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The Visitor enters up some stone steps to the first-floor gallery through whose tall leaded windows the light pours pale grey. This is a place of quiet, of measure, of observation ...  Astrolabes chart the heavens and the hours; orreries represent the motions of the planets about the sun by means of clockwork; microscopes examine the minutiae of the natural and man-made worlds ...  For all the clarity and harmony of the instruments here it would be wrong to see this simply as a neo-classical collection in which science is at the centre of an ordered, enlightened world. Rather it reflects the many ways in which science has engaged with the world ...

Mark Fisher, Britain’s Best Museums and Galleries, London, 2004

[He can’t have visited on a ‘family friendly’ day.]
Developments in the Museum

Marconi

One of the largest and most important acquisitions of recent years took place in November, when the objects in the Marconi Collection were presented to the Museum by the Marconi Corporation.  A challenging exercise of packing and moving the objects from Chelmsford was mounted by the Museum staff, extending over several days and involving two large vans.  At the same time the accompanying papers and manuscripts were acquired by the Bodleian Library.  The pioneering research work of Guglielmo Marconi and the early history of radio broadcasting is memorably represented in some 300 or more (yet to be catalogued) objects.  In addition to its own significance, this acquisition has the effect of moving the Museum’s work into the twentieth century with a collection of international importance.

Education service development

The appointment of a member of staff with responsibilities for primary school groups has enabled the Museum to complete its provision for schools and to offer a full education service.  This represents one of the most important developments in the Museum’s work.

Family Friendly Activities and Workshops

Alongside the education service for schools, a new programme of ‘family friendly’ activities has transformed the Museum at weekends.  The programme is lively and innovative, as well as having real educational benefit.  It is proving very popular.

Universal Geometry

A major research project, funded by the Designation Challenge Fund, is underway.  The title is ‘A Universal Geometry: the Astrolabe East and West’, and all the astrolabes will be re-examined, re-catalogued and re-photographed.  The photographic record will be unprecedented in its completeness and detail.  The entire database, including the photographs, will be made available on-line, as will a general website on the astrolabe.  Other outcomes will be an exhibition, a programme of outreach work and activities, and an accessible book on the astrolabe.  The project team have had fortnightly meetings throughout the year.

Library stock-check

A major achievement by the Librarian – long wished-for – has been the first stock-check of the library books for many years.  The Librarian has also made great strides in including the books on OLIS, which it was formerly thought could be done only by a visiting specialist; all our post-1820 books are now included.

Clarendon Building

The Museum had to vacate its two rooms in the Clarendon Building, while the whole building was prepared for a major refurbishment, and the Archivist took on the considerable task of transferring the contents to temporary accommodation.  We plan to take the opportunity to increase our use of the space and the refurbished rooms will be important for our future planning.

Staff

The post of Administrator has been made full-time.  A second part-time Education Officer, Rebecca McVean was appointed and will be mainly responsible for work with primary schools. Three appointments were made to the Universal Geometry project: Darin Hayton as Research Officer, Matthew McGrattan as IT Officer, and Samantha Van Gerbig as Photographer (part-time).  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 four students for 2004-5.  The visiting lecturers were Dr Silke Ackermann, Dr Jon Agar, Dr Peter de Clercq, Professor Robert Fox, Dr Anita McConnell, Dr Alison Morrison-Low, Dr Alan Morton, Dr Emilie Savage-Smith and Mr Michael Wright.  The dissertation titles were: ‘Terrestrial Globes and their makers in 18th Century London’ (by Polly Basak), ‘Michael Butterfield and his Dials’ (by Charlotte Edwards). ‘The Collection and Exhibition of post-World War Two Science and Technology: The Festival of Britain, 1951’ (by Thad Parsons III), and ‘Marconi Wireless Telegraphy in the British Army during World War One’ (by Elizabeth Bruton).

Dr Bennett supervised one and Dr Johnston supervised four doctoral students. Alexander Marr 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 and acted as convenor for the course.

Dr Bennett lectured in the Prelims General History III course, ‘Renaissance, Recovery and Reform, 1400-1650’ in the Modern History Faculty.

The undergraduates and masters students in History of Art visited the Museum for a tour of the collections and Dr Bennett and Dr Johnston both offered tutorials on objects in the collection.

Dr Bennett served as an examiner for a doctoral candidate at the University of Bordeaux.

Collections Management and Conservation

Conservation

Conservation of 82 objects was completed, of which 3 were for loan, 4 were new acquisitions, 5 were in store and the remainder for exhibition.

Much conservation work was occasioned by the acquisition of the Marconi Collection, including prior visits to Chelmsford to assess the packing requirements, the packing itself and the provision of protective covers for paintings and furniture.  The store was fitted with extensive new racking to accommodate the Marconi Collection.

The work on the three globes, mentioned in the previous annual report as having gone to a private studio for conservation, has been completed, with the PRISM Fund contributing to the cost.  A report on the Einstein blackboard was commissioned from an independent conservator.  Conservation reports were regularly occasioned by loan requests. Visiting researchers examining objects were supervised where any physical intervention was involved, for example in the case of the Fromanteel clock.  The conservator improved the care of objects on display, for example by making and repairing showcase covers, and improved the disaster kit.  She has produced guidelines for handling objects and for treating objects after a disaster.  Planning work has begun for a thorough refurbishment of the studio. 

Accessions

The major accession was the Marconi Collection, comprising some 400 objects (see ‘Developments in the Museum’).

Other accessions during the year included:

Six drug jars, 19th century, presented by Dr Stocken.

A collection of eleven instruments, 20th century, transferred from the Department of Physical and Theoretical Chemistry, Oxford University

Three models used for teaching, 19th and early 20th century, transferred from the School of Geography, the Environment Library, University of Oxford

A collection of artefacts used in early scientific expeditions of the Oxford University Exploration Club, early to mid 20th century, presented by the OUEC.

Collection of 1920s-1930s radio equipment, six items, presented by the Wireless Preservation Society.

An ‘Addiator Universal’ hand-operated calculator, 20th century, presented by Ms Diana Pfetsher.

Two architectural drawings of the Old Ashmolean Building, 1912, by F.E. Openshaw, Oxford, presented by Dr C.E. Phelps.

A photographic print of Paul Dirac, by Capital Press Service, Ottawa, c.1950, presented by Dr M.G. Bown of Clare College Cambridge.

Loans

The Jevon’s Logic Machine went on loan to the Powerhouse Museum in Sydney, Australia, in October. 

A Browning Spectroscope was lent to the Design Museum in London, where it was included in the exhibition ‘You Are Here – The Design of Information’. 

The Nernst Hydrogen Liquefier was lent to the Max Planck Institute in Berlin to be included at the exhibition ‘Einstein – Chief Engineer of the Universe’, held in the Kronzprinzenpalais on the Unter den Linden.

Research

Significant research access to the collection was arranged for:

Professor S.R. Sarma, all instruments in the collection of Indian origin

Jon Hutchings, Model of a Beam Engine by Watkins & Hill, London, c.1840

Herbert Ober, four Zeiss Microscopes and three Zeiss Objectives

James Hyslop, an astrolabe and a nocturnal signed by Michael Coignet

Musab Hayatli, Islamic astrolabes

Tiffany Black and Leora Brook, astrolabes 

Andy Steels, electric lamps and arc lights, late 19th/early 20th century

Lorraine Bigrigg, Senex terrestrial globe

Martin Beech, cometarium

Annabel Ralphs, tally stick and calculating rods

John Cheetham, Fromanteel clock

Library and Archives

In the course of the year, the stock-check of the library’s books has been completed, and the necessary additions and corrections to the catalogue carried out. About three hundred books were found to be missing, and the process of finding these, or attributing their absence to cataloguing errors, has begun. The evacuation of library and archival material to the Archive Room and Osney Mead in advance of the Clarendon Building refurbishment was completed successfully.

About 4,500 items have been catalogued to AACR2 standards and added to OLIS, the University’s on-line union catalogue, bringing our total holdings to about 7,500. All of the Museum’s post-1820 books are now catalogued on OLIS. Particularly amongst the Lewis Evans collection this includes much material which is unique in Oxford, and some which is not found in any other University library in the United Kingdom. A start was made on the retrospective cataloguing of the antiquarian collection, to the fullest antiquarian standard.

A rolling programme of small exhibitions of library material was inaugurated, and three were mounted: ‘Paper Anatomies’, focussing on early anatomical illustration; ‘Venus in Print’, consisting of astronomical works, and tying in with the 10/10 day; and ‘Fishes, Birds, and Four-footed Beasts’, made up of early works of natural history.

During the year, 351 items were accessioned (more than double the previous year), the majority of which were donated to the Library. 693 items were added to the Library catalogue. Loans to the Museum’s staff and students numbered 248, a slight rise on last year. About 12,000 photocopies were made. As in previous years, the Museum’s M.Sc. students were the Library’s most regular readers, but the availability of our holdings on OLIS has begun to attract a wider readership. The international flavour of e-mail enquiries was maintained.

The Archivist has formed and developed a useful collection of draft catalogues of manuscripts and placed them on one of the Museum’s servers, where they are accessible to staff and used for their own work and when answering queries.

He has continued to turn formerly typed and handwritten catalogue indexes of manuscripts into electronic files.  He has revised the catalogues of some of the important Lewis Evans and Babbage manuscripts and continued cataloguing some previously uncatalogued and recently acquired parts of the collection, including the Collie and Ferguson papers.  Acquisitions included a small archive of administrative papers of the Scientific Instrument Commission and records of Mr Roland Torode’s measurements of astrolabes: reports and photographs of 260 astrolabes and records of star positions identified from the retes.  Professor McLeod spent a significant period working on the Gowing Papers.

The Archivist was responsible for the ‘Early Photographs’ series of exhibitions (see below).  He worked on substantial contributions to a book on physics in Oxford (edited by Professor Fox and Dr Gooday), in particular a chapter on Frederick Jervis-Smith, based largely on archival resources in the Museum.  A great deal of his time was taken up with the temporary transfer in accommodation to the Osney One Building in Osney Mead, in preparation for the refurbishment of the Clarendon Building.

Public Programme, Exhibitions, Outreach and Education

Exhibitions

The exhibition, ‘“The Most Noble Problem in Nature”: the Transit of Venus in the 18th century’ (mentioned in the previous annual report), closed on 12 September.

‘Drug Trade: therapy, pharmacy and commerce in early-modern Europe’ ran from 9 October until 13 March.  The exhibition presented the Museum’s fine collection of early drug jars, or pharmacy jars, manufactured from the 16th to the 18th century, together with printed herbals from the library, all set in the context of the therapeutical practice of the time.  Specimens of ingredients were also on display.  Texts for 12 narrative panels on the history of pharmacy were provided by the medical historian Patrick Wallis.  There was a programme of linked public events (see below) and an on-line version of the exhibition has become a permanent addition to the website.

‘Bye-bye blackboard ... from Einstein and others’ opened on 16 April.  It was an unusual celebration of Einstein Year and the centenary of his special theory of relativity, focused on the Museum’s famous blackboard used by Einstein at a lecture in Oxford in 1931 and preserved with his chalked equations.  Sixteen blackboards all created in 2005 by famous people were supplemented by photographs of famous people from the past using blackboards, in what proved to be a hugely popular exhibition.  It was featured in the Guardian, on the BBC website, on BBC Radio Scotland (live), BBC South, Radio Oxford and Fox FM, and on-line at the 24-hour museum.  During the period of the exhibition, attendance increased by 50% over the previous year.  The famous chalkers from today were Tony Benn, Raymond Blanc, Alain de Botton, Brian Eno, Nicolas Grimshaw, Richard Harries, Michael Heath, Glenda Jackson, Lisa Jardine, Joanna MacGregor, Robert May, Cornelia Parker, Chris Patten, Martin Rees, Bobby Robson, Jon Snow and Richard Wentworth.  The project was launched in the Holywell Music Room on 22 March with a recital by Joanna MacGregor, organised by the Museum, at which she created her blackboard, and was supported by a very full programme of linked events (see below).  An opportunity to have a blackboard added to the exhibition for a week was successfully included in a charity auction for homeless people in Oxford.  A web version of the exhibition was added to the website.

The Student Exhibition, ‘Titan: a new world explored’, ran from 11 March to 12 June.  It dealt with the ESA-NASA Cassini-Huygens mission to Saturn’s moon, which had reached its climax earlier in 2005.  An on-line version of the exhibition was added to the student space on the website.

A small exhibition of George Rolleston’s craniometric instruments was mounted in December 2004, while the Library and Archives staff contributed exhibitions on ‘Paper Anatomies’, ‘Venus in Print’ and ‘Fishes, Birds, and Four-footed Beasts’.

A series of ‘Early Photographs’ was mounted in the Basement Gallery for Hilary Term, and changed every fortnight over a period of eight weeks, so as to complement the Slade Lectures being given at the same time by Professor Larry Schaaf.

The Museum made an official contribution to the ‘Africa 05’ festival sponsored by the BBC and the British Museum by mounting an exhibition in the entrance gallery entitled ‘Astrolabes of Africa’, which opened on 12 July.

Education Service

A full programme of taught sessions and workshops, including ten separate activities aimed at Key Stage 3, Key Stage 4 and AS/A2 levels in Science, and others aimed at other subjects in the curriculum including History, were advertised to schools in the Oxford area by mailshot. Topics covered include astronomy, early electricity and chemistry, and history of medicine, all with specific links to the secondary curriculum.

Following these initial contacts visits have been made from groups including students from at least 20 different schools from a wide area. Most of these visits have been based on the advertised activities. Some of the visits have been from university ACCESS groups of year 10/11 students (14/15 year olds). Some visits have been made by groups of foreign students including one from Germany and another from Denmark. A workable format for such visits has begun to take shape.

In addition to these regular activities for school groups, two ‘Sixth Form Study Days’ were piloted, the first in conjunction with the Dunn School of Pathology, which provided accommodation for the study day on ‘Penicillin the wonder drug’ in March, and the second with the Physics Department who accommodated the study day on ‘Understanding Einstein’ in July. Sponsorship for the latter was obtained from the Institute of Physics. These study days took the form of a series of lectures in the morning given by university lecturers, followed by small group workshops in various departments including the museum in the afternoon. They have proved popular with local schools, although the best timing for such events appears to be December and towards the end of the summer term.

The University Museums joint Education Group has proved to be a forum for promoting links between the museums. These have included a joint school visit to the MHS and OUMNH, as well as joint community activities such as the Cowley Road Carnival and participation in an East Oxford Community Centre children’s activities fair in January.

A new ‘Family Friendly’ programme of activities began in September 2004 and is now a well-established part of the museum’s public programme. For the most part these have taken place on alternate Saturday afternoons with a mixture of ‘drop-in’ activities and more structured bookable workshops such as ‘Making a model Orrery’. The latter, in particular, have been very popular and are frequently fully booked. The museums’ newly appointed volunteer co-ordinator has been invaluable in providing student volunteers to help out with these activities.

The Family Friendly programme also included a special day in June, ‘Understanding Einstein’, coinciding with the exhibition ‘Bye-bye Blackboard’ to celebrate the life and work of Albert Einstein. The day was very successful and included a range of lectures for adults, workshops for children and a visit from Einstein himself. Some sponsorship was obtained from the Oxford Trust and the event was recorded by a professional photographer provided by SEMLAC. Visitors to the event included a Saturday School Community group from Blackbird Leys. A workshop was also given at the Museum’s ‘10/10 Venus’ day in September 2004.

Earlier in 2005 new Education pages were created on the Museum’s web site covering information about the activities in the Education programme. This has already brought new enquiries.

Other initiatives have included the provision of an introductory session on museum education work for PGCE students from the University’s Department of Education, an INSET (In Service Training) session for a group of teachers from a local school’s Science Department, and training sessions contributed to the newly established joint museums’ training programme for museum volunteers.

Programme of public events

Four quarterly programme leaflets were printed and widely distributed. In addition to more unusual events, a schedule of frequent gallery talks, exhibition talks and ‘table talks’ was offered throughout the year.

The Museum held its second ‘10/10 Day’ on 4 September, on this occasion ‘10/10 Venus’.  The speakers were:

Dr Jim Bennett, ‘Galileo and the phases of Venus’

Dr Allan Chapman, ‘The Transit of Venus in 1639’

Dr Stephen Johnston, ‘The Transit of Venus in 1769’

Dr Colin Wilson, ‘Europe goes to Venus: the Venus Express mission’

Dr Bruno Currie, ‘Venus the goddess’

Rachel Mellor, ‘The Queen of Heaven’

Dr Barrie Juniper, ‘Dionaea muscipula: the Venus Fly Trap’

Alice Foster, ‘Venus in art’

Dr Jonathan Price, ‘I’m crazy about you: the psychiatry of love’

There were tours of the special exhibition on the Transit of Venus, and Benjamin Martin, in costume, presented his mechanical simulation of the transit from 1769 several times throughout the day.  Two smaller exhibitions were mounted in the basement and the entrance galleries, and there were two trails, with prizes, at different levels of difficulty.  There were workshops and educational films in the Education Room.  In the top gallery, where Brian Eno’s ‘Evening Star’ played throughout the day, there was story telling and poetry reading and, in the evening, a shortened concert performance of John Blow’s opera ‘Venus and Adonis’.  In the evening also, in the basement, a large crowd watched Zsa Zsa Gabor in the 1958 film, set on Venus, ‘Queen of Outer Space’.  

Family Friendly activities and workshops have been introduced and have quickly become very popular weekend events.  The ‘activity’ sessions were held on Saturdays throughout the year, while the more specific ‘workshop’ subjects were:

Making Netsuke Figures (modelling)

Myth, Magic & Medicine (creative writing)

Botanical Drawing

Printing

Making Model Orreries

Mapping the Universe (drawing)

Chinese Fire Clocks (modelling)

Model Sundials

Paints and Pigments

A study day was organised in October in collaboration with the Ashmolean Museum and the Bodleian Library, with sessions on all three sites. The subject was the University’s Islamic collections.

Public lectures linked to special exhibitions were as follows:

Dr Patrick Wallis (London School of Economics), ‘Don’t try this at home: medicines in early modern England’, 2 November

Timothy Walker (Botanical Garden, Oxford), ‘The Healing Power of Plants’, 25 January

Professor John Zarnecki (Open University), ‘Huygens – A first look at Titan’, 12 April

Professor John North (formerly of the University of Groningen), ‘Early Cosmology – by Design and Accident’, 14 June

Professor David Hughes (University of Sheffield), ‘The Age of the Universe, the Stars and the Earth’, 16 June

Professor John Heilbron (formerly of the University of California at Berkeley), ‘The Moving Earth after Galileo’, 21 June

Professor Joe Silk (University of Oxford), ‘The Dark Side of the Universe’, 23 June

The basement gallery was full for each of these last four lectures, which were linked to the Bye-Bye Blackboard exhibition: the lecturers were allowed to use only blackboard and chalk.

The series of lectures, ‘Between the Lines’, by authors of serious but accessible books on the history of science continued with a lecture by Tom Standage, on his book The Mechanical Turk, 23 November.

A ‘Herb Day’ on 12 March coincided with the Drug Trade exhibition: there were tours, demonstrations, talks and activities throughout the day, and the Museum was filled with the sight and smell of plants. This was organised in collaboration with the Herb Society.

The Museum participated in the European Museums’ Night, La Nuit des Musées, on 14 May, opening from 9 pm till 1 am and holding a very successful ‘poetry slam’ in collaboration with a local group of performance poets.

An ‘Understanding Einstein’ day on 25 June was organised by the Education Section as part of the public programme, and is covered under ‘Education’ above.

Fifty-two groups – both general and special-interest groups – made pre-arranged visits during the year.

Other Outreach

Dr Bennett gave a talk on the Museum to the University of the Third Age in Botley on 22 November. He was interviewed for BBC Radio 4 for the series ‘Relatively Einstein’. He appeared on Melvyn Bragg’s ‘In Our Time’ programme on Radio 4 on 2 June, when the topic was Renaissance mathematics.  He appeared several times on BBC Oxfordshire and Six TV.

Dr Johnston was interviewed for an Alpha TV production for Channel 5, ‘Andalucia: the Legacy of the Moors’, broadcast in September 2004 and repeated in December 2004.

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

Contribution to Research, Scholarship and the Discipline

Once again the Museum organised an academic seminar series in the Trinity Term.  The speakers this year were Filippo Camerota (Museo di Storia della Scienza, Florence), Charlotte Sleigh (University of Kent), Rachel Souhami (Imperial College London), Martha Fleming (NESTA), and Darin Hayton (University of Oxford).

Because Professor Fox was on sabbatical, Dr Bennett organised and chaired eight research seminars on ‘Problems in the History of Science and Technology’ in the Michaelmas Term in the Modern History Faculty.  He also contributed a paper (chaired by Dr Johnston) to this series.

Dr Bennett was invited to join the Peer Review College of the Arts and Humanities Research Council, and accepted.

The Society for the History of Medieval Science and Technology continued to use the Education Room for its regular Oxford meetings.

Dr Bennett continued his work on the committee of the European Science Foundation’s ‘Scientific Heritage’ network.  He took part in the final workshop, held in Paris.

Dr Bennett served on the Trustee Sub-Committee of the Science Museum and the Library Committee of the Royal Society.

Dr Johnston served on the committee of the Scientific Instrument Society.

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

Dr Bennett served on the University’s Risk Management Committee and on the Visitors of the Pitt Rivers Museum, and the Appointments Board for the Professorship of the History of Science.

Dr Bennett gave the following lectures and seminars:

7 September, Scientific Instrument Commission, Dresden, ‘Instrument makers in court: the Old Bailey proceedings from the 18th century’

23 September, Royal Dutch Academy of Sciences, Amsterdam, ‘Wind-gun, air-gun, or pop-gun: intersecting, inventing and imagining in London, 1794-6’

21 October, Modern History Faculty, Oxford University, ‘Wind-gun, air-gun, or pop-gun: the fortunes of a philosophical instrument (mostly in 1794-6)’

10 January, Oxford University Collections History Group, ‘Displaying collections at the Museum of the History of Science’

25 February, Maison Française, Oxford, ‘Rules, Regiments and Instruments’

6 April, Centre for Research in the Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities, University of Cambridge, ‘“Braggers that by showe of their instrument win credit”: the Errours of Edward Worsop’

Dr Johnston gave the following lectures and seminars:

6 September, Scientific Instrument Commission, Dresden, ‘An Experiment in Replication’

11 December, British Society for the History of Mathematics, Birmingham, ‘The Archaeology of Practical Mathematics: Excavated Instruments and Early Modern Practice’


3 July, First Dutch Summer School in the History of Science, Utrecht, ‘Mathematics, Mechanism and Practice’


Staff Publications

Jim Bennett, Biographies of James Archibald Hamilton, Eric Mervyn Lindsay, Robert Norman, William Parsons (third Earl of Rosse), Thomas Romney Robinson in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford, 2004)

Jim Bennett, ‘Why the History of Science Matters in Ireland’, Science and Irish Culture, 1 (2004), 1-14

Jim Bennett, ed., ‘Instrument Case Studies, 1850-1950’, Proceedings of the Scientific Instrument Commission, published in Nuncius 19 (2004), 671-732

Jim Bennett with J.P. Bowen, et al, ‘The Development of Science Museum Websites: Case Studies’, in L. Tan Wee Hin and R. Subramanian, eds, E-Learning and Virtual Science Centres (Hershley USA, 2005)

Stephen Johnston, ‘Theory, theoric, practice: Mathematics and magnetism in Elizabethan England’, Journal de la Renaissance, 2 (2004), 53-62

Stephen Johnston, ‘”The Most Noble Problem in Nature”: the Transit of Venus in the 18th Century’, www.mhs.ox.ac.uk/venus/

Stephen Johnston, Biographies of Thomas Bedwell, Leonard Digges, Thomas Digges, John Feild [Felde], Paul Ive, and Robert Recorde in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford, 2004)

Stephen Johnston, ‘Venus in Transit’, Oxford Today, Michaelmas 2004, p.11.
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