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The col lecting problem facing museums has many facets. Many believe it 
is simply a matter of locating an answer to the questions ÔWhat and how 
should a museum col lect?Õ But the problem is also one of aspirations and 
impl ications: unsatisfi ed desires mingle with fu ll stores and over-
committed budgets. And w hi le it is possible to locate many aspects of 
museum context and provision that explain why museums are never 
entirely successfu l col lectors, and about w hich museums have much to 
complain, those of us who undertake the col lecting also cherish beliefs, 
phi losophies and practices which contribute to our undoing. We also 
undertake our collecting in a changing world and it this changing world 
which both provides the motivation to collect and yet, as I shal l  explain, 
also questions its validity.  

Were our ancestors here now, they would have no di ffi culty recognising 
this modern col lecting problem, for they too had faced it, often w ithin a few 
years of the establishment of their institutions. But when they began the 
modern phase of institutional collecting, almost two centuries ago, they felt 
they were, in many ways, deal ing w ith a fi nite world. They were primari ly 
collecting objects from nature, in a world designed by a God, where the 
meaning of the object was set almost unquestioningly in the context of 
scientifi c realism. Indeed, within 50 years, some felt they had achieved 
their primary collecting goal.1 What they did not foresee, initial ly, was that 
collecting would continue as know ledge, education, entertainment, social  
pol itics, fashion and so on demanded, and as the museumsÕ discipl inary 
interests diversifi ed. Cultural change thus added to the di versity of 
collectables w hi le the emergence of a pervasive museum culture instil led 
in society a new need for public giving. Any fi nitude in the collecting 
project was surely an il lusion. 

Theirs was a world of di scovery. Modern discipl ines were formed and 
ways of know ing took on an empirical rigour which was made concrete in 
the new museum. However, by the late twentieth century this di scipl inary 
framework had matured to a point of postmodernist deconstruction, and 
was now set in a world of digitisation and information networki ng. The 
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Ôhard factÕ concept of knowledge gathering, which had underpinned 
earlier col lecting, now became situated in a complex interconnected and 
overlapping jumble of medi a, methods and phi losophies, w hich 
contributed to indi vidual ways of know ing. Here, belief, personal meaning 
making and pol itics conflicted with, if not superseded, an earlier 
phi losophy (however realistic in actual i ty) of di sinterested and rational 
objectivity. In this new world, legitimacy and authority were manoeuvred 
into the arguments of one group to question the col lecting and interpretive 
rights of another.2 Having sensed the power relations inherent in cultural 
representation, museums sought preferred viewpoints determined by 
moral ity and ethics. Institutional col lecting, which could now be seen as a 
power-ridden act of authoring social memory, cal led for fundamental 
review.  

This increased di scipl inary reflection has reconfigured the object in 
know ledge creation and representation. Even in rational science, which 
has for the most part been unaltered by postmodernism, the collectable 
object is no longer at the heart of most of its ambitions. The nineteenth-
century preoccupation with order di sappeared long ago. Thus, however we 
might w ish to view it, the col lected object seems no longer to be as central 
to know ledge creation as it was. This is not to suggest that al l  intellectual 
pursuits are now devoid of the need for objects. Some, like art history, 
palaeontology and archaeology rely upon them, and many other 
di scipl ines sti l l retain a taxonomic corner where the object remains key. 
But whereas once the object was accepted as a source of ÔevidenceÕ leading 
to absolute truth, now its claims are not beyond doubt. 

This, however, is just one side of the interpretive equation: the readings 
that are possible from the object. The other side of this equation concerns 
the use of the object in the interpretation of know ledge to an audience; the 
role of the object in communication. Even here the Ôreal thingÕ may seem 
less essential. Many activities, which once relied upon its presence, are 
now achieved using other medi a: media in w hich the dynamism of the 
living event gives an even greater sense of w itnessing a ÔtruthÕ or in w hich 
levels of interactivity and interrogation permit doubts to be removed. One 
wonders w hat would have happened i f the early Victorians had had 
access to the movie camera or Internet. Would we have had a museum 
culture? But then the early twentieth-first-century Web, with its free access, 
encyclopaedic qual ities, and fai ling curation, is perhaps more l ike the 
museum than we real ise.  

If, then, museums Ð defi ned as they are by the possession of these, now 
often altered, objects Ð are to exist into the future, how should they confront 
collecting? How do the efforts of the collecting institution fi t into the 
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modern way of knowing? Are museums moving beyond the object and 
beyond discipl inary knowledge? Ar e they destined to become centres 
solely for personal meaning making, the solution of contemporary social  
issues, and for educational experiences? Certainly many recent changes 
have suggested this ki nd of a future, but there are others which seem to 
suggest a return to the core values of curatorship.  

One possible future, being much discussed at this time, lies in the world 
of digitisation. Across Europe, for example, there are grand plans for a 
pervasive ÔAmbient Intelligence LandscapeÕ (Am IL) which is to be built 
around networked Ôdigital l ibrariesÕ (repositories of digital material), 
which grow from, and echo, our physical museums and l ibraries. 
Information wi l l come to us through our environment and via wearable 
technologies which are intimately linked to personal context and need.3 
Wi th AmIL comes a plan for digital collecting which makes the 
encyclopaedic desires of our museum founders appear insignifi cant. 
However, the architects of this AmIL world are developing a know ledge 
infrastructure exactly like that created by museum bui lders in countries l ike 
Britain in the early nineteenth century. They too were constructing a 
pervasively networked new technology offering previously unknow n 
access to know ledge. And just as in modern Europe, they too hoped to 
satisfy ÔinclusionistÕ social agendas.4 To this emerging world, then, the 
lessons of 200 years of museum collecting provide both a model and a 
warning.  

A fu ll review of digital ÔcollectingÕ is beyond the scope of this book, but I 
am mindfu l that much contemporary col lecting wi l l be replaced by activity 
focused on digital capture, which wi l l be undertaken w ithout the survival 
of a physical counterpart. Wi th this w il l come changes in fundamental 
beliefs about the required physical ity of evidence and the associated 
characteristics of authenticity, but I have already suggested that we have 
the capacity to accept more dyn amic forms of evidence. Clearly the 
authority and credibil ity of the digitising institution w il l play a critical role 
in val idating digital data just as it does in preserving and relaying data 
associated with material objects. In this new world, the relationship 
between public and expert remains the same: the expert di stils a ÔtruthÕ 
and the public decides whether to trust in it.  

What is interesting about these developments is that the fundamental 
dr ive to collect and engage with Ôreal thingsÕ (even if digitised) remains. 
The computer scientists who now lead the Ôdigital heritageÕ revolution, like 
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Knell, ÔThe shape of things to come: Museums in the technological 
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4  Knell, Culture of English Geology, 52.  
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many museum practitioners and the early founders of our museums, 
retain a fi rm belief in both the inherent factuality of the object and the ease 
with which it can be gathered up. It is social  change of the kind suggested 
by this AmIL world which raises doubts and questions about the future of 
collecting but yet also suggests that in one form or another its fu ture is 
assured.  
 
Context and change 
Change of the ki nd being predi cted by the new technological visionary has 
been a constant companion to museum development. It was only in the 
last four decades of the twentieth century, for example, that a new 
professional ism transformed the museumÕs relationship with its 
collections. One key moment of realisation in this transformation came just 
a quarter century ago with the publication of Phil ip DoughtyÕs report on 
the state and status of geology col lections in UK museums. His rhetoric 
against a fail ing profession, then personifi ed in the membership of the 
UKÕs ninety-year-old Museums Association, proved sensational and 
stimulated others to stand up and say ÔWe too have been abused!Õ5 
Professional standards of care and a workable system of museum 
accredi tation were an almost immediate response.6 But what had caused 
this moment of realisation? The impl ication was that the profession had 
been l iving a lie. Professions are, amongst other things, identifi ed by 
standards, but there seemed to be none. This was, however, not the modern 
manifestation it appeared to be. Subsequent research revealed that 
collection abuse had been the norm for 160 years.7 While academics had 
revelled in glorious histories, they had skirted around the real ities and 
consequences of past amateurism, monument buildi ng and an 
irrational ity of provision, preferring instead to document the nobler 
                                            
5  P.S. Doughty, The State and Status of Geology in United Kingdom Museums 

(London: Geological Society, Miscellaneous Paper 13, 1981). See P.S. 
Doughty, ÔOn the rocksÕ, Museums Association Conference Report (London; 
Museum Association,1980), 12Ð4. G. Kavanagh, ÔCollecting from the era of 
memory, myth and delusionÕ (Chapter 9) mentions some of these reports 
but there were many others, for example: B. Williams, Biological Collections 
UK (London: Museums Association, 1987); J.D. Storer, The Conservation of 
Industrial Collections: A Survey (London: Science Museum and MGC, 1989). 

6  Museums and Galleries Commission, Introduction to Registration (London: 
MGC, 1995). Museums and Galleries Commission, Standards in the Museum 
Care of Geological Collections (London: MGC, 1993). These documents were 
also produced for biology, archaeology, large object, musical instrument, 
costume and photographic collections. 

7  S.J. Knell, ÔThe roller-coaster of museum geologyÕ, in S.M. Pearce (ed), 
Exploring Science in Museums, (London: Athlone, 1996), 29Ð56. Knell, Culture 
of English Geology. S.J. Knell, ÔCollection loss, cultural change and the second 
law of thermodynamicsÕ, paper delivered at the Society for the History of 
Natural History, ÔLost, Stolen or StrayedÕ conference, Leiden, 2000. 
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qualities of unfunded dedication, the pursuit of natural know ledge and so 
forth. Rather than revealing a modern failure, Doughty and hi s 
contemporaries were, instead, seeing the mirror-l ike reflection of their ow n 
professional expectations. As part of a large infl ux of fresh and ideal istic 
graduates into museums in the 1960s and early 1970s, they, like everyone 
who joins long-establ ished institutions, di scovered a past di sguised by 
myth and rumour. What they saw w as real enough and did indeed speak 
of fai lure and neglect. A glorious past had, it seemed, been betrayed: Britain 
has a substantial  claim to founding modern geology, a founding which 
also stimulated the emergence of a pervasive provincial museum culture in 
England. It was rather unexpectedly, then, that later research revealed that 
the betrayal had been initiated by the very actors who had contributed to 
the founding of the science and museums in the fi rst place.  

ÔBetrayalÕ, however, is the wrong word. Throughout their existence 
museums have suffered from gross underfunding. Perhaps they had had 
golden moments of prosperity, but for most these real ly were momentary. 
In Britain, we l ike to blame the government for such things as 
underfunding, but the fact is that most of our museums were invented by 
private indi viduals who then sought publ ic support; most public 
museums began w ith private ideas, private col lections or private societies. 
One cannot escape the fact that these museums were founded on the 
borderline between Victorian patronage and charity. ÔHere are my chi ldren, 
please look after them!Õ, the founders said to those publ ic bodies w hich 
took them on, and at once the museum became an orphan under the care of 
step-parents. That local and national  governments supported these 
orphans was a reflection of other evolving Victorian values: national and 
civic rivalry, charity, the democratisation of education, the reform of 
taxation and the adoption of a pol itical phi losophy in favour of public 
fundi ng. At the time it was felt that these unw anted offspring could be 
patronised for publ ic (and therefore political) benefi t. Museums continue to 
be invented by the same means: a personal vision fol lowed by the public 
purse. But there is a fi ne line here between this ki nd of public patronage 
and simple charity, and the cyclical fortunes of museums suggest that this 
line is often crossed. Thus the annual budget round frequently appears l ike 
a scene from Oliver Twist.8  

Li ke most countries, Britain has lacked a strategic rationale for museums, 
and consequently there has alw ays been a di sparity between actual and 
required levels of funding. Every old plough poki ng its rusty metal above 
the roadside stinging nettles seems to be asking to become the foundi ng 

                                            
8  ÔÒPlease, sir,Ó replied Oliver, ÒI want some more.Ó The master aimed a blow 

at OliverÕs head with the ladle; pinioned him in his arms; and shrieked aloud 
for the beadle.Õ Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist (1838). 
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piece for yet another museum. But whi le the desire to found museums is 
undiminished, the avai lable funding for the traditional type wil l inevitably 
grow smaller as al l fundi ng bodies have available to them an increasing 
di versity of potential recipients for support under those worthy banners of 
Ôscience and educationÕ, Ôsocial and community servicesÕ or Ôidentity and 
citizenshipÕ or Ôthe Ar tsÕ. External competition of this ki nd is just one factor 
which suggests that museums need to confront the resource impl ications 
of col lections. There has also been much internal turmoil resulting from 
professional isation of practices, and economic and political change. These, 
too, suggest a need for review. 

Recent professional isation, in the context of social  change, provides 
usefu l insights into the world in w hich museums operate and w ithin 
which we aim to develop col lections. The process of professional ising 
practice can be traced back to the birth of museums when many curatorial  
benchmarks were establ ished. The latter decades of nineteenth century 
added further innovative practices in thematic di splay and education. 
Al though it is easy for museums to believe theirs are inherited problems, 
we should not fool ourselves into thinki ng that our predecessors, of even 
180 years ago, were any less sophisticated when they came to consider 
their actions. They too, for example, had to deal with relativist 
phi losophies which suggested that the reality of objects was an i l lusion. 
Their museums, l ike ours, were a key mechanism for accommodating and 
facil itating social change. They too had to deal, in their museums, with the 
interaction of secular society and religious belief, as has again become 
important in the setting of twenty-first-century multiculturalism, 
immigration and terrorism. They too had the know -how but not the 
fundi ng. Theirs was, however, stil l a museum world dominated by the 
natural sciences, w hich from the outset gave an underlyi ng intellectual 
dr ive and clear parameters for evaluating the worth of objects. What they 
did not have is modern levels of resource, and when that resource came 
along these di scipl ines were no longer at the height of museum fashion. By 
then archaeology had already risen to prominence, public art gal leries 
were a civic expectation, and collecting activity in folk life (social  history) 
was wel l advanced. From the 1960s, museums in Britain entered an 
entirely new world: museum communication became increasingly studied 
and incorporated into ever more sophisticated exhibition design; informal 
education programmes expanded; the conservation profession grew from 
its tiny foothold; col lection management was transformed and the contents 
of registers and index cards were soon fl ow ing into computers, whi le 
emerging documentation special ists struggled to keep up w ith rapid 
technological change and horrendous backlogs. More widely, special ist 
groups (a formalisation of Ôcommunities of practiceÕ, now a key 
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management concept)9 and agencies (like the UKÕs area museum counci ls) 
began to provide support of a ki nd that overcame local defi ciencies. Many 
of these innovations were homegrown but they were set in a world 
undergoing w hat was at fi rst cal led ÔAmericanisationÕ, and unsurprisingly 
many museum practices also came to the UK from across the Atlantic.  

These late twentieth-century changes represented a concerted effort to put 
things right, to make a leap in professional isation after a 150-year creep. 
The 1970s and 1980s were important decades in this regard but are light 
years aw ay from the mobile, networked and information-ridden world of 
the present: relatively few famil ies had cars in early 1960s Britain, let alone 
telephones; 1970s documentation efforts centred on fi l l ing in cards; and in 
the 1980s computer interactives in museums were stil l a rarity. Clearly 
museums were adapting but the most signifi cant change for museums 
was, in the mid-1980s, to recognise the place of change itself in their 
fortunes, and to di scover that institutions can actual ly util ise the 
opportunities of change to secure their futures. For museums, which had 
once so valued a monolithic immutabil ity, this conceptual shift  was 
revolutionary, for the museum itself became an increasingly elastic 
concept. The Natural H istory Museum (NHM) in London, for example, 
was by the end of the century offering a w ide range of training and 
consultancy services. Wi th its designed gal leries and customer care 
pol icies it bore little relationship to the heavily criticised and conservative 
British Museum of the nineteenth century from which it had arisen. It 
remained criticised, however, this time for embracing change:  but had it 
not done so its very survival would have been in doubt. It now forms the 
model of the twenty-fi rst-century museum: focused, businessl ike, public 
friendly and plural istical ly funded, yet preserving its col lection and 
research identity. This is not to suggest that its staff donÕt sti l l complain, 
that it has not lost rare ski l ls and scarce knowledge, that its publ ic are 
perfectly happy, or that its managers donÕt have to padd le hard to keep the 
ark afloat, but this museum has certainly adapted to the modern context 
and made itself capable of embracing future change. 

Other museums have been less successfu l at adapting to constant change. 
Many set themselves on a course, perhaps only five to ten years ago, with a 
particular staff infrastructure, which enabled them to fu lfi l the goals then 
perceived to be central to the modern museum. In the intervening period, 
society has moved on sti l l further and its needs have changed. The result 
for some museum services has been repeated restructuring whi le others 

                                            
9  These Ôcommunities of practiceÕ include the UK-led Biology Curators Group, 

Geological Curators Group, Social History Curators Group, Society of 
Museum Archaeologists, and the US-led Society for the Preservation of 
Natural History Collections, and the more recently formed Natural Science 
Collections Alliance. These communities are now also represented online by 
such specialist lists as Natural History Collections listserver (NHCOLL).  
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fi nd themselves at a point of tension between what they are and w hat they 
need to be. Restructuring is only ever a short-term solution; the future for 
the museum and for collecting l ies in the production of flexible systems 
and fl exible workforces. 

The NHMÕs path to a new identity arose in response to a crisis in publ ic 
fundi ng w hich came to a head during the Thatcher government of the 
1980s. Indeed, the more general revolution in practice had only just begun 
when the fi rst post-w ar recession hit in the 1970s. Recessions followed 
thereafter with predi ctable and depressing regularity. In many countries, 
and famously so in Britain, the onset of the 1980s meant a sw itch to 
rightwing government and the rise of economic accountabi lity. This also 
brought a governmental denial of community or social action Ð surely a 
central tenet of museum provision. With this removed, al l those publ ic 
bodies unable to justify themselves in fi nancial terms were destined to 
struggle. There were repeated crises for government-fu nded and 
independent museums as the century progressed. Few avoided cuts, many 
lost staff and some closed.10 Museums which had survived on hidden costs 
and professional camaraderie were now faced w ith a new fi nancial reality; 
a sense of Ôcorrosive cynicismÕ prevai led, and not just in Britain.11 
Museums had to change. 

But even in more prosperous times, such as when the British government 
channelled National Lottery money into a major capital programme for 
museums, outcomes where not always the best for collections. Revenue 
budgets di d not increase and thus museum expansion meant job 
redesignation as collection-focused staff took on roles centred on the 
management of personnel and buildi ngs. While the profession began a 
range of initiatives to keep museums afl oat, the government remained 
blissfu l ly unaw are of what dr ives the swanl ike museum forward. Shiny 
new museums, and the new brand of edutainment centre which sprang up 
in competition, concealed a crisis in fundi ng which brought many long 
established museums in Britain to the point of col lapse. The response was 
the return to the idea of a national strategy, but one that recognised existing 
provision and the need for pragmatic solutions.12 Strategic approaches had 

                                            
10  See, for example, D. Butler, ÔFrench museum Òin decayÓ fights for its lifeÕ, 

Nature, 385 (1997), 378; E. Culotta, ÔMass job extinctions at L.A. museumÕ, 
Science, 260 (1993), 1584; J. Seymour, ÔNo way to treat a natural treasureÕ, 
New Scientist, 12 March 1994. For the impact of recession and cultural change 
on museums and collecting see S.J. Knell, ÔCollecting, conservation and 
conservatism: developments in the culture of British geology in the late 
twentieth centuryÕ, in D.R. Oldroyd, The Earth Inside and Out: Some Major 
Contributions to Geology in the Twentieth Century (London: Geological Society, 
2002), 329Ð351. 

11 S. Weil, A Cabinet of Curiosities (Washington: Smithsonian Institution, 1995). 
12  Re:source (The Council for Museums, Archives and Libraries), Renaissance in 

the Regions: A New Vision for EnglandÕs Museums (London: Re:source, 2001). 
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been proposed by governmental agencies throughout the twentieth 
century, but only this time di d it seem likely that the government would 
respond.  

One side effect of the new fi nancial emphasis, w hich arrived in the 1980s, 
was that the cost of maintaining col lections could no longer be quietly 
concealed. This caused anxiety and frustration among professionals who 
knew that col lections had never been properly funded and therefore had 
never had the opportunity to prove their worth. Spreadsheet accountabi lity 
entered the world of museums, as it had done in other sectors, and 
museums adopted management techniques from industry to monitor their 
performance and plan for change. Such performance measurement 
appeared, to some, to make perfect sense for collections, and for the work 
done on them. This use of numerate analysis in museums appears, by its 
very nature, to bring scientifi c objectivity to processes and events w hich are 
otherwise di ffi cult to defi ne, summarise or evaluate. But fi gures do not 
make facts. They can be i l l -conceived, wrongly used or misunderstood. 
They also take on a l ife of their own, quoted by those who do not (and 
perhaps do not wish to) understand them or how they came about. They 
hold no notion of quality (service, patrimony, community, expertise) or of 
the long term.13 Those w ho quote them do so for pol itical ends and thus 
numbers are reaped and weighed with the annual corn crop, or at best the 
pol itical cycle, when much of the work of museums takes decades to bear 
fruit Ð on the timescale of forestry and landscape management. Figures are, 
indeed, political ly powerfu l because they can be held up as sound-bite-
sized proofs in a way that qual itative data cannot. The problem is not so 
much a weakness in the concepts of accountabi l ity, or even of number 
summaries, as in the frailty of interpretation and the manipulations of 
pol itical practice. In this world it is not actual outcomes that come to 
matter but those that can be quantifi ed.  

In other ways, too, the approach can take on irrational qual ities by tryi ng 
to quantify meanings and values, an irrational ity which echoes the 1970sÕ 
obsession w ith cost-benefi t analysis where human and environmental 
costs were unrealistical ly quantifi ed in monetary terms. Barbro Bursell, in 
this volume, complains that simple numerical defi nitions can have serious 
impl ications for w hat museums are permitted to collect, and that when 
number summaries are available more complex arguments remain 
unheard.14 But there is undeniably a relationship between the numbers that 
defi ne the things we collect and the number that appears in black Ð or red Ð 
at the bottom of the museum balance sheet.  

                                            
13  Museums Association, ÔPerformance managementÕ, Museums Briefing, 5 

(1994). Audit Commission, The Road to Wigan Pier?: Managing Local Authority 
Museums and Art Galleries, (London: HMSO, 1991). 

14  B. Bursell, ÔProfessionalising collectingÕ (Chapter 18). 
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In the early 1980s, environmental agencies replaced the bald economics 
of cost-benefi t analysis with more qual itative environmental impact 
analysis. Similarly, in the late 1990s, a new wave of increasingly 
qualitative evaluation gained a foothold in the museum sector Ð 
particularly in the area of learning in museums. These more reasoned 
methods are w hat we might expect in a mature Ôknow ledge-based societyÕ. 
Accountabi lity is fundamental to all insti tutional practices, and no less so 
to the act of col lecting, but it needs to be understood, measured and 
analysed using appropriate tools which bring improvement to practices 
rather than merely stir up a desire for poli tical change. 

Museums were invented to capture and keep against a background of 
change, not to change. Yet, inevitably the col lected thing is cal led upon to 
perform in w ays that were never intended by the museum at its point of 
collection, simply because of the impact of change. An example of this can 
be found at the Imperial War Museum at Duxford, England. One of the 
largest aviation museums in the world it once col lected good examples of 
di fferent types of combat aircraft; its col lecting mission was technical ly 
focused. Today, the abstract histories one might construct from these 
objects can be perceived as projecting a clean and dehumanised 
interpretation of confl ict. Future col lecting w il l need to address this 
problem and the objects col lected are more likely to carry human stories 
and l ink directly to the historical events of a confl ict. It is not that the power 
or relevance of real objects is questioned here but rather the publ ic, and 
indeed the staff, require something else of them.  The audience for these 
objects is also changing and its Ôw ays of know ingÕ have been altered. 
Vi rtual squadrons of F-16 pi lots did battle in the late 1990s using the 
networked game Falcon 4. Au diences watching the Band of Brothers 
television series also understood the heat of battle perhaps better than any 
non-combatants before them purely as a result of new cinematic 
techniques. For these audiences, the objects in the museum of war perform 
rather di fferently. Our parents almost certainly saw something different in 
them. 

The fu ture contexts of col lecting w i ll  almost certainly change as much as 
they have in the last twenty-five years. Some changes, such as in avai lable 
technologies, are more predi ctable, but where political and social  forces 
operate change is always an unknow n. However, we can expect the era of 
accountabil ity to continue, so change wil l continue to present risks to long-
term institutions. The recent past tells us that museums can expect no 
assurances of having a fu ture unless they too change in order to 
demonstrate their relevance. Change here is not simply a matter of 
educational or exhibition programming, it refers to shifts in the museumÕs 
underpinning phi losophy. The past is gone, and whi le we can attempt to 
hold onto its remnants in our col lections and interpretations, we cannot 
run museums in ways that were conceived on past models. It is here, in 
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this rather chal lenging world, that the future of col lecting exists. And as 
one of our most heavily-guarded, fundamental and conservative activities, 
collecting w i ll  be one of the hardest to re-orientate. The fact is that the 
collecting pol icy of today w il l not fi t w ith tomorrow; but perhaps the 
collecting pol icy itself has had its day anyway. 
 
The collectin g polic y: saviour or deceiver? 
Since Susan Pearce fi rst suggested that the processes of col lecting were not 
that wel l studied, a considerable body of research has been publ ished. 
However, practice has yet to make sense of this resource. Much of this 
research is in the area of private or popular collecting, frequently asking 
why people collect, which does not necessarily resolve our institutional 
needs though it can explain some of our actions. Pearce and Patricia Kell, 
in this volume, give col lector and donor profi les from both ends of a period 
spanning some three hundred years.15 These col lectors and donors are 
united by a common understanding of the col lecting process: one 
determined by their own personal needs and ambitions. Collector profi les 
of professional staff would certainly i l luminate internal museum practices 
and point to inconsistencies. This is what Mar’a Garc’a and her col leagues 
did in Tenerife when tryi ng to establ ish a collecting consensus. They found 
that there were as many col lecting criteria as there were staff!16 

What their museums lacked were collecting pol icies. The introduction of 
these pol icies into museums marked a shift  towards rational ising, and 
supposedly intellectualising, practices. Collecting pol icies have laid dow n 
the local law  in terms of legal issues, international conventions, national 
and international codes of ethics, pyramids of responsibi lity, and 
geographical, temporal, taxonomic, and fi nancial constraints. They have 
thereby taken us part way along the path to professional ising collecting 
practice. While they do say what can be collected and how, their greatest 
value has been in providi ng a rationale for rejecting gifts and resolving 
internal and external arguments concerning the funding of purchases and 
fieldw ork. Collecting pol icies are the gatekeeper documents of the 
collection, though there may be acquisitions committees which interpret 
these documents and thereby hold the keys to that gate. This type of 
committee interpretation becomes necessary, though it remains 
uncommon and imperfect, because most pol icies contain suffi ciently 
vague statements to enable their strictures to be circumvented, if a really 
desirable, but nominal ly excluded, object does become available. Most 
pol icies lack a deeper intellectual rationale for col lecting and, by defi nition 
and rather il logical ly, col lecting pol icies isolate the object from other 

                                            
15  S.M. Pearce, ÔCollections and collectingÕ (Chapter 2); P. Kell, ÔThe Ashmolean 

Museum: a case study of eighteenth-century collectingÕ (Chapter 5). 
16  M. Garc’a, C. Chinea and J. Fari–a, ÔDeveloping a collecting strategy for 

smaller museumsÕ (Chapter 19). 
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practices Ð perhaps in other institutions Ð which might achieve that same 
intellectual end. 

Collecting policies continue to conceive of objects as facts w hich can 
simply be gathered up. This belief rather overestimates the inherent 
qualities of the object and underestimates the interpretive processes which 
make sense of the material world. It is a nineteenth-century principle that 
we have fai led to question.  

Collecting pol icies do not total ly release the profession from col lecting 
anarchy. Individual museums may have Ôfound themselvesÕ through the 
development of a policy but they wil l not have done so entirely,17 for 
museums do not operate in isolation. In their detai l, few col lecting policies 
provide suffi cient framework for defi ning a collecting phi losophy. They 
focus instead on simple object acquisition and are thus engaged in a ki nd 
of object fetishism Ð that is a humanÐobject relationship where the object 
has magical powers over us.18 Despite statements to the opposite, and with 
some notable exceptions, col lecting pol icies tend to encourage myopic 
parochial ism, and thousands of museums pursuing their ow n isolated 
pol icies suggests unaffordable ineffi ciency. Yet col lecting policies give a 
deceptive sense of rational ism, another il lusion which separates safe 
practice from effi cient, sustainable and meaningfu l activity. 

So, from a hol istic perspective, existing collecting pol icies tend to have 
considerable l imitations as strategic documents. Moreover, at the highest 
resolution Ð that of the indi vidual institution Ð we see other irrational ities. 
Most obvious is the di rect geographical match between fundi ng body and 
the area from which the museum col lects. Al l activity is constrained by the 
geopol itical defi nition of the museumÕs ÔcommunityÕ. But is this 
appropriate for all  discipl ines and types of material: Bronze Age 
settlements, industrial development, bird populations, stratigraphy, or 
mass-produced consumables?19 If human experience now extends globally 
(as it long has in many countries and w il l increasingly do), and the best 
intellectual practices (such as found in universities) engage with that 
international context, what is the col lecting role of a community-based 
museum? If it is simply about local identity then this needs to be real ised 
and collecting practices may need to be altered. If it is about excellence in 

                                            
17  Indeed, as we know, policies such as these are often created by ÔadaptingÕ 

those of our neighbours. So, perhaps the museums have not Ôfound 
themselvesÕ at all. 

18  The term ÔfetishismÕ in collecting and material culture studies is well 
established and does not imply a sexual or obsessive relationship. Susan 
Pearce, Collecting in Contemporary Practice, (London: Sage, 1998), 128, traces it 
to the Portuguese feiticos, meaning Ôa charmÕ, which anthropologists 
appropriated to refer to objects with inherent magical powers. 

19   M.A. Taylor, ÔWhat is in a ÒnationalÓ museum? The challenges of collecting 
policies at the National Museums of ScotlandÕ (Chapter 14) gives some 
examples. 
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di scipl inary areas then this is something rather di fferent. Whereas once the 
local object was evaluated as being a di stinctive or regional nuance in the 
national know ledge-base held in provincial  museums, today that object 
might be viewed as a site of local identity making. The Victorian vision of 
civic pride Ð an earlier equivalent of identity making Ð w as not simply built 
upon collecting the local but on the qual ity of the materials the museum 
held wherever they came from. The local perspective can be overplayed. 

This emphasis on the local perspective creates policies which endorse a 
Ôfree marketÕ collecting economy and the gathering of isolated tokens. In 
these circumstances there is no integrated understanding of the col lecting 
mission of the museum infrastructure as a whole. This does not mean we 
should al l  sign up to a Ôgrand planÕ, adopt a single perspective or eradi cate 
the local. But, all the same, it does not mean that there is any justifi cation 
for col lecting policies w hich merely reflect the source fundi ng. Collecting 
pol icies need to be replaced by strategies which adopt a more long-term, 
hol istic, inclusive, integrated, cooperative, sustainable, rational and 
thoughtfu l view of the purpose of institutional collecting. These are 
pervasive themes in most areas where the modern world is being 
restructured. They need to work their w ay more extensively into museum 
collecting and to do so museums wil l require a deeper understanding of 
how material culture works in society and how it can be made to work in 
the museum. 
 
Ending perpetuity  and redefin ing col lectin g 
Given the history of museums Ð the one with the warts rather than simply 
the heroics Ð it is no wonder that the profession is deeply protective of 
collections. Indeed, the profession swears to a creed which makes the 
collection a god over it. As di sciples of this god, museum professionals are 
indoctrinated w ith arguments w hich support growth and retention, and, 
using wel l-chosen examples, justifi cation is simple and the col lection 
remains largely unchal lenged, if not entirely understood. These 
professional beliefs have led to the creation of an entity which possesses 
even greater immutabil ity than the museum itself. For it is not the museum 
building w hich is protected with perpetuity clauses, but the col lection at its 
heart.20 What is erected is a blanket defence of collections, protecting the 
concept rather than examining the true nature of the col lections or the 
processes by which they were created.21 The result is entrenchment: 
religion as opposed to good questioning theology.  

                                            
20  International Council of Museums, Statutes, Code of Professional Ethics (Paris: 

ICOM, 1987), 4.1; M. Briat and J.A. Freedberg (eds), International Art Trade 
and Law, Volume 3 (Paris: ICC Publishing SA/ Deventer: Kluwer, 1991); 
Museums Association, ÔDisposalÕ, Ethical Guidelines, 2 (1996), 2a.  

21  J.R. Nudds and C.W. Pettitt (eds), The Value and Valuation of Natural Science 
Collections (London: Geological Society, 1997) arose through a concern that 
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Perhaps the most powerfu l argument (pol itical ly if not phi losophical ly or 
economical ly) for the retention of material in museums, is that it exists i n 
the museum in the fi rst place. The argument is obviously circular and self-
justifyi ng, and comes about for those reasons al luded to in the di scussion 
above. If no process of selective evaluation has taken place in advance of 
acquisition Ð as has often been the case, except at a superfi cial  level Ð then 
the impl ied attribution of importance is simply an i l lusion. These issues 
are important because collecting cannot move forward without examining 
the whole cycle of acquisition, retention and disposal, and understanding 
why collections are perceived as they are.  

The col lecting problem that needs to be resolved is insoluble not simply 
because of the problems of decidi ng w hat to collect, but by the unrealistic 
belief that when something is col lected it w i ll be kept in perpetuity. If this 
belief can be eradicated, as it must be, then a strategy can be achieved that 
is sustainable. Increasingly professionals grow less opposed to the idea 
that pruning wi l l be needed, and that Ôdisti l lationÕ w ill become a key 
curatorial skil l. While many museum professionals have been brought up 
to believe they are contributing to the future, and that their efforts are 
cumulative and enduring, this w il l not always be the case. The founders of 
the museum movement also thought this but their poets, most notably 
Tennyson, told them how unrealistic this was.22 

The way to begin, perhaps, is by reconceptual ising w hat is meant by 
Ôcol lectingÕ and in doing so take a cue from the foundi ng fathers of 
museums. They sought to improve upon the ki nd of Ôchi ldishÕ collecting 
seen in private cabinets but they did not mean to replace al l the private 
collectorÕs tricks. For them it was the museum as organised knowledge and 
cultural exemplar which w as to be preserved for all time, but not 
necessari ly every item within it. They copied private col lectors by mining 
and refi ning their col lections through sales, destruction and exchange. 
ÔCollectingÕ, as it was conceived at the outset, was to practise 
connoisseurship, to di stinguish between what should be acquired and kept 
and what should be di sposed of. The term ÔcollectingÕ, rather than referring 
to an act of accumulation, had a more holistic meaning which 
encompassed every moment in the life of an object in the col lection. 
Disposal, l ike the decision to repair, or to show, was an act of the collector 
as expert. It was an aspect of being a collector, and thus an aspect of the act 
of collecting. Collecting redefi ned in this way becomes a practice capable of 
rational action: material can fl ow in, but it can also fl ow out. It is not two 

                                                                                                                                   
collections might be valued as financial assets. See also, for example, Society 
of Museum Archaeologists, Selection, Retention and Disposal of Archaeological 
Collections: Guidelines for Use in England, Wales and Northern Ireland (London: 
Society of Museum Archaeologists, 1993). 

22  For the hopes for immortality embedded in the founding of museums and 
collections, see Knell , The Culture of Geology, 313Ð20. 
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processes, but a single dyn amic act of balance. Collecting is the interaction 
of expert w ith manager, and the object is engaged in the processes of 
collecting from the moment it is considered for the museum to the moment 
when it leaves the col lection. The col lection then becomes rather less 
immutable and considerably more manageable.  

Clearly this more liberal (in one sense), though actual ly more restrictive, 
defi nition w il l ring alarm bells in many quarters. Museums arenÕt 
supposed to be like private collectors, cri tics wi l l say, they have a unique 
custodial duty Ð surely this is the very point of the museum. This 
rethinking of col lecting does not oppose this view but suggests 
pragmatism; to set collections in concrete is indefensible and has been a 
root cause of museumsÕ failure to achieve successfu l custodianship. 
Existing professional ethics have never really prevented di sposals by 
unscrupulous authorities and, if anything, have encouraged loss by neglect 
as museums have been obliged to hold onto collections even w hen they 
had no prospect of resources to care for them. It is time to recognize that 
museum communities in many countries have reached a state of maturity 
with regard to professional ethics and government regulation so as to 
ensure that the fl oodgates of di sposal Ð always the fear amongst those w ho 
have stuck to the perpetuity clause Ð w i ll not open. Further safeguards can 
be put in place. In the US and UK there are accredi tation schemes which 
set basic standards. In other non-museum areas of activity, such as in UK 
universities, all manner of activities are quality assessed. This ki nd of 
independent review can be a viable means to ensure those fl oodgates 
remained closed and that rational in-out management is maintained. The 
great professional concern is that col lections w i l l be sold for profi t, to bail  
out an institution stripped of revenue funding, and that the material sold 
wi l l as a result be lost from public view. There are a number of issues here 
that need pragmatic response rather than blind ideology. Museum 
professions have to, and can, deal with them. They cannot afford to hide 
from them. 
A majority of objects held in museums will  remain there in the long term, 

but common sense suggests that if two centuries of collecting have 
provided nearly al l  that is to be found in museums, and a single century 
has suppl ied vast collections of motorcars and aeroplanes, it is time for a 
serious rethink. This rethinking requires the museum community to 
consider what it has (and might pass on to someone else or might be lost) 
and what it might want (our future collecting). The next century wi ll  
provide just as many opportunities to col lect things that fl y and things that 
can be dr iven but wil l there really be a doubling of the number of vehicle 
museums? The thought that museums wil l have to lose some of these 
things is a painfu l one and although to a large degree it is inevitable there 
is much museums can do to mitigate the worst effects of this loss. In many 
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cases objects w i ll simply move from one institution to another and 
duplication wi l l be eradicated. 

 Let me demonstrate this problem w ith the example of the milk bottle, 
both to indicate how collecting has often been undertaken and raise some 
questions we fai l to ask at the point of collection or subsequently. Some 
twenty years ago, I was undertaking some work for a small  museum w hen 
I noticed a crate of milk bottles in the collections.23 The response to my 
obvious question was, ÔI doubt that anyone is collecting them, so I am.Õ It 
was a reasonable and fairly typical response. In 1982, these objects were 
sti l l in w idespread circulation and they are usefu l, perhaps, for saying al l  
ki nds of things about design, convenience foods, and the legacy of pre-
motorcar shopping, though the curator gave me no such explanation. I did 
wonder how these bottles were to perform in the museum setting Ð what 
was their function? There are amateur bottle col lectors who have their ow n 
examples, perhaps, and museums do have some obl igation to those in 
society who share their interests in material objects and their typifi cation. 
On the other hand it is unl ikely that such a collection would contribute 
much to mainstream history making. Academic historians, if current 
practices in the subject area are any indication, prefer other sources. To the 
historian, the ÔDrink a pint of milk a dayÕ slogans of the 1970s and the 
Norman Wi sdom fi lm The Early Bird (a comedy about the rise of a large 
(milk) corporation and its impact on the small  local trader) say much more 
about the social ly valued aspects of any history in which milk bottles 
might play a part. Indeed, I doubt that milk bottle history is ever going to 
be that big and w here it does fi t into other histories other sources are 
perhaps more usefu l. Yet that crate of milk bottles is consuming resources 
al l  the time it sits in the museum store. The bottles may have nostalgic 
value but this, in time, wil l evaporate, so for how long should the museum 
keep them? Present rules suggest that they should be kept forever but this 
question should have been asked at the outset. What curators often forget is 
that museums preserve an infinitesimally small proportion of things 
made, used or know n; the reverse side of this is that nearly everything is 
lost, and most of it w ithout a tear. It is hard to accept that not a single milk 
bottle wil l survive, but museums have to make a choice: milk bottle, 
chopper bike or space hopper? In the much longer term, and measured 
against the l imitations of national resource, the choice might be milk bottle, 
Spitfi re or Matisse? Unlike the seemingly ordered and l imited natural 
world (which is sti l l far too big to fu lly collect), the world of production is 
limitless and objects from it are variably attached to activities associated 
with history-making or interpretation for the public. Objects certainly do 
have a role and do have particular powers which museums can exploit, 

                                            
23  In Britain, milk was (and still is) delivered to the doorstep in recyclable 

bottles. It is a practice that has massively declined with the rise of the car, 
improved milk processing, and the arrival of the disposable carton. 
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but museums need to understand the things they do well and those they 
do not.  

Museums, then, need to ask: for how long wi ll this object be kept? Does it 
really matter if it doesnÕt survive? Ar e there things that are valued more 
than this object and w hich should be collected in preference? Do the 
contents of other medi a (books, fi lm, and so on) negate the need to collect?  
Would a digital image suffi ciently capture the key points of this object? 
How is the object likely to be used in the next 50 years? And so on. We live 
in a world dr iven by notions of progress, improvement and change, which 
deliver inevitable redundancy in things both big and small (from canals to 
snuff boxes), but museums have to be more than places for redundant 
things Ð there must be a bigger historical purpose and ideally this purpose 
should not, in the fi rst instance, be set out simply in terms of col lecting.  

 
The interweavin g of  values 
Other problems of tryi ng to rational ise collecting result from the dynamics 
of human relationships with objects. Museums traditional ly try to create 
some sense here by pursuing clearly identified aims. These might, for 
example, revolve around identity making, themes or discipl inary 
know ledge. However, objects in no sense respect even these rather abstract 
low-resolution boundaries. Many history museums are engaged in 
collecting identity. Their purpose is to construct a set of materials w hich 
resonate w ith a group of people who have a shared experience. These 
might simply be people who share a geographical and/ or historical 
ÔlocationÕ, or interest. Their museums are about remembering, celebrating, 
and belonging, and so need certain ki nds of material culture for these 
purposes and certain approaches to col lecting it. Objects here give a sense 
of authenticity and concreteness to a shared identity. Collecting for this 
ki nd of museum must grow out of the community, it cannot be imposed. 
The subject of the museum is the people and the objects themselves are 
alw ays secondary. To those outside this community, the col lections and 
the museum are thematic, even if that theme is the identity of an ÔOtherÕ. 

Whether or not museums do collect w ith identity in mind, a visitor can 
sti l l construct identity from the experiences the museum offers but this is 
rather di fferent. Indeed, in recent years much has been made of museums 
as sites of personal meaning and identity making. However, Bourdieu and 
others have written a great deal about how various contexts (perhaps al l  
contexts) contribute to our making, so museums need to ask deeper 
questions about their role.24 The fact that people can make personal 
meanings or construct their identities in museums does not confer on 
museums a special social  role. Curators may imagine that the closely 
                                            
24  P. Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, (London: 

Routledge, 1984); D. Miller, P. Jackson, N. Thrift, B. Holbrook and M. 
Rowlands, Shopping, Place and Identity, (London: Routledge, 1998). 
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argued historical narrative on the gallery wal ls gives this sense of place 
and contributes to building identity but most visitors w il l not read it. 
Perhaps the museum works as a place of identity only on a romantic level 
(a Ôdream spaceÕ): an old bui lding, or where visitors nostalgical ly 
remember a chi ldhood visit, or tie some half-remembered history into the 
objects on di splay, or ponder an inconsequential local icon which is 
generated and retained by public demand.25 Indeed, Bourdieu suggests 
that the art museum, for example, has a fundamental role in maintaining 
class di stinctions and the di stribution of power. 

It is certainly possible to locate, particularly w ithin those communities 
which have been conquered, colonised or vanquished, a strong association 
between objects, past events and present identity.26 For several writers the 
notion of the community is central to effective collecting, from Tomislav 
SolaÕs vision of the ÔdemuseumisationÕ of culture to KellÕs belief in the 
collectionÕs uniting infl uence.27 Many contributors to this book propose a 
sharing of the resource and an end to cultural imperial ism. Such beliefs 
seem simultaneously to endorse and contradict the community view.  

However, the term ÔcommunityÕ is loaded, representing a col lective and 
an exclusive entity. As Rebecca Duclos suggests, and Graham Dominy 
amply demonstrates, the museum col lection can sit on the boundary 
between communities, being for one a remembrance of home and for the 
other symbolic of colonisation.28 What is representational is also 
confrontational.29 Much of what is interesting in society is found at this 
interface between communities. ! arka VujicÕs museums were keen to 
gather representative col lections from al l factions involved in the confl ict in 
Croatia.30 Dominy describes the remodell ing of South Afr ican museums to 
perform a unifyi ng role. In the past they had been symbolic of a clash of 
communities. This outward-looki ng, boundary-crossing approach is 
important, as internal ised histories of communities can create 
romanticised abstractions, promotional guides or histories erring on the 
side of propaganda. The sameness of their chosen representative material  

                                            
25  For many years the publicÕs favourite exhibit at Scunthorpe Museum in 

Lincolnshire, UK, was Joey, a red deer from a local park that was fed by the 
public. On its death the museum bowed to suggestions that the half-eaten 
carcass be ÔstuffedÕ and an icon was created. With some local resistance it 
was removed from display in 1992 and the space freed up for more didactic 
interpretation. There are many ÔJoeysÕ in museums around the world. 

26  D.J. Parkin, ÔMementos as transitional objects in human displacementÕ, 
Journal of Material Culture, 4(3) (1999), 303-20. 

27   T. Sola, ÔRedefining collectingÕ (Chapter 24) and P. Kell (Chapter 5). 
28  R. Duclos, ÔThe cartographies of collectingÕ and Dominy (both this volume). 
29  See also P.M. Messenger, The Ethics of Collecting Cultural Property: Whose 

Culture? Whose Property?, (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico,1989). 
30   ! . Vujic (Chapter 10). 
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culture, when compared to adjacent communities, can also suggest other 
weaknesses in the community/ identity-centred model. 

In a completely di fferent arena, Jim Fowler shows how a museumÕs 
di scovery of its community can transform that museumÕs very nature and 
the medi a by which it records and represents that community.31 In 
Malcolm MacLeodÕs West Afr ica, the community is al ive and the 
Ôcol lectionÕ remains in use, preserved in i ts ÔcontextÕ and its ÔcommunityÕ. 
This notion of context is key to the identity making museum. The 
Ôcol lectionÕ examined by Pearce belonging to the Straws in Worksop, and 
MacLeodÕs Manhyi a Palace Museum at Kumasi,32 are extreme examples of 
collecting or preserving context, of making immortal what one can of a l ife, 
a time or a place. While the StrawsÕ col lection is much l ike the buried past 
which communities around the world are fi ghting to preserve from looters, 
Kumasi has resonances w ith nature conservation and the ecomuseum, a 
preserved living entity.33 In contrast, Bursell describes the collecting of a 
complete ki tchen Ð removal of a big chunk of material context (so it would 
seem) and placing it in a museum. This type of preservation is rarely 
possible, and raises al l ki nds of questions about the things which museum 
professionals value and why, and how the scope of any object col lecting 
never results in preserving much in the way of context at all.  

Of course, the boundaries surrounding what museums should care about 
have moved considerably since the days when they were a representation 
of a handfu l of core, material culture- and order-focused discipl ines. The 
civil rights movements of the 1960s transformed that world and thus we 
should not be surprised to see Nicola Clayton arguing that material culture 
can be used to break down stereotypes and social  segregation, realise 
di sabi lity awareness, introduce informed di scussion of sexual ity, and 
involve minority and youth cultures.34 These are surely subjects at the heart 
of the early twenty-fi rst century museum, but how should they affect 
collecting? Currently, equality legislation can actual ly prevent the 
recordi ng of race or sexual orientation. One also needs to ask if museums 
are the right medium w ith w hich to record cultures that are intentional ly 
alternative. Though not to collect such material is conceivably an act of 
censorship, inevitably the actions of museums wil l result in omission of 
this ki nd. The risk then is that only the more vociferous groups w il l fi nd 
themselves recorded. But social  practices are also manufactured in a 
bewildering array, and again choices need to be made about what and who 
                                            
31   J. Fowler, ÔCollecting live performanceÕ (Chapter 23). 
32   M. McLeod, ÔMuseums without collections: museum philosophy in West 

AfricaÕ (Chapter 3). 
33  Knell, ÔCollecting, conservation and conservatismÕ. N. Brodie, J. Doole and P. 

Watson, Stealing History: The Illicit Trade in Cultural Property (London: ICOM 
UK and Museums Association, 2000).  

34  N. Clayton, ÔFolk devils in our midst? Collecting from ÒdeviantÓ groupsÕ 
(Chapter 12). 
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should be collected and recorded. Again evidence most practices w il l  
di sappear without leaving a material trace.  

 
Discip l in ary practices and beliefs 
In contrast to the identity making museum, the di scipl inary museum 
focuses very much on an intellectual rationale, with impl icit values of 
authorship, research rigour, connoisseurship, tradi tion and a range of 
know ledge structures. To this world, a museum bui lt purely on personal 
meaning making would be entirely worthless unless it conformed to 
di scipl inary requirements for selection and data capture. The act of 
collecting can then become a point of tension between the self-creation of 
meaning by the group which is its subject and that academic ÔotherÕ which 
hopes to understand that group on its own terms. Thus in museums 
identity can become entwined in more abstract di scipl inary readings, 
whi le thematic perspectives act l ike scissors cutting out and removing 
certain readings from a tangled context.  

In the discipl inary framework, the object is cal led upon to function in a 
variety of ways, and this impl ies that objects tend to have attributed to 
them sets of associated values which specify why they are worth the 
expense of keeping them. A more specifi c di scussion wi l l explain what I 
mean, and lest anyone should think that I fai l to understand their 
particular discipl ine, I shal l  focus this example on that museum area on 
which I have expended most time: the fossi l col lection. I could easi ly have 
chosen coins, fl ints, bird skins, domestic l ife objects, aeroplanes, worki ng 
costume and so on. Ar ranged in taxonomic and stratigraphic order, fossi ls 
can be perceived as series composed of fi l led and unfi l led spaces. In a 
provincial  Engl ish museum, unl ike rocks and minerals, fossi l col lections 
are largely derived from local rocks. Gap fi l l ing certainly takes place but is 
justified as a process of establishing new local records. Col lections also 
arise from unique col lecting opportunities, and many museums have fossi l  
collections w hich have arisen from the building of motorways, rai lway 
lines, gas pipel ines and so on. These temporary cuts give rare insights into 
the landscapeÕs inner anatomy and archaeologists and geologists are 
invariably soon on the scene. Stil l other fossi ls were amassed, in 
Li ncolnshire, for example, as a result of major iron worki ngs and less 
important brick and limestone worki ngs. Li ke the temporary exposures 
mentioned above, most of these sites too have now gone. In the late 1980s 
and early 1990s the local museum worked w ith fossi l dealers to enrich the 
collections. So, many of these objects arose out of opportunism and were 
acquired not as research of a ki nd that necessarily produced a published 
account but which, using the geologistÕs connoisseurship ski lls, generated 
materials that were deemed to hold signifi cant potential  for particular 
reasons.  
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However, to see al l these specimens as local records is rather to simpl ify 
their complex signifi cances. A few specimens in the col lections of this 
museum had appeared in scientifi c publications and thus the museum 
had a duty to protect them. Other specimens were unique (the only know n 
occurrences of taxonomical ly and stratigraphical ly interesting material), 
and because of the uniqueness of the local geological succession, were also 
therefore unl ikely to be represented even in the collections of the national 
museum. They werenÕt published but the curator knew which ones they 
were. A visit by a French special ist at one point confi rmed the importance 
of some of these specimens in another way, in the context of European 
taxonomy. Yet there were other specimens which had no data (though they 
could be identifi ed and the rock could be fairly securely inferred) but were 
huge. The largest came from the local  Cretaceous Chalk and was a 
reasonably common Engl ish fossi l. It w as kept by the museum because of 
its considerable communicative powers. The objects here then were 
taxonomic records, stratigraphic records, local records, objects good for 
explaining things, objects that were impressive or iconic or aesthetic. They 
included objects that were an opportunity real ised and kept for those w ho 
could not be there when col lecting w as possible. There were also objects 
here associated w ith human history, whether in the folklore of ÔDevilÕs 
Toenai lsÕ (Gryphaea, fossi l oysters which proudly sat on the townÕs coat of 
arms), or because they came from the efforts of the hundreds of labourers 
who dug the ironstone, or through association w ith important local 
collectors, such as Canon Cross, or folk-hero curatorÕs like Harold Dudley, 
or important scientists, l ike the Geological SurveyÕs Vernon Wilson, w ho 
came to survey the ironstone during the Second World War for strategic 
purposes. Other specimens worked simply as reference materials Ð purely 
for communication in identifi cation or as set dressing in display. If 
examined individual ly each fossi l would have di fferent sets of attributes 
which would describe its place in the col lection.  

Al l di scipl inary curators should have at least this level of 
connoisseurship of their collections and the values I have mentioned here 
can be found in col lections of many types. However, we should not 
overstate the similarities. Minerals, for example, arise from entirely 
di fferent natural processes and are gathered into col lections on the basis of 
entirely di fferent principles. Certainly we could fi nd the record, the icon, 
the historical object and so on but care is needed in extendi ng the paral lels 
too far. Al though both fossi ls and minerals frequently come under the care 
of geological curators, relatively few special ist curators feel fu lly 
conversant with both.  

Another factor in these assigned value judgements is that they are relative 
to other collections. Thus if every fossi l  collection in the country became 
lost, even the most common fossi ls in the museum col lection, I have 
described, would be elevated. While this is, I hope, unlikely to occur, in 
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more subtle ways, which remain unnoticed, the values are being 
constantly altered by new fi nds (local ly and elsewhere), changes in 
know ledge, losses due to neglect or decay, the introduction of fakes and 
forgeries into the market place, the loss of sites, conservation restrictions on 
collecting, new academic research and di sciplinary beliefs, and so on. 

This adds to the complexity of evaluation and exposes the curator Ð 
unless deeply involved in research on a particular group of objects Ð to the 
risk of erroneous conclusions. However, the reality is somewhat more 
controllable. The curator can admit to worki ng on a l imited canvas which 
values objects against local or regional cri teria. This provides a basel ine for 
judgements because essential ly this internal ises evaluation Ð it is 
unnecessary to know if the museum up the road has the same specimen or 
a dozen of them. One classic defence here, which curators much l ike, is to 
say that the specimen is unique. But uniqueness is a qual ity held by all  
things and in itself is absolutely useless for decisions to collect or keep. One 
needs to ask ÔHow is this object unique?Õ Aside from its individual 
existence, the usual justifi cation is that i t was found, used or made at a 
particular time or place. This may be important, but perhaps it tells us 
nothing surprising, nothing we donÕt know from other evidence. So the 
contributory nature of that discovery is minor Ð it is a voucher of a 
di scovery, but the di scovery is not very important because we essential ly 
know what it is telling us or it is simply attached to a very insignifi cant 
piece of information. So do we need the object (coin, fossi l, slug, sew ing 
machine) as a voucher to prove the point? What level of resource input can 
it justify? An ecological survey, for example, might lead to the col lection of 
thousands of beetles but only some of these wi l l become permanent 
vouchers. And in the case of these ecological vouchers Ð and excepting 
really rare, unexpected or cryptic species Ð there is a time l imit on their 
usefu lness as a record of an occurrence. A common beetle telling us that 
this is a particular ki nd of wetland habitat may not survive in the 
collections once the site has been drained Ð its usefu lness may be over. 
While such specimens in col lections do provide a history of biological and 
ecological diversity, we cannot value all  specimens in col lections in this 
way.  

So, if a hoard of 100 coins dates a stratum in an archaeological section, 
how many of these coins are needed to act as a proof, and how many for 
the purposes of publ ic communication, or to realise other potential uses? 
To many museum professionals, simply to ask this question is an act of 
heresy, but surely this is just the sort of question we must ask and in less 
obvious circumstances than this. 

These questions usual ly prompt a response which suggests these things 
are not simply Ôexamples keptÕ but opportunities for verifi cation. Perhaps 
someone discovers that there is a different, but very similar coin, sew ing 
machine, beetle or fossi l which is diffi cult to di stinguish from the look-



  Altered values: searching for a new collecting 23 

al ike original. This opens up the possibil ity that we may have made a 
mistake in our earl ier conclusions. Our collections w i ll  now need to be re-
examined and w il l contribute to new know ledge or verify the previous 
di scovery. These things happen reasonably often but only a portion of 
collections have this potential. An  add itional complication comes from the 
impossibil ity of accurately identifyi ng some things because of the 
inadequacy of taxonomies (fossi ls being a good example of this). But the 
sum of this argument is that rational decisions need to be taken of the 
actual or potential  worth of the thing. We do not value al l things in the 
same way, and each object has a particular role and value, but if the sole 
justifi cation for keeping something is that it is unique, without any further 
qualifi cation, then it really is a candidate for di sposal. 

Of course, curators are creative people, and any curator worth his or her 
salt should be able to come up with something to defend their loved ones. 
One possible argument against this rational ism, which I have used myself, 
is that the object holds ÔpotentialÕ. A good example of the potential of the 
collected thing concerns the discovery of the conodont animal. Conodonts, 
microscopic tooth-l ike structures, had been making important 
contributions to geology for nearly 130 years but the animal from which 
they came remained entirely unknown. They were one of the great 
mysteries of modern palaeontology. Then, in 1983, a streaky smudge of a 
fossi l  w as discovered in a Scottish collection where it had lain unnoticed 
for more than fi fty years. This was the long sought after conodont animal. 
This, w ith the other di scoveries it stimulated, turned conodonts into 
evidence for some of the fi rst and most successfu l vertebrates, of key 
importance to debates concerning vertebrate evolution. The di scovery 
stimulated an explosion in evolutionary research,35 but it is interesting to 
ponder how important that smudge was the moment before its signifi cance 
was recognised. In these situations connoisseurship skil ls are critical.36 
The conodont (rather than conodont animal)-containing rock had some 
meaning before the moment of transformation: it was a stratigraphic 
marker, a specimen show ing conodont relationships (i.e. an assemblage of 
conodonts), its geographical data marked its presence in a faunal realm, 
and it was gathered when site, time and equipment made collecting 

                                            
35  R.J. Aldridge and M.A. Purnell, ÔThe conodont controversiesÕ, Trends in 

Ecology and Evolution, 11 (1996), 463Ð8. S.J. Knell, ÔThe most important fossil 
in the worldÕ, Geology Today, 7 (1991), 221Ð4;  S.J. Knell, ÔWhatÕs important?Õ, 
in Nudds and Pettitt, Value and Valuation, 11Ð16; P.S. Doughty, ÔThrough a 
glass darkly: value concepts and ultimate objectivesÕ, ibid., 35. Thanks to 
Mark Parnell. Note that fossil structures receive names even when, as 
sometimes happens, we donÕt know the animal or plant from which they 
come. Thus to talk of conodonts is to talk of certain anatomical parts of a 
particular group of animals. 

36  L. Young, ÔCollecting: reclaiming the art, systematising the techniqueÕ 
(Chapter 16). 
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possible (often a very strong case for retaining material). It was fortuitous 
that the specimen survived in the col lection, but it was also probably the 
product of considerable di stil lation at the point of collecting. So the 
specimen fi tted into an establ ished framework of know ledge and al l  that 
was required, and was lacking in the 1930s, was someone to study it. The 
specimen survived not because of its potential  but because it already had 
value. However, there are limits to the numbers of conodonts we might 
want to keep Ð they are no di fferent from coins or beetles.  

The problem is recognising what is important: an object contains a 
multidi mensional assemblage of possible values, but only some of these 
can be perceived by the viewer. To select one value over another can be a 
manifestation of blindness of perception or just of fashion (fashion here 
being a prevalent set of values in a Ôcommunity of practiceÕ Ð such as a 
di scipl inary group). It is almost certainly time l imited, as we shal l  explore 
in the next section. A classic example is the pol itical correctness of ÔstuffedÕ 
Ð more correctly, ÔmountedÕ Ð animals and whether such specimens 
should be retained in museums.37 If these specimens are to be burned or 
consigned to the dustbin then we would need to be able to demonstrate 
that other methods are avai lable to faci litate the ki nd of Ôknow ingÕ that is 
possible from viewing mounts and indeed to ask if this Ôkind of know ingÕ 
is important in the fi rst place.  

Singular views of collections are dangerous, and real ly demonstrate how 
the museum practitioner is different from other experts in his or her 
di scipl ine. The cutting-edge expert in ornithology may be il l -equipped to 
judge the value of a museum specimen. Yet a bland claim of hidden 
possibi lities has to be tested to be credible. Evaluations of objects are 
complex and require the ki nds of consultation already laid out in di sposal 
guidelines. Many objects in natural science collections may have little use 
to modern science but are rather objects of history and culture, so even in 
the di scipl inary col lection, objects may have meanings as complex and 
interwoven as those associated w ith the more subjective realms of identity, 
nationhood, citizenship, ethnicity, and so on. Take the fossi l col lection of 
the Victorian Ôliterary geologistÕ Hugh Mil ler at the National Museums of 
Scotland, for example. It includes the actual specimens he i l lustrated in hi s 
very widely read attacks on pre-Darw inian evolution in the middle 
decades of the nineteenth century. The collection remains of real scientifi c 
value, but it also embodies that Vi ctorian Zeitgeist which agonised over 
time, life, death and the universe, also encapsulated in TennysonÕs In 
Memoriam, and it therefore faci litates more complex historical readings.38 

                                            
37  A good example of this is J. Harlow, ÔStuffed animals die death in PC purge 

of museumsÕ, The Sunday Times, 11 May 1997, 3. 
38   S.J. Knell and M.A. Taylor, ÔHugh Miller, the fossil discoverer and collectorÕ, 

in L. Borley (ed), Celebrating the Life and Times of Hugh Miller (Cromarty: 
Cromarty Arts Trust and University of Aberdeen, 2003), 156Ð167.  
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But these cases need to be made, they cannot be assumed. A ll museum 
objects acquire histories which might suggest signifi cance but there is a 
danger in valuing the object just because i t has been a long-term resident in 
the col lections. 

Martin Wickham seeks a numerate solution to assessing the relative 
merits of objects and takes the need for consensus into account and 
handles al l this subjectivity, relativity and multidi mensional ity with 
iterative pragmatism. Here number summaries seem to work, though 
Wi ckham is keen to point out the l imitations of the method, and suggests 
where a more qualitative approach may be required.39 What is important 
here is that curators are actually having a go at evaluating individual 
objects and weighing one against the other. However hard it is, museums 
need to evaluate the functions of the object in order to determine why and 
how it is col lected (the expended effort) and how long it w il l endure in the 
collections (its di sposabil ity). Maybe the curator who acquired it cannot 
answer that question now but he or she can recommend a time when a 
review might prove benefi cial, and certainly views might change. Maybe 
the answer is Ôunti l something better comes alongÕ, maybe it is 
Ôindefi nitelyÕ.  

There is yet another perspective we can take in viewing collection worth. 
Palaeontological curators have a particular relationship to their col lections, 
and w hi le taxonomies shape patterns of storage, it is the interpreted 
meanings of these fossi ls as living animals and environments, or as 
aesthetic or historical objects, which given them appeal to audiences. This 
raises further questions about the inner relationships of objects to 
di scipl ines w hich cannot be fu lly explored here. Studies of art, 
archaeology, palaeontology and histories of design and materials require 
collections of physical objects Ð they cannot operate without them. In 
contrast, most  other historical research values the library and archive 
above the museum col lection. Relatively few historians look for answers i n 
material culture itself, even if they are writing about material culture. 
Indeed, in my experience, object collections often fail  historians looki ng for 
evidence of the history of social  practices. Unlike archival materials, objects 
are not good at retaining information, particularly if col lection 
management has been poor (which has been the case in most col lections at 
some point). In contrast, and rather ironical ly, the basic documentation 
associated with col lecting activity is actually usefu l in a multitude of ways, 
even if one can no longer attach it to an actual specimen. 

In the latter decades of the twentieth century social history was a 
particularly strong and well -represented di scipline in museums. A 
burgeoning social  aw areness, no doubt influenced by E.P Thompson and 
others, pol iticised a fi eld which previously used terms like Ôfolk lifeÕ or 
Ôdomestic l ifeÕ. The social aw areness, which emerged from this discipl ine 
                                            
39  M. Wickham, ÔRanking collectionsÕ (Chapter 21). 
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in the 1980s, has now moved beyond it; now, for many museums, social  
agenda dominate and do so outside of any discipl inary framework. 
Gaynor Kavanagh, in this volume, captures the late twentieth-century 
situation of museum social history well, and raises a raft of questions 
about its functioning and value. Part of the di ffi culties for the associated 
collections arises from this transformation from folk life to social history. 
The folk life agenda arose from concern for di sappearing traditions and 
took to col lecting the settings, costumes and tools of domestic l ife before 
they were lost. Social history, by contrast, took a greater interest in 
historiography and understanding the life lived and the objects that 
performed within it. Here objects might be described as being social  
historical but they were only so as a reflection of practices which were 
know n by other means: accounts, witnessing, oral histories and so on. The 
objects themselves tell us little by comparison. So how does the object 
contribute to history making? What is its relationship to other medi a? Does 
it authenticate or communicate?  The answers to these questions should 
shape col lecting. Perhaps the social  history curator is simply col lecting 
technologies; certainly this is the case if just amassing objects in isolation 
from any other recordi ng practices. The stool, the christening gow n, the 
trade union banner and the fl at iron are solutions to need, technologies for 
a social  purpose. The social  practices which util ise them and invest them 
with value are intangible and exist outside of these objects as Kavanagh 
makes clear.  

Ar chaeologists and palaeontologists have little else other than sites and 
material remnants and frequently turn to modern analogy to interpret their 
fi nds. In contrast, historians have access to a wealth of material that is far 
more usefu l to history maki ng. Kavanagh is clear that the social  historian 
should be collecting other things and using other means; that simple object 
collecting for the purposes of maki ng social histories is unsupportable.  

Let me give some examples which i l lustrate the technical/ social  divide. 
Take a ÔWhites OnlyÕ sign w hich hung above the entrance to a bar i n 
apartheid South Af rica. Collected to signify a historical moment, this object 
is firstly interpreted as a wooden sign, a type of broadcast technology. Any 
further interpretation of its place in society and its social  historical 
meaning can only come by placing meanings into it Ð draw n from the 
external context; it cannot come from the sign itself, even though it has 
words written upon it. We may now make the sign powerfu l and iconic 
(just as it was made powerfu l when it was in use), but on its ow n it is 
obscure. Nonetheless it appears to work as evidence backing up or 
authenticating the historical message because it was ÔthereÕ. We could use 
this sign in reminiscence work, and from that draw out rich social  
histories, but the histories are coming from the person and not the thing. 
The position of the sign is no different had we undertaken its collecting as 
part of an ethnological study. To take another example, the bat that Babe 
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Ruth used to hit a homerun at the inauguration of the new Yankee stadi um 
in 1923 Ð recently unearthed and dubbed Ôthe Holy Grai l of sports 
memorabi liaÕ Ð is fi rst and foremost to be understood as a piece of sports 
technology. Its signifi cance is that it was used by the player on that 
occasion but how can it aid history making? Perhaps we could weigh it, 
feel its grip, study the wood, and so on. More than anything this is an 
object into w hich meanings and interpretations are pumped, not the other 
way around. It is for this reason that it is powerfu l and desirable. 

Historians of the twentieth century and beyond wi l l have an increasing 
di versity of resources avai lable to document the past w ithout recourse to 
mass col lecting. That is not to suggest that museums wil l stop col lecting 
real objects but rather than there is an increasing urgency to understand 
collecting as a technology that has a complementary relationship to other 
technologies, medi a and methods. This has always been so Ð particularly 
in the fi eld of history. Museums, however, often seem to carve out their 
own pecul iar material culture centred di scipl inary niche, often separate 
from the wider world of di scipl inary practice.  

Objects, then, exist w ithin a complex web of social  and discipl inary 
practices, both prior to collecting and once in the museum. An aw areness 
of these facets of the object world and the ingrained beliefs of di scipl ines 
and museums is necessary to move collecting forward. Richard DunnÕs 
Ôself-conscious col lectingÕ steps in this direction by realising and recording 
an underlyi ng purpose, as do YoungÕs connoisseurship and SamdokÕs 
fieldw ork methods.40 But in other areas, only now are di scipl ines 
recognising the social  practices w hich underpin their subjects. John Martin 
argues that the inadequacy of laws controll ing the traffi cking of fossi ls 
feeds corruption and disenfranchises primary producers and end users.41 
The law  becomes a disabling smoke screen which affects some but not 
others and thus di sorientates the col lecting process. Markets in art, and 
other areas of culture, do this universally. Janet Owen, in an entirely 
di fferent way, shows how control of col lecting remains in the hands of 
those who ultimately wil l neither curate nor interpret the collection.  

 
Tim e and collectin g 
Just as the museum makes the past its subject, its collections inevitably 
become the pastÕs product. Things in the museum grow old, and as they 
grow old they become rarer because once-contemporary objects have now 
worked their way out of society and into the town dump. So, over time, the 
material in the museum grows in ÔvalueÕ. But is this ÔvalueÕ relevant to the 
museum? The fact that something is old is, as argued above, no reason to 
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Young (Chapter 16), and A. Steen (Chapter 17). 
41   J. Martin, ÔAll legal and ethical? Museums and the international market in 
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keep it in a museum. Li ke ÔpotentialÕ, and ÔuniquenessÕ, ÔageÕ and 
ÔsurvivalÕ are false idols. Objects must have other values aside from age 
which give them worth. There is no denyi ng that old things have a 
wonderfu l power over us, and the last thing museums must do is lose that 
fascination w ith the past, but we must also ask, ÔWhat else is of value in 
this object?Õ  

Time is rather too big a topic to be covered fu lly here but a short 
examination w il l i l lustrate its role in col lecting and the limitations it places 
on w hat is possible. Nearly twenty years ago ICOFOM42 held a conference 
cal led ÔWhat of TomorrowÕs Needs?Õ, which, unsurprisingly, could only 
conclude that the future is unknown and cannot be planned for. Society 
has a similar relationship with the past. As many a modern 
historiographer wi l l tell us, we cannot actual ly know that past but are, 
instead, limited to making mere constructions of it in ways determined by 
modern context and medium. Things from the past only ever exist in a 
present Ð they are always contemporary w ith the viewer.43 They are not 
pieces of the past as such, but pieces of the present which have a past. The 
ancient Roman pot may have the marki ngs of the maker, but these are 
marki ngs to be read now. That is not to deny that the object has some 
intrinsic physical characteristics and associated contextual data. It is 
because of these that it is retained, but the relationship between this 
intrinsic data and what we see is rather more subjective. When I see 
NelsonÕs jacket at the N ational Maritime Museum in London, for example, 
I sense that I am in touch w ith the past regardless of the fact that that past 
is entirely in my head and has come to me from school history teachers 
and books, romantic fi lms, paintings, television advertisements, and so on. 
Moreover, whi le I can claim to have spent a good deal of time researching 
that period, I stil l canÕt claim any purity of view Ð there are just too many 
gaps and they have to be fi l led somehow. It is a problem with which al l  
historians have to contend, and which causes the best of them to go to 
extraordinary lengths to locate evidence w hich might limit their 
interpretations and reduce the size of those gaps. 

What this line of thinki ng initial ly suggests is a narrow envelope of time 
in which we understand practices very well, and from w hich we can 
collect reasonably well. The ancient Roman knew his present as we know 
ours; but he could not know ours and we cannot fu lly know his. We have 
already decided that we cannot col lect for the future, other than by 
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fact that a thing can signify the events associated with its own creation does 
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collecting the present. And if we look to the past we have similar problems. 
As the moment of origin or original use recedes into the past, the objects 
from that time which remain w ith us become increasingly less well know n 
to us, and we increasingly fi l l gaps in the data using our know ledge of 
modern and of other periods (by analogy, for example). As time passes we 
are moving from a position when contemporary col lecting could take place 
to that w here we are collecting ÔhistoryÕ. But we should not be fooled into 
thinking that these objects are separated by time Ð al l those available to us, 
including old ones, are, as I have said, in our modern context and now here 
else. So whi le some museum workers have been at pains to di stinguish 
contemporary col lecting from history collecting, the fact is that al l  
collecting is inevitably contemporary col lecting, even if we are col lecting 
things which are valued because of their association with the past. 
Contemporary col lecting is one of the most diffi cult of practices because of 
its overwhelming and multifaceted nature, and because we are collecting 
things that reflect our own society, which we know to be complex. 
Collecting historical material only seems easier because there is less of it, 
we know it less wel l, and because historians have constructed narratives 
which value one thing above another. 

From a collecting point of view, our material culture, new and old, sits on 
a ki nd of sieve of the present. Its durabil ity (worth, qual ity, and so on) is a 
measure of how long it w il l sit there before it fal ls through to be lost. It is 
from the surface of the sieve that we can collect, and clearly there is more 
contemporary material here than there is old, because the latter has had 
greater opportunity to be lost. So al l this material culture exists in the same 
time di mension regardless of the di scipl inary frameworks which util ise it. 
And we have better opportunities to make a good job of col lecting Ôthe nowÕ 
than we do of collecting the past. So we are better able to col lect and record 
the digital ly produced plastic pop music of Britney Spears, because she 
exists in the context-rich present, than from the context-stripped worlds of 
Beatles innovation or Frank Zappa pop-cynicism. Now just as we should 
not be fooled into col lecting something just because it is old, we should 
also resist the temptation to col lect something very modern just because we 
can make a good job of it! This returns us to connoisseurship Ð with al l its 
di scipl inary abstractions and biases. Connoisseurship is about 
establishing values: not market values but those that reflect our goal of 
understanding. What we are aski ng of the object is ÔWhat and how wil l  
this thing contribute to our abil ity Òto knowÓ?Õ  

Another shaping factor here is the resolution of the understanding we 
seek to achieve. What the passing of time does to our view of the past, and 
consequently to our collecting, is to concertina the decades into each other, 
encouraging us to take an increasingly macroscopic view, and thus make 
the heterogeneous century become a homogenous entity. So whi le those of 
us w ho experienced the popular music of the last five decades of the 
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twentieth century can detect every variance, swing, imitation and value, 
and are able to rank one artist above another, it is also possible to 
general ise and select things that represent a genre Ð even if we know this 
pigeonholing is very abstract and personal (since innovation in the genre is 
marked by individual ism and thus is not real ly amenable to such 
pigeonholing). So Spears might wel l epitomise the commodi fi cation of 
music, which is something also to be found w ith The Beatles and Zappa, 
and at which Zappa poked fun. This tendency to select the one to represent 
the all  is itself something historians outside museums would resist. And 
as we move to these lower levels of resolution, the more this ki nd of 
representation begins to take on unsupportable generalisations. Yet object 
collecting has traditional ly taken this approach: representing diversity 
using the singular. Zappa, The Beatles and Britney Spears exist or existed 
in quite different contexts, worked in di fferent w ays, constructed music 
using different technologies. We could easi ly choose a framework for 
studyi ng them w hich would demonstrate that they are more di fferent than 
they are similar. In other words, this very notion of historical 
representation is ahistorical w hen deal ing with social  phenomena. Yet in 
the world of museum col lections it is a fundamental curatorial  ski ll. 
Academic historians prefer to deal w ith particular cases and might permit 
themselves to use them in a l imited way as examples of w ider practice. 
Samdok achieves this level of history making by engaging in a multimedi a 
capturing of a particular context.44 Clearly, there are two radical ly di fferent 
approaches to history here: which one is the correct one and for which 
occasion? Does the decontextual ised typological history col lecting to be 
found in past practice have any role in the modern history museum? 

LetÕs now return to the opportunities of the present. We can make choices 
about what we decide to collect from the sieve: the wealth of contemporary 
Britney material or the declining number of context-rich Beatle-related 
items. Our choice should be an appl ication of connoisseurship in the 
context of institutional mission. If collecting is undertaken as part of a 
broader programme of research into contemporary society (as seen w ith 
Samdok) Ð as a process of recordi ng of which object collecting is a smal l  
part Ð then a data-rich record wi l l be produced. However, we should be 
under no i l lusion that we wi l l achieve a perfect record. Encapsulating a 
context in any form of record is impossible, and w hat we create of Britney 
wi l l be preserved in a very stripped-down, individual ised way. We are 
again confronting the inevitabil ity of loss which is inherent in the 
selectivity of collecting. And anyway, regardless of our attempts to col lect 
and record, future interpretations of our collected record w i ll arise from the 
future context of the viewer, who w il l not be aware of all those things we 
took for granted, or all the things he or she takes for granted and weaves 
                                            
44   Discussed by A. Steen, ÔSamdok: tools to make the world visibleÕ, (Chapter 

17). 
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into his or her interpretation. Indeed, the future viewer may well associate 
the term ÔinnovativeÕ w ith Britney in a way that I intentional ly did not. 
Such di stinctions are simply judgements of subjective taste, even if arising 
from connoisseurship.  

From this perspective the tangible and intangible begin to merge but each 
of us would probably take a different view (often determined by the 
perspective of our di scipl ine) on the degree to which this is so. This doesnÕt 
inval idate the col lecting and recording activity, but we have to recognise 
the activityÕs inevitable l imitations. The lesson that we cannot fu lly 
preserve (either by collecting or keeping or by future interpretation) the past 
or the present, or know the future, actually removes some of the fear we 
might have about getting it right. If individuals construct their ow n sets of 
values, there is no such thing as a correct decision about what should be 
collected. The solution then lies in sharing responsibi lity for those 
decisions, developing an informed know ledge (connoisseurship), 
involving others (our di scipl inary communities) and worki ng w ithin the 
constraints of the materials available to us. These latter things result in 
shared values and return the objects to a world of, apparently more 
ÔtangibleÕ, di scipl inary real ities. This sounds like a rather old fashioned 
ki nd of curatorship but curatorship doesnÕt have to be conservative. 

There is a moment, then (that is, ÕnowÕ), w hen we might maximise our 
collecting effectiveness: the moment of reportage contemporary w ith the 
event. But this is often very di ffi cult. VujicÕs and DominyÕs curators faced 
great di ffi culties in capturing the moment and representing it fairly.45 
Sometimes change is too quick, sometimes too dangerous, sometimes too 
harrow ing. Vujic argues that in time of war as much as possible has to be 
collected; the process of evaluation can take place later. Those col lecting 
contemporary art share this view. They argue that retrospective analysi s 
enables the di scernment of objects of key art historical value. Of course, 
such an analysis is equally likely to create omission as it fails to 
understand how art historical (and other) know ledge is created. Ar t 
histories are the result of academic discourse, of which one key aim is to 
seek out and expose omission, to bring into the spotlight that which has 
been ignored or left unseen. Dominy shows that having to rely on 
retrospect is dangerous. The moment apartheid began to crumble a rapid 
amnesia took hold. If the moment was not seized it was lost. 
 
From ÔfreeÕ gif ts to the ÔexpenseÕ of  col laborativ e recordin g 
The act of acquisition itself may be inexpensive. Indeed, the rapid growth 
of museums only came about because of the role played by donation. And 
the key role of natural science in this development owed much to the 
                                            
45  ! . Vujic, ÔCollecting in time of warÕ (Chapter 10) and G. Dominy, ÔThe 

politics of museum collecting in the ÔoldÕ and the ÔnewÕ South AfricaÕ 
(Chapter 11). 
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cheapness of the objects. The practice of donation is taken for granted these 
days, but when modern provincial  museums were fi rst established in 
England in the early nineteenth century it was an extremely novel and 
uncertain mode of acquisition. The culture of the gift, w ith al l  its social  
overtones (which were a major factor in making donation successfu l), is 
another of these aspects of practice which l ie at the heart of the irrational 
and unsustainable nature of museums. It creates the il lusion that 
collecting is free. Clearly, it is not: the long-term costs of storing and 
maintaining an object have to be paid whether the object was given freely 
or not. The cost of acquisition is a singular cost; that of keeping is 
relentlessly cumulative, and with time the overall costs of col lecting are the 
same regardless of whether the object was a purchase, resulted from 
fieldw ork or arrived as a gift . The purpose of this point is simply to reveal 
the il lusion; if museums collect treasure or trash, the cost, in the end, can be 
much the same. As a collection grows, the amount of resource available for 
each object Ð such as staff time Ð di minishes. Even if staffing levels rise 
with the growth of the museum, ultimately a fi nancial slump or 
institutional reorganisation w i l l cause a rational isation of that staff 
resource, with consequent impl ications for the col lection. This is 
suffi ciently demonstrated by history to be beyond doubt. Money, then, and 
the pol itical pressure to spend it in certain ways (such as front-of-house 
during a recession),46 determines the size of the cloth and how it is to be 
cut. Investment in the moment of col lecting Ð to make the best of the task Ð 
is actual ly one of the best uses of museum funding. 

A step in this di rection can be achieved by replacing the museum 
conception of col lecting with one centred on recording. This frees the 
museum from the risks of object fetishism (being overpowered by objects). 
Objects now become part of contexts (as they long have in some discipl ines 
and in some museums), and the medi a avai lable to record those contexts 
are opened up. The justifi cation for preferential ly col lecting objects in the 
past has been that objects retain a multidimensional aspect in a w ay that 
no other recordi ng medium does. Objects, the argument runs, are capable 
of repeated reinterpretation, which is what gives collections their 
importance and util ity. But Vi ctorian intellectuals had limited medi a 
avai lable to record their world and the collecting of objects circumvented 
al l  ki nds of problems associated w ith inadequate taxonomies and a poorly 
educated workforce. The object also has remarkable powers by being real 
and imperfect Ð characteristics which disappear in the photography of the 
art book, for example, where a faithfu l account is impossible. But the future 
looks l ikely to extend the role of these other complementary technologies, 
and a fu l ler acknow ledgement of recordi ng (of which limited col lecting is a 
part), rather than just simply col lecting, looks set to shape future practices.  

                                            
46  Knell, ÔCollecting, conservation and conservatismÕ. 
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Recordi ng also offers new opportunities for collaboration and the 
eradication of much isolated and local ised effort, which can otherw ise lead 
to dupl ication. National registers of particular object types combined w ith 
agreed taxonomies help deal w ith ÔtypesÕ and provide a vehicle for 
collaborative and complementary effort. They permit indi vidual 
organisations to go in pursuit of excel lence and cost-effective focused 
special isations to develop. There is no reason why this col laborative 
framework should not also extend beyond the object-centred col lecting, 
which makes up much contemporary practice, and towards fu ture 
thematic, fi eldw ork-based investigations which involve recordi ng using a 
variety of medi a, as described by Steen.47 

This suggestion does not simply apply to thematic museums. Only 
together can community-centred museums encapsulate regional trends 
and local ised tradi tions w ithout dupl ication. This also permits museums 
to break from geopolitical constraints and pursue the popular ideal of 
Ôcentres of excellenceÕ w ith al l that that offers for rational ism and 
sustainabi lity. Clearly not al l partners involved in the col lecting and 
recordi ng of a theme need to come from col lecting institutions. Many 
projects are enhanced Ð indeed, sometimes only achievable Ð w ith 
volunteer help, or the assistance of university academics, museum 
societies, amateur groups, oral history groups, students, and so on. 
Thematic inter-institutional col laboration is already well establ ished in 
many scientifi c discipl ines in order to make the best use of a rare fi eldw ork 
opportunity.48  

Collaboration, however, appears diffi cult where there is an active market. 
Sports paraphernal ia, for example, attracts w idespread interest amongst 
private collectors, which dr ives up prices. The ethics and rationale of the 
private col lector may be entirely di fferent from those of the museum, and 
private collectors do not necessari ly provide things w ith long-term 
prospects of survival, protected contexts, or publ ic access. Nevertheless a 
di alogue can be usefu l, and remove a l ittle competition from the 
marketplace. In many discipl ines private col lectors become excellent 
volunteers capable of using their col lecting expertise for museum ends, 
and can be trained to achieve museum standards. As collecting becomes 
more rigorous and intellectual ly focused, it is important to accommodate, 
rather than to marginal ize, the amateur. There are models we can cal l  
upon w hich turn volunteers into foster parents. In Britain, for example, the 
National Plant Col lections Scheme delegates responsibil ity for the 
preservation of historic cultivars to private gardeners.49 Here each gardener 

                                            
47   A. Steen (Chapter 17). 
48  For Ôcentres of excellenceÕ, see the ÔWright ReportÕ, Department of Education 

and Science, Provincial Museums and Galleries (London: DES, 1973). 
49 W.R. Reid et al., Biodiversity Prospecting: Using Genetic Resources for 

Sustainable Development (Washington, DC: World Resources Institute, 1993). 
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is, in effect, holdi ng these plants in trust in a very museum-l ike way, but 
they also reap very col lector-like rewards in terms of kudos of participation 
and skil l in maintaining the col lection, and they are also assured that their 
efforts wi l l be continued. Perhaps, as Paul MartinÕs bus col lector seems to 
perceive, there is little di fference between objects in the museum and those 
in the private col lection, and as a result, new col laborations might be 
possible.50 

Commercial  col lectors and dealers are another group existing on the 
periphery of the museum world. Again, there is great potential for ethical 
problems Ð such as w hen a museum shows work from an art dealerÕs 
stock (which has economic benefi ts for other items in his stock). But there is 
also potential for col laboration, such as w hen Scunthorpe Museum 
collaborated with commercial  fossi l col lectors, reaping the rewards of 
previously unseen fossi ls, whi le the dealers retained fi nancial ly valuable, 
but fairly common, ammonites w hich they would pol ish up into dŽcor 
fossi ls, incidental ly removing al l vestige of scientifi c worth. It was the 
richest collecting period in the museumÕs history and cost it nothing other 
than a little staff time Ð and, of course, the long-term cost of keeping. 
Wi thout the time, money and goodw il l of the commercial  col lectors, and 
the w il l ingness of curatorial  staff to give up claims to some magnifi cent 
ammonites (of which the museum had a plentifu l supply anyway), this 
would have been impossible, and as the rock was to be lost anyway, the 
alternative was to lose the fossi ls too.51  

Perhaps the most obvious and least contentious link-up is w ith 
university academics. Certainly, in archaeology, biology and 
palaeontology the building of investigative teams is fundamental to high-
resolution scientifi c col lecting. These may then col laborate w ith private 
individuals to further strengthen col lecting. Some have used col lecting by 
the local community to dr ive offi cial  programmes studyi ng biodiversity, 
such as Costa RicaÕs INBio (Instituto Nacional de Biodiversidad Heredi a) 
programme; others have util ised local  know ledge and possessions to 
create folk museums. In these latter examples there are issues of local 
community ownership, which John Martin believes should be taken into 
account even in scientifi c collecting. 

Whether a participant institution in a project sees itself as a centre of 
excellence for expertise or material culture, or a centre for identity, or part of 
a wider community of supporters and col laborators, the overall outcome of 

                                                                                                                                   
The National Plant Collections scheme is organised by the UKÕs National 
Council for the Conservation of Plants and Gardens. It currently has 600 
registered collections covering over 320 genera, 12,000 species and 36,000 
cultivars. 

50  P. Martin, ÔContemporary popular collectingÕ (Chapter 8). 
51   P. Wyse-Jackson, and S.J. Knell (eds), ÔMuseums and Fossil ExcavationÕ 

(thematic issue), Geological Curator, 6(2) (1994). 
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this ki nd of col laborative exercise is the notion of di stributed knowledge 
and perhaps a distributed col lection.52 The project to found a National 
Museum of Au stralia recognised that a distributed national col lection 
already existed and that it needed to take this into account in its collecting. 
It can be a perspective less based on the possessive dr ive to acquire objects 
and more on the broader intellectual rationale of the museum, w hich 
encourages sustainabi l ity through shared values and shared collections, 
but which is so easi ly lost where local or singular perspectives dominate. 
This is surely another key to the future of museum col lecting.  

Similarly, John Martin recognises the need to ensure that collecting fossi l s 
through trade should benefi t the local community, but he also strongly 
believes in the international ism of science. Science relies upon this notion 
of a di stributed col lection: objects are the property of science, and as such 
can only be held in trust. It does not matter who holds them provided 
science has unl imited access. Such views are widely held in the scientifi c 
community, but Michael Taylor and Jean-Marc Gagnon and Gerald 
Fitzgerald take a view which gives greater weight to issues of identity 
which in turn place greater emphasis on ownership.53 Such ideas donÕt 
undermine the idea of a distributed collection, but rather suggest that it 
should be di stributed in a certain way. 

At the heart of this idea of museums acting col laboratively is the 
emphasis on expertise as a means to make col lecting more effi cient and 
collections more rational. More than a century ago, museum guru Wil l iam 
Flower warned against the blinkered view of museums as simply being 
institutional ised col lections. For him it was not the collection which 
formed the central resource, or most distinguishing feature of the museum, 
but rather its staff.54 Despite repeated delivery, this message has not been 
learnt and what we have seen in many museum workforces is an 
undervaluing of special ist expertise and the erosion of the knowledgebase 
of museums. Somehow the intellectual resource of the museum must be 
held together, for as Flower rightly says, it is the staff which defi ne our 
museums, and without expertise objects are mute. 
 
A strategy for col lection development 
Discussion thus far has tried to il luminate some irrational practices, di spel 
a few il lusions, and distinguish ki nds of col lecting and their di scipl inary 
relationships to social, and collecting, desires. I have redefi ned the act of 
museum collecting (returning to an earlier conception), throw n out 

                                            
52  The notion of a distributed collection became apparent not long after early 

English provincial museums were established in the 1820s, Knell, Culture of 
English Geology, 75 . 

53   M. Taylor (Chapter 14) and J.-M.Gagnon and G. Fitzgerald, ÔTowards a 
national collection strategy: reviewing existing holdingsÕ (Chapter 20). 

54   W.H. Flower, Essays on Museums, (London: Macmillan, 1898), 12.  
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perpetuity clauses, suggested that we must explore other ways to record, 
explored a range of confl icting values and even suggested that 
poststructuralist material culture studies shift  objects into the realm of the 
intangible. A range of arguments and questions have been throw n at 
professional notions of collecting and the collected object, simply to probe 
for possibil ities and alternatives, and question the traditions of practice 
which are so easy to follow but so hard to interrogate. Museums should be 
places of creativity and innovation, and this should be as apparent in 
collecting practices as it is in exhibition galleries.  

Table 1.1 offers a proposed outline for the strategic development of 
collections. I shal l  use the term ÔcollectingÕ here as I have redefi ned it (as 
the intellectual components of an integrated ÔacquisitionÐmanagementÐ
di sposalÕ process, a process defi ned by a museum-specifi c type of 
connoisseurship and focused on mixed media and col laborative 
recordi ng). The left-hand column gives steps along the way to constructing 
a strategy and answers the questions on the right. Each step involves a 
process of review and (re)defi nition. Where a particular question arises that 
cannot be resolved at one level, a solution should be sought at another. The 
process is an iterative one, with the cycle of steps repeated until an 
acceptable strategy is reached. For example, a museum might believe oral 
history recordi ng is critical to effective collecting but cannot undertake it 
due to inadequate resources. It could try to address the resource shortfall  
(Resource step), or seek a solution in extended participation such as 
worki ng jointly w ith another museum in the region or w ith local col lege 
students, or beginning an extramural class which does this work as part of 
its curriculum (Participants step).  

 
Tabl e 1.1 A framework for the strategic development of col lecti ons 

 

A di stinction between this form of a strategy making and the imposition 
of a collecting pol icy is that the former is a framework for action, for long-
term goals and proactive collecting, yet it establishes short-term targets 
and remains responsive to change and opportunity. In this example, the 
strategy is reviewed annual ly to set specifi c targets, whi le its more pol icy-
oriented content wil l change much less frequently.  

The col lecting taking place must be deeply contextualised, use multiple 
media and be dr iven by a mission to understand (rather than to possess). 
The mission here is for col lection development rather than for the museum 

Mission  What do we want to achieve? 
Boundaries What does/ does not interest us? 
M ethodology &  
Resources 

When and how do we collect? 
Wi th what do we collect? 

Particip ants Wi th whom? 
Targets What specifi cal ly do we do now? 

R 
E 
V 
I 
E 
W 

D 
E 
F 
I 
N 
E 
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overal l, though the two w i ll  be intimately related. It needs to rational ise the 
role of the object in what might be termed a project of research (though I 
use a l iberal defi nition) and to determine what is a reasonable level of effort 
for the objective in hand. Questions one might ask in formulating the 
mission include: Who uses the collection currently and how? What are our 
existing strengths? For what are we known? Ar e there specifi c areas we 
wish to develop as excellences? Who shares our interests? What are the 
geographical l imits on our interests, and why? Is there a case for adjusting 
them fl exibly to suit each individual di scipline? With whom can we work 
collaboratively in order to rational ise what we do? As w ith the formulation 
of a col lecting pol icy, the involvement of a w ide range of staff is important, 
but unl ike a col lecting policy, the strategy is not simply a gatekeeper 
document but rather a statement of intent directing staff to go out and 
acquire material in a sustainable, rational and proactive way w hich sees 
the three-dimensional archive as only a tiny proportion of the col lecting (or 
recordi ng) activity aimed at this goal. It prevents col lecting becoming a 
passive, opportunistic activity or simply becoming inactive due to limited 
storage space. It does not mean staff have to spend extended periods of 
time in the field, though it does permit time to be managed to enable a 
proper col lecting job to be undertaken. It also enables the museum to take 
rational decisions about what should be collected, when, how and for what 
purpose. It also ties movements of objects into the collections w ith 
movements of objects out. Clearly, it doesnÕt mean inordi nate amounts of 
material being added to the col lection. Clearly, also, activity wil l depend on 
di scipl ine and context.  

The development of a fu ture strategy can only begin in a co-ordi nated 
survey of existing collections. It would be too easy (were the rules by which 
we play not perceived as immutable) to establish new rules, to Ôshift  the 
goalpostsÕ and dismiss the legacy of the past as embodyi ng an 
inappropriate phi losophy or methodology. Jean-Marc Gagnon and Gerry 
Fitzgerald show, in a very practical way, how bulk statistical analysis can 
indicate where existing strengths and omissions l ie. The Canadian 
Museum of Nature has considerable experience of using data in this way.55 
Users must, however, remain constantly aware of how such data have 
been obtained if those data are to be used effectively. The Canadian data 
indicates some interesting lines for future collecting, but requires, as the 
authors would admit, further research to gather other important quality 
attributes (such as data richness, completeness, state and method of 
preservation and so on). Curators from other di scipl ines may feel 
frustrated at the ease w ith w hich the data were gathered and analysed, and 
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comparison of methodologies used for valuation of the fish collection at the 
Canadian Museum of NatureÕ, in Nudds and Pettitt, Value and Valuation, 
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at the strong (and apparently fi nite) taxonomic framework of biological 
classifi cation within which such col lecting takes place. However, such 
outsider views of di scipl ines can be deceptive (particularly if based on 
number summaries); this discipl ine is as multifaceted and subjective as 
any other. 

So how would this strategic approach work in practice? Let me give a 
fi ctitious example. Under an existing collecting pol icy the art curator of 
Bigtown Museum Service aims to amass a collection of art representative of 
that produced in the region, and to add such pieces as might provide an 
overview of the major art movements of the twentieth century. Collecting, 
here, is dr iven by aesthetics and established art histories. Unfortunately, 
BigtownÕs main industries are in decline and the revenue base for the 
museum has been decreasing. The art gallery already has a fr iendsÕ 
organisation w hich has in the past been helpfu l in raising funds. However, 
a re-evaluation of the service as a whole suggests to the museumÕs staff 
that an important aspect of the museumÕs activities revolves around the 
townÕs identity (whether for its inhabitants or for outsiders) (Mission step). 
Consequently, it was felt that its regional thematic col lections were capable 
of recordi ng distinctive activities that were fundamental ly important to 
this mission, but that its attempt to gain a representation of twentieth-
century art was primari ly for the purposes of context and education (even 
if some of those items are prestigious and in themselves contribute to civic 
pride and identity) (Boundaries step). Fundr aising by the fr iends might be 
the key means to achieve this latter end (a new educational mission), but it 
should not be a priority (Methodology & Resources). The art curator who 
had acquired local works at local artistsÕ exhibitions as well  as through 
gifts decides as a consequence to take a di fferent route. Aw are that little 
was written about the artists she was collecting, and that the museumÕs 
aw areness of them relied heavi ly upon personal reminiscence and gossip, 
she decided to adopt a more ethnographic approach to the regional art 
scene (Methodology and Boundaries). Collecting was to be an act of 
recordi ng artistic production and interaction: interviewing artists, gaining 
oral data, photographs of works, the studio, exhibitions and infl uences, 
and other non-three-dimensional information. The keeper of social  history 
had acquired funding to attend training in ethnographic research 
techniques (Resources) and agreed to assist in getting the project off the 
ground (Collaboration). The staff expect that the depth of study wil l  
encourage donations from the artists themselves, but nevertheless the 
museum director has pooled al l purchase monies w ith the aim of targeting 
expenditure at context-rich, proactive collecting (Resources). In the fi rst 
year the art curator wi l l focus on the craft potters, and as the result of an 
internal biddi ng process, the bulk of this yearÕs Ôcol lecting fundÕ wil l  
support this activity (Target). The Director has also convened a collection 
development board, to review acquisition proposals and objectives. The 
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board w i ll include representatives from various stakeholdi ng groups 
(Collaboration, Methodology & Resources) and is managed to enable 
appropriate input against establ ished pol icy/ strategy without the 
intervention of local politics (Boundaries). It is a requirement of this board 
that only curatorial  staff contribute recommendations for acquisition and 
di sposal, and that they make their arguments against established criteria 
(Boundaries, Methodology). It has been agreed that the museum wil l no 
longer pursue a policy of keeping objects in perpetuity but that collecting 
wi l l be used to ÔimproveÕ the col lection by replacing certain objects with 
similar ones that are deemed to better fu lfi l the museumÕs mission 
(perhaps through better documentation). Al l objects in the col lection are 
al located to one value category: 

  

¥ A-Li st Ð Premier collection. Objects of established artistic merit and rich 
contextual isation, critical to the museum mission. These objects w il l, in 
particular, document artistic production in the region. Objects in this 
category wil l generally be kept in the long term as it is doubtfu l that 
they can be improved upon. These objects deserve the highest levels of 
resource input. 

¥ B-List Ð Objects usefu l to the w ider communicative objectives of the 
museum. Less critical to the museumÕs collecting and documentation 
mission. An asset to be appropriately maintained and kept in the 
medium to long term. Objects capable of being improved upon or 
commonplace.  

¥ C-Li st Ð Objects w hich fu lfi l particular objectives but which, because 
they donÕt fu lly meet with museum policy, or are poorly documented, 
can be considered ripe for exchange, di sposal or replacement. In effect 
this is the transfer list and it may include items that another institution 
would consider A -List. 

¥ D-Li st Ð Objects which are to be di sposed of by prescribed means, 
preferably in the current year. 

 
A new col lectin g? 
In this chapter I have intentional ly been provocative. My aim has not been 
to offer a complete solution, but rather a series of ideas, point out a few 
blind spots, and suggest that there is considerably more scope for rational 
thinking and phi losophical probing. Some of what I have di scussed 
appears in the practices of certain museums or in particular discipl ines but 
no museum or di scipl ine is immune from the ki nd of review. It is a shift  in 
thinking that is required Ð a reshaping of the rules that govern w hat we do. 
Museums do not need the equivalent of the Beeching Report56 (an axe that 
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blindly cuts without considering the social impl ications of the loss), but an 
intellectual solution which w i ll derive social and fi nancial benefi ts. 

A rational and sustainable future cannot be built upon such things as 
mere acceptance of gifts, or pol icies of non-disposal, or concepts such as 
uniqueness, age, the local, the redundant, gap-fi l l ing, object fetishism, the 
popular or in isolation from neighbours, complementary institutions or 
technologies. It can, however, be built upon: increased investment in the 
act of col lecting; realising the opportunities of the moment; demoting the 
object in the act of col lecting and raising associated investigative activity; 
fundamental ly testing the role of objects in our col lecting discipl ines; on-
going col lection disti l lation and ÔimprovementÕ; collaboration; objects i n 
the col lection having different roles, values and lifetimes; seeing the object 
as a medium amongst many with its own limitations; by developing 
adaptive capabi lity; by valuing expertise and by fundamental ly rethinking 
what we mean by Ôcol lectingÕ. 

We need museums to remain those object-centred oases in a world of 
change, but in order to achieve this they too must change. 


