
Museum of the History of Science

Annual Report, 1 August 2003 – 31 July 2004
Developments in the Museum

A new governing body

From October 2003 the newly-constituted Visitors of the Museum of the History of Science became the governing body of the Museum.  This responsibility formerly rested with the Committee for the History of Science, Medicine and Technology, and the Museum is grateful to the members of the Committee for their help over the years.  Having a board of Visitors brings the Museum into line with the governance arrangements for the other three museums in the University with designated collections.

The composition of the board of Visitors is as follows: the Vice-Chancellor; a Chairman who shall be appointed by the Vice-Chancellor; the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Academic Services and University Collections); one of the Proctors or the Assessor as may be agreed between them; the Professor of the History of Science; the Reader in the History of Medicine; two persons appointed by Council from among the directors and curators of the university museums other than the Museum of the History of Science; one person appointed by the Board of the Faculty of Modern History; one person appointed by the Board of the Faculty of Oriental Studies; one person appointed by the Faculty of Philosophy; one person appointed by the Board of the Mathematical and Physical Sciences Division; one person appointed by the Board of the Medical Sciences Division.  In addition, the Visitors may co-opt up to four further members, who need not be members of Congregation.

The first Chairman is Professor Robert Fox, and we are grateful to Dr R.G.W. Anderson and Mr H.A.L. Dawes for accepting appointments as co-opted members.  The Director is the secretary to the Visitors and the Administrator attends to assist the secretary.

An education service

Funding from the South East Regional Hub of the ‘Renaissance’ programme of the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council has enabled the Museum to launch its first properly constituted Education Service, organised by a half-time Education Officer.  Christopher Parkin joined the staff in April.

Staff

In April Christopher Parkin was appointed to the new position of Education Officer (half-time). Tom Freshwater moved to another post and was replaced as Collections Manager by Rachel Mellor; Shona Marran moved to another post and was replaced as Librarian by Andrew Hudson; Mary Evans moved away and was replaced as Clerical Assistant by Alicia Chiu.  Throughout the year the Museum has, once again, not had the services of an IT Officer or a Photographer, which has placed significant additional burdens on other members of staff.

Teaching

The Museum’s M.Sc. course, which is taught and examined entirely within the Museum, continues to be a substantial teaching commitment for Dr Bennett and Dr Johnston.  There were five students for 2002-3.  The visiting lecturers were Dr Silke Ackermann, Dr Jon Agar, Dr Paolo Brenni, Dr Peter de Clercq, Professor Robert Fox, Dr Anita McConnell, Dr Alison Morrison-Low, Dr Alan Morton, Dr Emilie Savage-Smith, Dr Jutta Sickore, Professor Gerard Turner and Mr Michael Wright.  The dissertation titles were: 'Transacting Philosophy: a History of Peer Review in Scientific Journals’ (by Samidh Chakrabarti), ‘A New Visible World: Microscopical Correspondence of the Royal Society, 1666-1705’ (by Alexi Baker), ‘Adolphe Ganot (1804-1887) and his Textbooks of Physics’ (by Josep Simon), ‘Electricity and Electrical Instruments in Eighteenth-century England: the Making and Unmaking of a Leading Electrician, Sir William Watson Sr. (1715-1787) (by Tasia Asakawa), ‘The Polymerase Chain Reaction: Invention and the Birth of Biotechnology’ (by Samuel Globus).  Five students have been admitted for the M.Sc. course in 2004-5.

Dr Bennett supervised one and Dr Johnston supervised four doctoral students. Joseph T. Scheinfeld successfully completed his D.Phil.

Dr Johnston contributed lectures and classes to the first-year ‘Gunpowder, Compass and Printing-Press’ course in the Modern History Faculty.

As extended work placement was provided for Cécile Sauquet (University of Tours)

Collections Management and Conservation

Conservation

Blinds have been fitted to the windows on the top landing and in the Entrance Gallery, to reduce the visible and UV radiation reaching objects on display.  The environmental monitoring system has been successfully extended to the archive store and to the main store, and a sensor has been installed off-line in the Museum’s store in the Examinations Schools.  A humidifier was installed in the Special Exhibition Gallery.

Forty objects have been conserved during the year; of these 12 were new acquisitions and 9 were going on loan.  Three globes have gone to a private studio for conservation, with the help of grant-aid from the PRISM Fund. Conservation work is also regularly occasioned by loan requests and the temporary exhibitions. The unglazed anatomical specimens in store have been properly boxed.  The essential routines of cleaning the open shelving in the basement and the objects on open display have been maintained, as well as the regular condition audit of the displays.

A considerable effort has gone into planning improvements in the main store.  The Conservator, Cheryl Wolfe, attended a four-day course on the conservation of plastics.

Accessions

A major accession was the archive and instrument collection of the Elliott Brothers scientific instrument company, acquired as a gift from the Marconi Corporation.  The archive in particular is one of the most important and comprehensive resources for studying the manufacture of scientific instruments in 19th and 20th-century Britain.
Object accessions for the year included:

Sinclair Programmable Calculator by Sinclair Radionics Ltd, St Ives, Huntingdon, 1977.

Set of Samples for Chemical Microscopy by R.P. Cargille of Liberty Street, New York, 20th Century.

E. Leitz/Wetzlar ‘mikrospektroskop’ in leather box case, 20th Century, belonging to the late Dr Margaret Jope.

Carl Zeiss Jena pocket spectroscope in case, 20th Century, belonging to the late Dr Margaret Jope.

Plate showing a plan of an Estate in York, c.1810 (includes drawings of surveying equipment).

17th Century horary quadrant to the design of Edmund Gunter (1581 – 1626) in its original leather case.

Johnson Photo Tint Outfit: For colouring postcards, Prints and Lantern Slides. Johnson's of Hendon Ltd, London. England. 1960s.

Loans

An Equinoctial Dial and a Quadrans Vetus were lent to IEMed (Institut Europeu de la Mediterrania) and the Museu Maritim de Barcelona where they were included in the exposition ‘Mediterraneum: L’esplendor de la mediterrania medieval’. 

A Celestial Globe and an Astrolabe were lent to the Bodleian Library, where they were included in the exhibition ‘A Medieval View of the Cosmos’.

The Babbage Difference Engine was lent to the Museum Boerhaave for the exhibition ‘Mathematics’.

A globe by John Senex, 1718, is still on loan to Tate Britain (ongoing).

A Celestial Globe, a Japanese Pillar Clock and a Qibla Indicator were all lent to the Museum of Science and Industry, Manchester on long term loan.

Objects from the Tradescant / early Ashmolean collections are still on long term display (on renewable loan) from the Oxford University Museum of Natural History (5 specimens) and the Ashmolean Museum (4 objects).

A full-scale replica of the air-pump of Robert Hooke was lent to the Royal Institution for a Friday Discourse on 19 March.  Professor Lisa Jardine was lecturing on Hooke and the pump had a prominent place on the demonstrating bench of the lecture theatre.

Significant research access to the collection was arranged for:

John Davis, Elias Allen double horizontal dial 

Jeff Lock, surveying instruments 

Randy Liebermann, John Russell moon drawings 

Mike Nolan, Transit of Venus materials

John West, Hooke replica air pump

Library and Archives

The Librarian, Shona Marran, left the museum in September to take up a position as Information Specialist at the Nuffield Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology. Her replacement, Andy Hudson, began work in December, having previously worked in the libraries in the Zoology Department and All Souls College, and at the Radcliffe Science Library.

In the course of the year, all of the books in the Archive Room store have been arranged in the correct order within their classifications. Our journal holdings have all been boxed in acid-free, low-sulphur archival boxes. The stock-check of the box files of offprints and pamphlets has been completed, and the necessary additions and corrections to the catalogue carried out. The process of accommodating archival material in the Archive Room has continued, with high-demand, low-scale material the priority. The Radcliffe Tracts, the Museum’s very important collection of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century pamphlets have been moved into the Archive Room. The renovation of our space in the Clarendon Building is due to begin in December 2004, and the relocation of archival material assumed greater importance.

The pressing task of stock-checking the Library’s books has begun and at the time of writing is ca. 75% complete. Much of the material identified as missing by the stock-check of box files has turned up amongst the books, and the process has enabled the updating and correcting of the on-line catalogue, which now reflects our holdings more accurately and comprehensively, and their locations more precisely. About 3,000 items have been catalogued to AACR2 standards and added to OLIS, the University’s on-line union catalogue. This is the biggest single thing we can do to raise the profile of the Library and to make our holdings accessible to a wider public. Accordingly, from 2005 all new accessions will be added to OLIS as well as our own local database. By the end of 2005 it is hoped that a large majority of our books will have been retrospectively catalogued there.

During the year, 149 items were accessioned, the majority of which were donated to the Library. 724 items were added to the Library catalogue. Loans to the Museum’s staff and students numbered 235. About 6,500 photocopies were made. The Museum’s M.Sc. students continue to be the Library’s most regular readers, but undergraduates and graduates reading a great variety of subjects from Astrophysics to History of Art have visited, as have a number of scholars interested in our archives, particularly the recently acquired Gowing papers. A pleasing aspect of this year’s readership has been the number of interested members of the public who have consulted our holdings, apparently inspired by the inclusion of library material in the Transit of Venus and Starholder exhibitions. E-mail enquiries have arrived from as far afield as New York, Portugal, and Australia.

Significant research access to the collection was arranged for:

Professor Roy MacLeod (University of Sydney): Gowing Papers 

Professor Peter Beck (University of Kingston): Gowing Papers 

Peter Furniss (University of Wolverhampton): Jones' instrument catalogues 

Professor Bettye Chambers (University of St Andrew's): Sixteenth century French printed books 

Dr John Jones (Balliol): material relating to Dyson Perrins laboratories

Public Programme, Exhibitions, Outreach and Education

Exhibitions

The exhibition, ‘Succession: Families at Work in Science’ (mentioned in the previous annual report) closed on 26 October.

‘Ingenuity in Restoration England: Hooke, Morland, Papin, Petty, Wren’, ran from 11 November till 14 March.  It dealt with the concept of ‘ingenuity’ in the period and what it meant in the thought and work of these figures.

‘The face of Robert Hooke?’ (2-14 March) presented the arguments for and against the recent identification of the subject of a portrait as Robert Hooke, when it had formerly been taken to be John Ray.  The portrait was borrowed from the Natural History Museum, London and visitors were invited to vote for Hooke or Ray.

‘”The Most Noble Problem in Nature”: the Transit of Venus in the 18th century’, opened on 13 April and dealt mainly with the history of the transits of Venus in the 1760s.  The highlight was a full-scale reconstruction of Benjamin Martin’s mechanical demonstration of the transit of 1769.

The Student Exhibition, which opened on 11 March, was ‘Star-Holder: the Uses of the Astrolabe’.  Smaller exhibitions were: ‘The Oxford Eye Hospital’ (9 December – 1 March), ‘Photo-Blue’ (historic cyanotypes) (21 February-31 March) and ‘Paper Anatomies: Anatomical Illustration 1508-1685’ (from 25 May).

Education Service

Funding from the South East region’s hub of the MLA’s ‘Renaissance and the Regions’ initiative led to the appointment of a new part-time education officer who began working at the museum in April.

With a decision based upon the perceived strengths of the museum’s collection to focus on the secondary school curriculum, work began on a planning and research phase in developing a new education programme.

After identifying possible links with the National Curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4, teachers from schools in the greater Oxford area and local authority education advisors were invited to take part in a consultation evening to discuss and identify opportunities for the museum to support the secondary curriculum.

Some initial events including a workshop on the Transit of Venus on 8th June for forty fifteen year old students from a local school, and two further visits by groups of sixth formers in June and July provided opportunities to pilot some initial ideas for guided activities with an emphasis on active problem-solving and participation.

Initial research was carried out during the summer into a number of possible guided workshop activities to be advertised to secondary schools designed to make use of the museum’s collection, library and education room. Work was also begun on developing education pages for the museum’s website.

Programme of public events

This was the first full year of the new public programme.  Four leaflets, covering respectively August to October, November to February, March to May, and June to September were printed and widely distributed.

A schedule of frequent gallery talks, exhibition talks and ‘table talks’ was offered throughout the year.

An ‘Open Weekend’ was held on Saturday to Monday of the August Bank Holiday Weekend, 23, 24 and 25 August, when the Museum was open 10 am to 10 pm, 2 pm to 5 pm, and 10 am to 10 pm respectively.  There was a full programme of events, including music, drama, tours, talks, workshops and competitions.

Public lectures linked to special exhibitions were as follows:

Dr Michel Hoskin (University of Cambridge), ‘Astronomy in the Family: the Herschels’, 9 October

Dr Jim Bennett, ‘Instruments and Ingenuity’, 5 February

Dr Stephen Johnston, ‘Venus in the Sun, 10 June

The series of lectures, ‘Between the Lines’, by authors of serious but accessible books on the history of science continued as follows:

Dr Patricia Fara, on her book Newton: the Making of Genius, 24 October

Benjamin Woolley, on his book The Queen’s Conjuror: the Life and Magic of Dr Dee, 22 January

Karl Zimmer, on his book The Soul Made Flesh, 7 April

Family workshops linked to the ‘Ingenuity’ exhibition were held on 22 November.  The Museum hosted a successful attempt of the British and European Pi recall record on 14 March.  The Oxford Literary Festival organised a schools day at the museum on 23 March.  The Museum supported the performances of ‘Transit of Venus, 1874’ at the Burton-Taylor Theatre, 8-12 June. 

A new feature of the programme, the 10/10 Day, was inaugurated on Saturday 21 February with ‘10/10 Blue’ – a day of events between 10 am and 10 pm on the colour blue.  The speakers were:

Dr Hazel Rossotti, ‘Blue, how so? Some science’

Timothy Walker, ‘Is there a future for English bluebells?’

Dr David Bryden, ‘The blueprint in engineering’

Professor Mike Tite, ‘Blue in ancient Egypt’

Dr Nick Eastaugh, ‘Blue pigments in painting’

Dr Don Grainger, ‘Why is the sky blue?’

Dinah Reynolds, ‘Blue and white china’

Dr Mike Ware, ‘Herschel’s Cyanotype: Genius or Serendipity?’

Dr Jonathan Price, ‘Feeling blue’

Chris Salter, ‘Blued steel’

Oxford English Dictionary, ‘Meanings and associations of blue’

Nico Silins, ‘Is anything blue? Don’t ask a philosopher’

In addition, Robert Hooke spoke about his microscopical observations of the bluebottle, and Benjamin Stillingfleet, the original bluestocking, read his poetry.  There were workshops on making Prussian blue and on blue glazes in ceramics, displays of cyanotypes and blue drug jars, and competitions with blue prizes.  The evening events were a concert of bluegrass music and a screening of Derek Jarman’s film ‘Blue’.  The attendance on a single day was 1714.

On the day of the Transit of Venus, 8 June, the Museum organised a public viewing event in the University Parks in collaboration with Hanwell Community Observatory.  As well as the telescopes and viewers, there were displays and educational events.  The weather was exceptionally fine and some 1400 attended in two and a half hours.

Four choral concerts by local choirs were held in the Top Gallery during Sundays in July.  The choirs were Voces Angelicae, the Clerks of Christchurch, Oxford Collutorium, and the Cherwell Singers.  These events were an outstanding success.

Dr Johnston was interviewed on Oxford Six TV in connection with the ‘Succession’ and ‘Transit of Venus’ exhibitions, and on Radio Oxford on the transit viewing day.  Dr Bennett appeared on Oxford Six TV in connection with 10/10 Blue.

Dr Bennett gave a lecture on Robert Hooke to the University Pensioners on 21 February, and a gallery talk at Modern Art Oxford in the special exhibition by Mike Nelson, ‘Triple Bluff Canyon’, on 22 May.  The Oxford Times featured John Dee’s magic table in January.

Sixty-one groups – both general and special-interest groups – made pre- arranged visits during the year.  They included the Oxford Guild of Guides,

ESF Philosophers network, the British Sundial Society, TOSCA, the Sixth Form Conference, Headstart, the Oxford University Alumni, the Llhywd Society, University of the Third Age, Ecole Supérieure d’Optique, Otmoor Archaeological and Historical Society, the Courtauld Institute and the Leicestershire Clock Club.

The traditional Museum party was held on Ashmole’s birthday, 23 May.

Contribution to Research, Scholarship and the Discipline

The Museum has instigated a new seminar series, the ‘Museum of the History of Science Seminar’, to be held regularly in Trinity Term.  The speakers this year were Nick Wilding (University of Cambridge), Sven Dupré (University of Ghent), David Bryden (formerly National Museums of Scotland), Robert Anderson (Churchill College, Cambridge), Maria Zytaruk (University of Toronto) and Terje Brundtland (University of Oxford).  In addition, Richard Staley of the Max-Planck Institute, Berlin, gave a seminar at the Museum in December.

Dr Bennett was invited to contribute to several international workshops: on ‘Optics, Optical Instruments and Painting: The Hockney-Falco Thesis Revisited’, at the University of Ghent; on ‘Mathematics and War’ at the Forschungsinstitut fuer Mathematik and the Collegium Helveticum of the Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule Zürich; and on ‘Instruments and Material Culture of Early Modern Science’ at Harvard University.  He was also asked to speak at Queen’s University Belfast under their ‘distinguished scholars’ invitation programme.

Dr Johnston was an invited chair for the workshop ‘Scientific Instrument Collections in the University’, held at Dartmouth College, New Hampshire, under the auspices of the Scientific Instrument Commission of the International Union of the History and Philosophy of Science.

Dr Bennett continued his work on the committee of the European Science Foundation’s ‘Scientific Heritage’ network, whose programme extends over three years.  He took part in the second workshop, held in Ravenna.

Dr Bennett became a member of the Committee of the Trustee Sub-Committee of the Science Museum.  He also became a member of the Library Committee of the Royal Society.  He completed his term as Vice-President of the British Society for the History of Science.

Dr Johnston became a member of the committee of the Scientific Instrument Society.

Dr Bennett served on the editorial Dr Bennett served on the editorial boards of the journals Isis, Nuncius, Journal for the History of Astronomy and Notes and Records of the Royal Society.

Dr Johnston was an examiner for a University of London Ph.D.

Dr Bennett served on the University’s Risk Management Committee and on the Visitors of the Pitt Rivers Museum.  Dr Johnston served as a Reviewer in the Divisional review of M.Sc. and M. Phil. courses in Material Anthropology and Museum Ethnography and in Social Anthropology.

An international, collaborative website, ‘Transits of Venus’

(http://transits.mhs.ox.ac.uk/) was developed by the museum in conjunction with the Academic Computing Development Team.

The Society for the History of Medieval Technology and Science have adopted the Museum as the venue for their regular Oxford meetings.

The Museum has been awarded a grant of £88k from the Designation Challenge Fund for the project ‘A Universal Geometry: the Astrolabe East and West.’  Work will begin in the period covered by the next annual report.

Dr Bennett gave the following lectures and seminars:

1 October, Scientific Instrument Commission, Newport News, Virginia, ‘Backstaff or Octant, c.1750?’

13 November, University of Ghent, ‘Geometry, Projection and Instrumentation: did mathematicians make representations?’

30 January, Zurich, ‘Geometry in Action: Mathematical Manifestos of Early-Modern Europe’

19 January, Institute for Historical Research, London, ‘Why do Historians Ignore Sundials? – a plea for actor’s priorities in the sixteenth century’

17 April, History of Science Department, Harvard University, ‘Catadioptrical instruments in mid-18th-century London: astronomy and navigation, gentlemen and tradesmen’

27 April, Queen’s University, Belfast, ‘Instruments as a resource for the history of science’

29 May, ‘History of Science on Stage: one historian’s experience’, Maison Française, Oxford.

27 June, British Society for the History of Science, Annual Conference, Liverpool, ‘For Objects in History: are catalogues any help?’

Dr Johnston gave the following lectures and seminars:

30 September, Scientific Instrument Commission, Newport News, Virginia, ‘John Wells and practical mathematics in early-modern England’

4 June, Observatoire de Paris, ‘Benjamin Martin’s artificial transit: public space and spectacle in 18th-century astronomy’ 

2 July, Scientific Instrument Society, Cambridge, ‘Benjamin Martin and the Transits of Venus’

Staff Publications

Jim Bennett, ‘Cosimo’s Cosmography: the Palazzo Vecchio and the History of Museums’, in M. Beretta, P. Galluzzi and C. Triarico, eds, Musa Musaei: Studies on Scientific Instruments and Collections in Honour of Mara Miniati (Florence, 2003), pp. 191-7

Jim Bennett, ‘Gli Strumenti Scientifici’, in S. Petruccioli, ed, Storia della Scienza, vol. 6 (Rome, 2003), pp. 241-58

Jim Bennett, ‘”Ingenuity” as a Virtue in Restoration England’, The Antiquarian Horological Society. The Proceedings of the Fiftieth Anniversary Conference. Supplement to Antiquarian Horology, 27, no. 5 (2003), 55-63

Stephen Johnston, "The Anton Mensing Scientific Instrument Project: Final Report" (with Willem F. J. Mörzer Bruyns, Jan C. Deiman and Hans Hooijmaijers), Bulletin of the Scientific Instrument Society, 79 (2003), 28-32
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