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may vivify exhibits and, perhaps more important, 
re-interpret museum objects and contribute to a 
process of self-refl ection that museums have come 
to appreciate in the era of the New Museology. 
(Bond, Harvey). Examples of artists collaborating 
with natural history museum were presented, as 
well as a visual presentation by visual artist Dun-
can Mountford.

Natural science and the museum space
In analogy of Bruno Latour’s maxim ‘give me a lab-
oratory and I will raise the world’ Meyer analysed 
the natural history museum’s capacity to reconfi g-
uring reality and social order. The museum space 
is portrayed as an ‘enhanced’ environment and es-
pecially in relation to nature is said to be able to 
provide for a microcosm of the natural world ‘out 
there’.

Wholly different is the angle taken by Forgan, 
who talked about personality museums; historic 
houses that echo the lives of heroes from the past. 
In an outstanding presentation, she notes how 
these places become stages for reenacting a sim-
plifi ed and canonised ‘idea’ of ‘great minds’, such 
as writers, scientists and the like.

History and future of natural history 
collections
‘Science or natural history?’ Cain & Rader quoted 
Laurence Vail Coleman to illustrate a 20th century 
development in American museums focusing more 
and more on the present, and thereby on scientifi c 
principles at the cost of collections of natural his-
tory. The development of industry together with 
research increasingly focusing the invisible were 
mentioned as factors in this shift of attention. The 
separation between scientifi c research and public 
education was also addressed by us (Nieuwland & 
Van der Duin). Our paper proposed a hierarchy of 
the two principal university collection’s functions 
being the museum object and the archival record.
Highlighting a recent refurbishment of the presen-
tation in the Huntarian museum and connecting 
with previous observations, Chaplin notes how 
the objects of anatomy and pathology have gradu-
ally shifted from its original scientifi c context to a 
public display - and were even dubbed ‘house of 
horror’ by the newspaper. As was said in respect 
to taxidermic collections, it is not a change of the 
specimens themselves that evoke a different reac-
tion of audiences, but much more a change in the 
view of the public itself that evokes a new appre-
ciation of the material. 

New technical developments and their role in 
museums, especially database technology, were 
highlighted frequently during this conference 
(Cooper, Allen). In relation to these developments, 
the notion of biodiversity and the pro’s and cons 
of DNA barcoding were addressed in the last panel 
Re-inventing the 21th century (Vogel, Ellis).

The closing session could, with justifi cation, 
look back on a successful conference, and a truly 
useful one: nicely focused, with specialists in a 
rapidly evolving area of museology.

Weblinks:
The Manchester Museum
http://www.museum.manchester.ac.uk/

Museums and Galleries History Group (MGHG)
http://www.mghg.org/

The Society for the History of Natural History 
(SHNH) 
http://www.shnh.org/index.html

Talks at the conference (Simon Chaplin about the 
Hunterian Museum, top; Ilja Nieuwland about the 
musealisation of university research collections, 
bottom) (© Marieke van der Duin).
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Messel on tour

Natasja den Ouden

The scene: Messel, 49 million years ago. A 
Propaleotherium cautiously walks towards the 
edge of the water. She is thirsty and wants to take 
a drink from the sweet water of the lake. Her cau-
tiousness is not unfounded: large crocodiles are 
lurking beneath the water, ready to jump out and 
catch thirsty mammals. There might be hungry 
thunderbirds hiding in the bushes surrounding 
the lake. Little did she know that the real danger 
was something she could not see, hear or smell. 
Whilst all animals in the vicinity of the lake were 
doing their daily businesses, poisonous CO2 gas-
ses gathered over the lake. Unaware of anything 
different, the Propaleotherium slowly slipped into 
unconsciousness and fell into the mud of the lake 
edge. 

The Messel pit is located some 20 kilometres 
southeast of Frankfurt am Main, Germany, in a 
forested region. The fi rst fossils of the Messel pit 
were found during mining activities in 1875. The 
rocks are rich in kerogen, which in itself is not suit-
able as a fuel until after a carbonisation process. 
When the mining for kerogen stopped, the pit 
was taken over by nature again. Nowadays it has a 
unique new fl ora and fauna and, since 1995, it is a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site.

The fossils from the Messel pit are very special. 
The site is a so-called Lagerstätte, a site of excep-
tional preservation. Whereas fossils usually only 
display the hard skeletal parts of animals and 
plants, the Messel specimens also show the or-
ganic outlines. Often imprints of skin and fur are 
visible. Even the colours of some of the insects are 
preserved. 

Through the years the Messel fossils have 
turned up in a number of exhibitions. This time, 
however, the most beautiful ones are combined in 
a special exhibition highlighting the diversity of 
the site.

The actual fossils are not the fi rst things you 
see when you go through the doors of the exhi-
bition. On the walls of the corridor are television 
screens. In order that the sounds of the videos 
do not intrude on the visitors there are a number 
of headphones available. To encourage you to sit 
through the videos there are several comfortable 
sofas. I must say, this does invite people to sit 
down and whilst you are seated, well, why not take 
one of the headphones and watch one of the vid-
eos. The videos are there to introduce the visitors 
to the fantastic site of Messel. It gives background 
information about the history of the site and about 

how the fossils are extracted from the surrounding 
sediment. 

From the corridor with the videos you come to 
the exhibition room. It is dark, but not too dark to 
see where you are going. Some of the specimens 
are displayed in pillars, others in lower showcases. 
The cases are black, not distracting any of the at-
tention from the specimens. It is a very minimalist 
exhibition. The specimens are only accompanied 
by a small label, which tells you the name of the 
species in German and the offi cial Latin name. For 
foreign visitors it would have been very helpful to 
also have the English name on the label. The lack 
of further information about the specimens in the 
actual exhibition is not a disadvantage. Leaving 
away large amounts of text explaining what you 
are supposed to see actually forces the visitor to 
focus on the specimen itself. The specimens are 
so well preserved and carefully prepared that even 
the fi nest details are visible. A tip: do not miss the 
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drawers. Because it is dark and the furniture in the 
exhibition hall is black, it is easy to miss the black 
drawers in the centre of the exhibition hall. These 
drawers are full of smaller specimens, grouped 
together according to animal type. Like a refrig-
erator, the light in the drawer switches on when 
you open them, revealing a diversity of bats, frogs, 
turtles, etc.

This exhibition is defi nitely worth a visit. Even if 
you have the photos, the details on the specimens 
themselves are amazing. It is possible to look at 
just one specimen for an hour and still discover 
new little details. And remember: these are not 
casts, they are the originals!

Messel on Tour is a travelling exhibition and can 
be seen in the following cities:
• Until 30th of September 2007 in the Hessisches 

Landesmuseum, Darmstadt, Germany.
• 6th of December 2007 until the 4th of May 

2008: Naturalis. National Museum of Natural 
History, Leiden, the Netherlands. 

• June until November 2008: National History 
Museum, University of Oslo, Norway. 

• January until March 2009: Niedersächsisches 
Landesmuseum Hannover, Germany.

• May until August 2009: Staatliches Museum 
für Naturkunde Stuttgart, Germany.

• October 2009 until March 2010: Naturhisto-
risches Museum Basel, Switzerland.

• May 2010 until February 2011: LWL Museum 
für Naturkunde, Landesmuseum mit Planetar-
ium, Münster, Germany.

• From May 2011: Carnegie Museum of Natural 
History, Pittsburgh, USA. 

 

Colophon

The Newsletter is an initiative of the PalArch Foun-
dation and is edited by: 
• A.J. Veldmeijer (veldmeijer@palarch.nl)
• I.J.J. Nieuwland (ilja@ausgerechnetbananen.de)
• H.J.M. Meijer (hanneke.meijer@gmail.com)
• N. den Ouden (natasja@stayfun.co.uk)
• E.N.A. Heirbaut (nweurope@palarch.nl)
• B.L. Beatty (bbeatty@nyit.edu). 

The illustration editing is done by M.H. Kriek 
(http://www.bcl–support.nl/). The Newsletter is 
free to download for three months; back issues 
(pdf, sent by email) can be ordered by sending 
an email to postmaster@palarch.nl. Any ques-
tions and reactions regarding the Newsletter, the 
Foundation or the web based Netherlands scien-
tifi c journal should be addressed to veldmeijer@
palarch.nl. The address to which correspondence 
can be sent is: PalArch Foundation, Mezquitalaan 
23, 1064 NS, Amsterdam, The Netherlands.

About www.PalArch.nl (Netherlands 
scientifi c journal) copyright
Copyright © 2007 PalArch Foundation

The author retains the copyright, but agrees that 
the PalArch Foundation has the exclusive right to 
publish the work in electronic or other formats. 
The author also agrees that the Foundation has the 
right to distribute copies (electronic and/or hard 
copies), to include the work in archives and com-
pile volumes. The Foundation will use the original 
work as fi rst published at www.PalArch.nl. 
The author is responsible for obtaining the per-
mission of the use of illustrations (drawings, pho-
tographs or other visual images) made by others 
than the author. The author can be requested to 
submit proof of this permission to the PalArch 
Foundation. Pdf texts (papers and proceedings) are 
free to download on the conditions that each copy 
is complete and contains the PalArch copyright 
statement; no changes are made to the contents 
and no charge is made. The downloaded (and/or 
printed) versions of PalArch publications may not 
be duplicated in hard copy or machine readable 
form or reproduced photographically, nor may 
they be redistributed, transmitted, translated or 
stored on microfi lm or in electronic databases oth-
er than for single use by the person that obtained 
the fi le. Commercial use or redistribution may 
only be realised after consultation with and with 
written permission of the PalArch Foundation. 



www.PalArch.nl Newsletter 4, 3 (2007)

© PalArch Foundation 20

Call for papers

We would like to focus on our ongoing call for pa-
pers. Many of our readers are already aware of it, 
but for those who just to know us we would like to 
point out that all contributions are welcome that 
fall within the wider thematic framework of the 
journal.

This includes papers on archaeology of Egypt/
Egyptology, archaeology of northwest Europe and 
palaeontology and related disciplines such as ar-
chaeobotany, archaeozoology, museology, system-
atics, taphonomy, the history of science and any 
subject that relates to these fi elds.

Contributions can take the form of, for instance, 
excavation reports, material studies, databases etc. 
PalArch is especially, but not exclusively, suitable 
for submission that involves large amounts of 
data.

Submission of papers

The rules for submissions for our scientifi c issues 
can be found under the heading ‘Information’ at 
the website. Please contact the managing editor 
of the Newsletter for guidelines on Newsletter ar-
ticles.




