i l l reduce other collec­
tions. In other cases keeping only a representative selection was deemed satisfactory 
(see K r i e g s m a n , this issue). 

This exercise, w h i c h led to an overal l reduct ion i n v o l u m e of a r o u n d 30-35 %, is 
evident ly both expensive and t ime-consuming a n d can o n l y be carried out b y w e l l -
trained geologists. The job was cleared w i t h i n the f ixed budget b y 31st December 
2002. F o r m a l h a n d i n g over of the collections to their n e w owners a n d users was 
scheduled for 28th A p r i l 2003. Natura l i s w i l l take care of registration a n d access to the 
collections according to its o w n standards. M o s t material w i l l be described at the level 
of sub-collection or coherent unit , a n d only type material w i l l be described at the 
object level . The results w i l l be p u b l i s h e d i n order to i n f o r m the international geologi­
cal c o m m u n i t y o n the whereabouts of these collections. 
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Experience , p i t f a l l s a n d recommendat ions 

T h i n k i n g about selection and de-accessioning is a neglected aspect of the m u s e u m 
profession. Disposa l (= the permanent removal of an object f r o m a museum's perma­
nent collection, i n v o l v i n g the intentional terminat ion of ownership ; de-accessioning is 
the process that leads to the decision) is generally considered 'not done' i n any w e l l -
managed ' n o r m a l ' m u s e u m , where collection policies a i m at a d d i n g objects felt to be 
miss ing . This is, and s h o u l d be, fundamental ly different i n m a n y univers i ty museums 
a n d collections, w h i c h gather objects p r i m a r i l y as ' tools ' for l earn ing a n d research 
(de C l e r c q & Lourenço, 2003). H o w e v e r , this does not legitimate the disposal of a l l 
collections after they cease to be used. O n the contrary, m a n y objects derive their s ig­
nificance f r o m the fact that they have been s tudied and the results publ i shed , whereas 
others have become useless (e.g., demagnetised palaeomagnetic samples). In other 
w o r d s , t h i n k i n g about selection and disposal ought to be a natural part of the profes­
sional practice i n univers i ty museums and collections. In fact, curators are cont inu­
ously faced w i t h the question as to w h i c h objects or collections s h o u l d be kept for 
future use, because scientists' inquisit iveness is d r i v e n to n e w ' h u n t i n g grounds ' once 
their questions have been solved. Ideally, selection and subsequent de-accessioning 
s h o u l d be the f inal stage of each research programme, a n d what is kept is to be 
regarded as scientific heritage. This impl ies an archival funct ion, but this funct ion has 
not yet been thoroughly def ined. W e can learn tremendously f r o m the experience of 
professional archivists i n this respect. A r c h i v e s are meant to be kept a n d used. W e 
must therefore also think clearly about the potential use of the collections that w e want 
to keep. In the case of type collections (and, to a lesser extent, reference collections), 
this is evident because of international conventions o n the matter. But what about the 
potential use for n e w fields yet unexplored? These can be p u r e l y scientific (e.g., the 
discovery of a n e w species), commercia l (e.g., ore reserves), but also h i g h l y practical . 
For example, samples f r o m abandoned C o r n i s h coal mines were used for compar ison 
i n a s tudy of present day contaminat ion of groundwater . F ina l ly , collections also have 
a historical d imension and they can tell us about the history of research a n d teaching. 
Potential users of our collections are therefore scholars, students, historians of science 
and industry . Ideally, these considerations have to be taken into account w h i l s t per­
f o r m i n g an exercise such as that of the 'St ichting A c a d e m i s c h Erfgoed ' . This s h o u l d 
not only be true for the part ic ipat ing universit ies, but also for potential n e w owners . 

General ly speaking, a l l i n v o l v e d agreed that this major operat ion w o r k e d out w e l l 
and can perhaps serve as an example. It is satisfactory that n e w owners are w i l l i n g to 
take care of such a significant n u m b e r of orphaned collections, p a y for their mainte­
nance and are eager to use them, i n other w o r d s , to give them a second life. 

H o w e v e r , there are pitfalls . The most important relates to the consequences of the 
d i v i s i o n into sub-collections. For 20 years, w e h a d fai led to f i n d a so lut ion for collec­
tions as a w h o l e and it is obvious ly impossible to take one unique decis ion o n some 
t w o m i l l i o n i n d i v i d u a l objects. Therefore, reduc ing the total to 842 sub-collections was 
an essential step i n tackl ing and so lv ing the prob lem. H o w e v e r , it turned out that w e 
d i d not a lways pay sufficient attention to the collection as a w h o l e , to its context or to 
the a d d e d value of the s u m of collections. For example, due to reorganisations at one 
univers i ty , a smal l specialist group was closed d o w n and its vertebrate palaeontology 
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collections orphaned. The evolut ion of i s land faunas was one of their specialisations 
(for w h i c h the group was k n o w n w o r l d w i d e ) a n d their collections contained material 
f r o m a l l over the w o r l d . Registration and organisation of these collections w a s based 
o n the location of or ig in . H o w e v e r , the unique qual i ty of the collection was that it 
enabled compar ison of identical anatomical components f r o m different sites, w h i c h i n 
t u r n a l l o w e d invest igat ion into the funct ional adaptation to a variety of environments . 
Spl i t t ing u p such a collection according to the locations of o r i g i n evident ly destroys its 
internal logic a n d relevance. In hindsight , w e must acknowledge that insufficient 
attention was p a i d to such situations. The example illustrates that it is not at a l l e v i ­
dent w h o s h o u l d raise such questions, neither i n w h i c h stage of the process that 
s h o u l d have been done, nor what action was required and w h o w o u l d have been i n 
the pos i t ion to take decisions. 

C o n c l u s i o n s 

A s the project n o w has come to an end, some general reflections are due: 
• The project served its purposes because a l l i n v o l v e d : 

were prepared to look at their o w n collections against the b a c k g r o u n d of the 
nat ional (and indeed international) academic geological heritage; 
were interested to raise their profi le through raised the profi le of part ic ipat ing 
institutions as a result of specialisation & collection mobi l i ty ; 
see collaboration as a w a y to cope w i t h basic problems l ike shortage of t ime, 

staff, money, space, etc.; 
• The chosen methodology w o r k e d w e l l because: 

the w o r k i n g group i n charge of co-ordinat ion i n c l u d e d representatives of a l l 
relevant collections i n v o l v e d ; 
h a d an independent chair a n d an efficient project coordinator; 
obtained a mandate to take decisions; 
achieved commitment b y faculties and keepers; 
sought second opinions ; 
obtained cruc ia l i n v o l v e m e n t of nat ional m u s e u m s a n d other relevant 
inst i tutions; and 
w o r k e d o n the basis of an agreed 'protocol of de-accessioning'. 

• The concept of sub-collections p r o v e d essential to break a 25 year deadlock. 
• The exercise as such: 

l ed to an overal l reduct ion i n v o l u m e of a r o u n d 30-35 %; 
is evident ly both expensive and t ime-consuming; 
can only be carried out b y wel l - t ra ined geologists; 
the job was cleared w i t h i n the f ixed budget and b y 31st December 2002. 

• Dec is ion m a k i n g takes m u c h time. 
• A p p r o a c h i n g potential n e w owners and reaching agreement o n the condit ions of 
transfer takes even more time. 
• 40 % government sponsor ing triggered > 60 % o w n input . 
• Col laborat ion was crucial for success ' D u t c h A p p r o a c h ' . 

General ly speaking, a l l i n v o l v e d agree that this major operat ion w o r k e d out w e l l 
and can perhaps serve as an example. The wi l l ingness to look at one's o w n collections 
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against the background of the national (and, indeed, international) academic geological 

heritage is the essence of the D u t c h approach's success. This is neither self­evident nor 

phi lanthropic , but signals a pragmatic approach; h o w can w e do more w i t h less? After 

al l , w e al l have to cope w i t h the same basic problems; shortage of t ime, staff, money, 

space, etc. Col laborat ion a n d a d i v i s i o n of tasks is one possible solut ion, a l l o w i n g us 

to specialise and, as out l ined above, has p r o v e n to be quite successful. Specialisation 

raises the profi le , but is only possible if clear choices are made regarding the identity 

of the inst i tut ion. It is satisfactory that n e w owners are w i l l i n g to take care of such a 

significant number of orphaned collections, pay for their maintenance and are eager to 

use them, i n other w o r d s , to give them a second l ife. This requires an engagement, not 

only b y one's o w n inst i tut ion, but also b y the professional c o m m u n i t y at large. 

A l t h o u g h there remains m u c h to be i m p r o v e d , l o o k i n g back w e a l l realise that w e 

w o u l d not have achieved these results w i t h o u t this col laborat ive effort a n d i n i t i a l 

governmental f u n d i n g . 
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A p p e n d i x : D e c l a r a t i o n of H a l l e , 2000 

The declaration reads: "Univers i t ies must acknowledge their w i d e cul tura l roles. 
A c a d e m i c collections and museums p r o v i d e special opportunit ies for experiencing 
and participating i n the life of the Univers i ty . These collections serve as active resources 
for teaching and research as w e l l as unique a n d irreplaceable historical records. In 
particular, the collections of the oldest European universit ies p r o v i d e w i n d o w s for the 
publ i c o n the role of the univers i ty i n h e l p i n g to define a n d interpret our cul tural 
identity. B y v a l u i n g and p r o m o t i n g this shared academic heritage, our institutions 
demonstrate a commitment to the continued use of these resources b y a broad p u b l i c . " 
The declaration was s igned b y representatives of the universit ies of: A m s t e r d a m , 
B e r l i n ( H u m b o l d t ) , Bo logna , C a m b r i d g e , G r o n i n g e n , H a l l e - W i t t e n b e r g , L e i p z i g , 
O x f o r d , Pav ia , U p p s a l a , and Utrecht and b y the R o y a l College of Surgeons of E n g l a n d 
(London) (see http: / / www.universeum.de) . ] 

http://www.universeum.de
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