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SAM:  Good afternoon, everyone.  My name is Sam; I work here.  It gives me enormous pleasure today to welcome our friend Jack Ashby.  Now, Jack describes himself on the Twitter as "a chaser of furry things, a fan of science engagement and an Australian mammal" ‑‑ an Australian mammal nerd!  He is manager of the Grant Museum of Zoology, in a small institution up the road called University College London.  The Grant Museum and our Hunterian Museum are comparable institutions.  We work very closely.  There is a bit of a sibling relationship between the organisations!  There's always a little bit of frisson.  We don't like to shout about each other's achievements as much as we should!  They're forever winning awards.  They punch above their weight.  They have a high social media presence.  They do extraordinary work with natural sciences.  We'd never tell them that!  It would go to their heads!

Jack has been the manager of the Grant Museum since 2011.  Before that, he arrived there as their Learning and Access Manager and turned around the front end of what they do.  Before that, he worked at Bristol and read zoology at Cambridge.  He's an unusual beast, in that he combines really high‑level, cutting‑edge science engagement with some pretty high‑level science.  He spends one or two months a year deep in the Australian outback rooting around for mammals and marsupials and things like that.  He combines that high level of communication and scientific expertise.  I'm delighted he is coming here today to talk about the Grant Museum.  Jack.

JACK:  Thank you very much.  Thanks, Sam, for choosing me.  I will talk about the Grant Museum and how the story of the Grant Museum reflects the teaching of biology.  I want to talk about what it means to be a museum.  Is it reasonable to call us a museum?  Is it reasonable to call us something else?  Why would UCL want to support and to resource the museum?  I will attempt to show how the answer to that question and how the changing to the answer of that question reflects...[couldn't keep up]...

Who has been to the Grant Museum before?  Excellent.  Hopefully, if you haven't been, you will be encouraged to go by the end of this talk.  It dates back to when UCL was founded in 1827.  It was called the University of London then.  It still exists but UCL is the current incarnation.  As you may know, UCL at the time in the 1820s was the third university in England after Oxford and Cambridge.  At that time, Oxford and Cambridge, you could really only study or get a degree in divinity.  So UCL is the birthplace of a lot of academic disciplines and they were first taught there as degree subjects.  Zoology is one of those degrees and economics is the other.  It was the birthplace of a lot of academic disciplines.
The Grant Museum was set up to teach those courses in zoology and comparative anatomy in England.  We have moved five or six times in many years, nearly always to smaller venues except for the last move.  It has been resourcing teaching of zoology in all of that time.  
I will talk about the museum today and I will come back to this again.  This is the museum today.  It is in a room reasonably similar to this, an old medical science library.  It has been there for five years this month.  As Sam said, we are quite pleased with how it goes in there!  It is a small museum.  It is not significantly larger than this room.  It has got about 8,000 specimens on display, which is a portion of our 68,000 specimens.  We do a lot of teaching and have very big public programmes.  Do take a look at the leaflet that will be handed out.  We have won awards.  Before Christmas, we were voted the Most Loved Museum in Bloomsbury and Fitzrovia, beating the British Museum!  We were voted the Most Inspiring Museum in the UK a couple of years ago.  Not to brag!
This is Robert Edmond Grant, our founder.  He amassed the first thousand or so objects in the museum.  Ahead of reading about today's talk, who had heard of Robert Edmond Grant?  Two of you.  Three of you, one of which is the curator of our museum and one is the curator of this museum.  No‑one has ever heard of him!  It was partly his fault.  It is partly the Hunterian Museum's fault!  We will get on to that.  He had made some bad career choices, the worst of which was being interested in sponges, which is the least sexy of all animals, and other boring animals like sea mats.  What he should be famous for, as a comparative anatomist, is that he was a medical reformer.  He was a radical proponent of evolution early on.  Unfortunately, he became an outdated radical which is a much worse thing to do.  He was the first professor of zoology and comparative anatomy in Great Britain.  His most famous accolade is that he introduced Charles Darwin to evolution.  
Before we talk about the Grant Museum in London, it is important to look at his background.  As an under graduate he was taught by Robert Jameson in Edinburgh, who was probably the first person who first used the word "evolved".  His father, Erasmus Darwin was a big proponent of transmutationism.  After leaving Edinburgh, he did a grand tour of Europe.  He worked with Georges Cuvier.  He gave Grant the run of the collections at the Natural History Museum in Paris where Grant developed his ideas and his skills as a comparative anatomist.  Cuvier was famous for developing the theory for saying that animals could be divided into the four groups, called embranchment.  He thought they were four separate groups.  He believes there was no evidence of evolution of organic [inaudible] over time.  Despite his relationship and friendship with Cuvier, Grant was aligned to another French giant, Etienne Geoffroy Saint‑Hilaire ‑ Geoffroy as he was known ‑ who argued that one could see a plan across Europe.  He argued that hermologies of structure, even with different functions ‑‑ so a good example of that is the bones of the gills of ‑‑ the bones covering the gills of a fish are hermologous to the inner ear bones of a human.  If we trace those they have the same source, the same lineage.  So Geoffroy was an evolutionary proponent that Grant followed.  

There was a small significant group of those advocating for what we call evolution, with a particular stronghold in Edinburgh, who subscribed to the work of Jean‑Baptiste Lamarck.  Grant was among them.  Lamarck said, "The inherent of characteristics that individuals acquire during their lifetime."  Just a couple of highlights of his work.  Lamarck gave two laws: 

 (English translation):

    First Law: In every animal which has not passed the limit of its development, a more frequent and continuous use of any organ gradually strengthens, develops and enlarges that organ, and gives it a power proportional to the length of time it has been so used; while the permanent disuse of any organ imperceptibly weakens and deteriorates it, and progressively diminishes its functional capacity, until it finally disappears.

    Second Law: All the acquisitions or losses wrought by nature on individuals, through the influence of the environment in which their race has long been placed, and hence through the influence of the predominant use or permanent disuse of any organ; all these are preserved by reproduction to the new individuals which arise, provided that the acquired modifications are common to both sexes, or at least to the individuals which produce the young.

All of these are preserved by reproductions to the new individuals which arise, law two.  So essentially, needs results from an animal's environment drive changes in an animal's behaviour, which bring about physical changes, which will be passed on to their offspring, if significant.  The acquired changes accrue through the result of evolution of forms.  The best example is the giraffe.  The giraffe had stretched over the many years.  They would stretch higher up to reach leaves that other animals couldn't reach and, in stretching its neck, those minute increases would be passed on to its children.  Those changes would accrue over time.  Obviously, we know it isn't true.  If you were to cut your ears off, your children wouldn't stop growing ears!  We know that, obviously, this is not the correct mode of evolution but it was the most popular one.  I have slightly simplified it there.  Grant would come to teach evolution through that mechanism and it is significant, because no‑one was doing that in England.
Before he left, when he left Paris and returned to Edinburgh, he grew his expertise in comparative anatomy, particularly sponges and bryozoan, the sea mats.  He taught courses on them.  He was interested in what we might call the roots of the tree of life, which is an interesting concept.  You think something has roots and it grows.  The tree of life is growing and it means it is evolving.  And Grant was also was a man that proved that sponges and sea mats and bryozoan are animals.  He also coined the term "porifera", the name of the phylum for sponges.  He was the world's leading sponge man, if that's a significant accolade!  
As I mentioned, he was in Edinburgh when he came back from Paris.  He was Darwin's first mentor.  Darwin was there in 1826 studying for a medical degree, which he didn't complete.  Darwin introduced him to Lamarck and Erasmus Darwin.  To understand the most complex animals, you have to understand the most simple, according to them.  It was with this influence that Grant gave Darwin we would see reflected 33 years later when Darwin published the Origins of Species, and the theory of natural selection replaces Lamarckian theory as the central mode of how evolution worked.  With this scientific framework, Grant came to set up the museum and he was there for 47 years, from 1827 to 1874, when he died.  It was a great fit.  UCL was a secular and a godless institution on Gower Street.  He was a radical in a radical institution.  He was sent there as a medical reformer, as someone trying to democratise scientific societies and was a perfect fit in UCL.  The museum became the first place in the University in England that evolution would have been taught.  What is interesting despite the fact that Darwin returned to Gower Street in 1836, after he finished on the beagle, there is no evidence of any contact between the two of them.  There are a few theories of why that friendship seems to have fizzled out.  One is that there was some rivalry, that Darwin feared a bit of rivalry with Grant.  They were both interested in the marine invertebrates.  And also that Grant was too vocal for Darwin and Darwin was worried about being associated with radical reformers.  
What is unfortunate about Grant is that despite teaching into 1874, he continued to teach Lamarckian evolution after Darwin published.  He became an outdated radical; he didn't do himself any favours.  When he came to UCL he set about building up a collection that would form the museum today.  Initially he was given £200 by the university and it didn't last long.  He would later complain of under investment, which has never happened since!  He ended up amassing large amounts of material himself and donating that to the museum and donating it to students to dissect.  Objects would be shipped around the world with his students – he had a lot of students over 47 years.  If they would go to exotic places, they would ship him back objects for the museum.  He called it the Zootomical Museum – not easy to say – but is it a museum?  This is the question we keep coming back to.  It is 10,000 objects in a museum, 10,000 specimens in a room but they're only being used for teaching and occasional bits of research, or people doing research at UCL and they leave their collection in the museum.  No‑one is visiting it.  It is not open to the public, so can we call that a museum?  In his radical time, he made some enemies.  This is why I accused the Hunterian Museum of having an impact on Grant's career.  It wasn't the Hunterian Museum itself.  It was Richard Owen, who was the deputy conservator.  Owen was a leading comparative anatomist of the time.  He was the first superintendent of the Natural History Museum when it was built as a separate institution in 1881; he was president of the Zoological Society of London and arguably the most influential scientist in the middle of 19th century England. 
Owen is famous for coining the word "dinosaur" and was, as I say, extraordinarily influential.  But animosity grew between them partly because of evolution.  The animosity and differences between those two anatomists' philosophy is best illustrated by the question over whether platypuses lay eggs!  The platypuses were discovered in 1799 and they were immediately a marvel.  They are something that's got some reptilian characteristics, they have bent elbows.  Platypuses and echidnas are in the same family, the monotremes.  Monotreme means "one opening".  They only have one opening do their defecating, urinating and fertilising.  As you probably know, we have two, one at the front and one at the back.  Monotremes have just the one.  On top of this, they do some remarkable things.  We now know they are venomous.  They have spurs at the back of their heels which inject venom.  They can detect electricity through their bills.  The question of how they reproduced raged on for about 100 years or 80 years.  Owen argued that they were ovo-viparus, which means they produce eggs and they give birth to live young whereas Grant argued they were oviparous.  These are the reproductive organs of the platypus.  We didn't know why Owen had such a problem with this idea, because platypus do lay eggs.  But I would argue he had a problem with mammals laying eggs.  He had probably philosophically (?) with something so wonderful as a mammal, it is clearly a mammal, it has fur, though interestingly it doesn't have nipples but doesn't produce milk, they sweat their milk.  He had a problem so reptilians laying eggs and to pull mammals down into the Earth – that's my thesis there.  He long opposed Grant's thinking there.  And is this fair?  Is it fair to call Owen a bad egg?  He was a brilliant scientist, no doubt, and did wonderful things in founding the Natural History Museum and working here at the Hunterian Museum.  But he really did potentially destroy Grant's career.  He opposed Grant's council reforms of the Zoological Society of London.  Grant was trying to democratise the council.  Owen was a conservative elitist.  He forced Grant off the council which really Owen gained a lot from; interestingly Grant and Owen were the only two people who had access to the zoo's animals once they died for dissection.  In forcing Grant off the council, Owen got the lot.  There is another story, alleged story, I should say, of Owen stealing specimens from Grant.  A lot of specimens from New Zealand was apparently misdelivered to Owen and he refused to give it back and Owen went on to be the man who described Moa and Kiwis and other interesting New Zealand fauna.

Interestingly there is an elephant's tusk at the Hunterian that was donated by Grant to Owen.  Before all of this animosity, Grant introduced Owen to Cuvier's brother in Paris.  I decent know what time things turned sour or how that tusk got to be here.  After Grant, the following professors of zoology continued to care for the museum and looked at the gaps in the collection and they added to the collection, so it is now about 68,000 specimens.  There have only been 14 curators of the museum so far, including Grant, leading to Paulo Viscardi, at the back there.  Not that many in that many years.  For nearly all of that history, the caring for the museum was a side job to being a professor in zoology.  I wonder whether in this period that the zoo was glorified lab equipment, like microscope slides.  You can see these illustrations on the side of the lecture hall.  You have skeletons scattered around.  It was something that was only accessed by the students and care of these collections was really just a side job, which you can imagine people didn't have a lot of time for.  This photograph is interesting, taken in 1887.  UCL was the third university but it was the first university to admit students irrespective of their religion or religion.  You can see some non‑white people in this photograph and some women in this photograph.  UCL was the first university to admit women on equal terms to men.
Being a university museum in this way, without what we would call a professional curator, is something I refer to as the curse of university museums.  No‑one really cared where their objects cared from, and I don't mean in an ethical way, but we have no idea where most of our objects come from or when.  For a teaching collection, the important thing is that I need a gorilla to teach my students what a gorilla looked like.  In a research‑heavy museum, that gorilla would come with information about who it was collected by, on this date, in this location and added to the museum on this date.  Most of our collection doesn't have that information which is a real shame.  It is great, we have a gorilla and we can use it, but we have no idea how long it has been in the collection.  At best, it will be a college report in the archives that say in 1887 the professor of zoology acquired 17 skeletons, including a kangaroo, a lion, et cetera.  We may have 20 kangaroos in the collection but we have no idea which one it is.  However, the professionalisation of curation, if you like, kind of started with this man, who was chair of zoology from 1875 to 1891, E Ray Lankester, who really was actually supported in his job application by Thomas Henry Huxley.  I will just read a quote by DMS Watson, one of his successors of zoology:

‘During the tenure of the chair by Ray Lankester, University College London possessed by far the most active School of Zoology in Britain… Whilst at University College London Lankester trained a great series of zoologists who filled very many of the chairs in that subject, both at home and in the Dominions, and he thus influenced the whole course of zoology in the British Empire’

Lankester trained a great series of zoologists who filled very many of the chairs in that subject, both at home and in the Dominions and thus influenced the whole course of zoology in the British Empire."  It shows the impact on of the museum on the story of British zoology.  The teaching dynasty is not the sort of thing that most museums think about and how they influence the whole discipline by teaching people who went on to have significant influences themselves.  A similar feat was called out by Watson himself, who gave that quote, and attracted many prominent biologists to work and train at the UCL.  Those were the high days of the Grant Museum.  Lankester's achievements included the introduction of the study of animals in correlation with their environment.  He called it bionomics.  We now know it as ecology.  After Lankester left UCL, he went on to be a professor of comparative anatomy at Oxford University, allegedly taking many of our specimens with him there.  He became the director of the Natural History Museum in 1898 where he stayed for about ten years.  He proved that horseshoe crabs are related to arachnids and not crabs.
It is remarkable in 50 years no‑one thought to make a list of everything in the museum!  But he did this and he created this catalogue of labels like this one on archaeopteryx.  This is the world‑famous world's oldest bird.  This is the third ever cast taken of the specimen.  It is said to be in better condition than the cast of the original.  Lankester created a book of labels, one of which is like a book of raffle tickets and he would stick one on the specimen and the other one he would keep on the book.  It was remarkable and very helpful.  But his catalogue included specimens that he wanted to acquire!  We don't know which ones were his wish list and which ones were ever in the museum and which ones are missing!  Is this a museum?  Still no visitors or dedicated staff.  It changed in 1948 when DMS Watson created a new post, the curator of the museum, separating academic work from the technical professional work of museum business.  There are a few photographs here.  If you've ever seen a specimen embedded in resin in a museum, that's thanks to Reg Harris, the first true curator of the museum.  He also pioneered freeze drying of specimens, that is a freeze dried hedgehog.  On the right‑hand side, the second curator is Roy Mahoney.  At the top right, the photo is them by what they thought was an anaconda in the seventies.  They prepared this anaconda on the roof of the building and it is beautifully on display in the museum.  However, about three years ago, I got an email from someone saying, "Hang on.  That's not an anaconda.  It's an African rock python."  If you look at that photo with any critical eye, as I have never done, though I have used this photograph many times, I'm perfectly happy it is not an anaconda.  But that life lived its life at London Zoo as anaconda rather than its true identity as an African rock python, a dry grassland snake.  He prepared the skeleton of I don't know how many thousands of bones, but very many.  On the bottom right is a giant deer, arguably the largest in England.  You can see one next door in the museum.  It is him preparing him after having bought it off of the wall of a pub in Ireland!  

Harris and Roy Mahoney were the pioneers of curation in the museum.  Moving back to the museum itself, let's go through time, to see what we looked like.  This is the 1880s, one room full of objects.  It looks like a museum but is it a museum?  It is just there for the students, really.  In the 1930, we moved to a new biology room.  You can see the rafters and a giant rhino on the left.  It stayed there but was revamped in the seventies.  These are the new cases which we still have.  The brown cases are still in the museum today, which gives it a nice, very crammed atmosphere of proper museums.  The white cases we still have three sets of these.  These are from the Great Exhibition of 1851 at Crystal Palace, two of the last sets of these museums to survive.
Now, around this time, after this time, in the seventies, it is the start of what I would call the fall of zoology, the downfall of zoology.  It is not just the Grant Museum.  Many museums or collections like the Grant Museum follow this story, where museums were set up as a collection and people were trying to get one of everything and they were studying taxonomy and animals and they wanted one example from all different kinds of the animal kingdom.  And then in the sixties and fifties, people focused on what we call model organisms so just looking at a few species like mice and guinea pigs and rabbits and they thought these could tell us, just by studying and experimenting, we could learn about the whole of the animal kingdom.  But then molecular biology really grew in its importance and people thought this is amazing, genetics and cellular biology can tell us so much more, this is new science, this is all that we need to be looking at now.  Collections like the Grant Museum were literally thrown in the skip.  People thought they were old‑fashioned and whole animal biology was thought of as outmoded.  There came a point in the museum's history where UCL had to decide what to do with our collection because we weren't teaching with it anymore.  They could have followed every other university in London, got rid of their collections, or they could do something else.  That's when the Grant Museum became the Grant Museum.  I say this because the Grant Museum of Zoology only has been so named since 1997, otherwise it was called the zoology collection or the Zootomical Museum or some other nameless construction.  We moved to a smaller room in the basement of the building and crammed in more specimens than are on display at the Natural History Museum.  This is what it looked likely in 1997.  We were hardly teaching at all.  I've been there since 2004.  When I arrived, we were teaching about once a term for each of the biology students' year.  So hardly anything.  UCL decided to do something else and opened it up to the public.  Between 1997, it is slowly growing.  I was appointed to create – I'm not taking credit for this – but UCL created the post to open up the museum to the public and to really see what we could do and extend opening hours.  Arguably, it becomes a museum.  Interestingly, at that time, in 1997, they turned the curation to an academic post and created some junior technical posts to care for the collection.  The museum decides to label its stuff, not in Latin, but in English.  We accepted standards of documentation and care reflections and what the Government would call an accredited museum, as administered by Arts Council England now.  We started proper learning programmes.  It was great and we managed to push a lot more use the collection.  They also realised, only about ten years ago, that you can't teach a student what a tiger looks like or does by looking at its genome.  Actually the second thing to teach in biology is a bit of whole animals and a bit of molecular biology.  I'm sure it is not a great shock to everybody but no‑one was doing it for 20 years.  The collection started getting used more and more and more.  Eventually, five years ago, we reopened in a bigger venue.  I will play this video, hopefully.  I will talk over it.  It is of us moving the museum.  It is not the end of the world if it doesn't work.  We started packing up in July 2010 and we got expert object movers to pack these things.  The idea was to create a completely different type of museum across the road.  We were closed for only eight months, which is far too short for most museums to consider doing anything like this.  These boxes were all labelled "fragile and protect from all elements", which chemically is quite interesting!  It is not in a vacuum.  It was done very, very carefully.  We had 700 crates of objects.  They came into the museum.  We unpacked them one at a time and measured them and worked out where they could fit, and filled this wonderful space.  In this space, we tried to think again what UCL really wants.  UCL is a listed building and it would earn a lot more money if they turned the room we were in into a genetics lab, for instance.  Museums don't make money.  So what could we do to convince UCL to keep us?  We started teaching everything.  We now teach geography, history of art, ballet, jewellery making and we teach zoology pretty much every day in the museum.  So things have changed far for the better.  What will UCL want a museum for?  Public engagement is the main answer to that.  We are probably the most accessible way that visitors can walk into the university.  What we try and do in our space is to create platforms for the university to engage when live research is happening at UCL at the moment.  The last thing that came in is this giant deer, which I showed Roy Mahoney working on earlier.  It is three metres across.  There are no walls in the Grant Museum.  We were staring at this giant deer for some weeks before deciding to build a plinth for it by the entrance, face up rather than face out.  We reopened in March 2010, five years ago this month.  All of our programmes are based on UCL research and our exhibitions are based on UCL research but in an accessible way.  We, as museum people and experts, take the content that is being delivered by 8,000 people at UCL, 12,000 academics at UCL and try and test engagement.  We were the first museum to use iPads as part of our displays and to experiment our ideas on the public.  It has gone quite well.  We had 20 times the number of visitors we had in the old venue.  The numbers keep rising.  Mostly when museums open for the first time, they get a big surge in visitor numbers and then it plateaus.  We have been growing year on year on year, which is great an unexpected.  This is what it looks like now.  It is not a big space but it is doing good things.

Looking at the relatively small number of senior figures in the museum's history, 14 curators, and a sensible conclusion is that everybody loves platypuses!  Platypuses have had their fair share of attention at the Grant Museum.  Four previous curators, Grant, Lankester and Hill and Watson were concentrated on platypuses.  Similarly, Hill and I have worked on bandicoots.  The backbone of the museum is innovation.  This philosophy has been with us for a very long time.  Very many academic and professional practices were first established in the Grant Museum by our curators.

I'm just reading the screen.  Grant made members of the same group considered irrespective of when they existed.  Reg Harris pioneered many specimen preparation techniques.  Helen Chatterjee, who was there when I started, she is still at UCL, but a pioneer in the field of arts and health at UCL now.  Lots of innovative and exciting things.  I will finish telling you a few actual stories of actual skeletons in our closet and other things.  This is the world's rarest skeleton, a quagga, which is a not very stripy zebra.  It is stripy at the front and brown at the back.  There are probably only six quagga skeletons in the world.  Ours is the only one on display in the UK.  A bit of an embarrassing story, I will admit.  I have mentioned this problem with documentation.  It was a long‑term rumour in the museum through time that one of our two zebras was, in fact, a quagga and, therefore, slightly more exciting.  Quaggas went extinct in 1883.  I don't know how rumours like that start.  It was passed down through the generations and in 1970, the then curator decided to have it tested.  One man in the world who could tell the difference came along and measured both of our zebras, because we didn't know which one was which, and said, "Yes, indeed, it is a quagga.  However, your other zebra is, in fact, a donkey!" Actually, this is the donkey up here on the balcony.  Last year, we did a big project to conserve all of our big skeletons on display, called Bone Idols; it was the museum's first public fundraising campaign.  We remounted and took apart and cleaned and turned around the right way certain bits which ones were on backwards of a rhino and a quagga and other things.  We wanted to do something about the left back leg and the right shoulder blade which were missing.  
Now, there is a bit of a story about where these specimens went.  No‑one really knew.  The rumour was that during the war, the quagga's leg was on loan to the Royal College of Surgeons!  As you may know, this institution was bombed during the war and lost a lot of its collection.  There is no evidence that this happened.  If you ever hear of this specimen is missing from the Natural History Museum, where did it go?  Oh, there is a rumour it was at the Royal College of Surgeons during the war!  This institution has been blamed for the loss of most things that went missing during the Second World War.  Our collection was evacuated to Bangor during the war and not everything came back.  It was probably a more plausible explanation of where the quagga's leg is.  Last year, we decided to fill in the gaps through some extremely advanced technology.  We CT scanned the remaining hind limb at the Royal Vet College.  We flipped the data and we 3D printed at the Bartlett school of architecture at UCL.  We filled in the gaps.  This is probably the first use of such technology to fill in the missing bits of a specimen and no doubt it will be the main way that people build dinosaurs in there in future, which are invariably incomplete.

This is our most famous object, our jar of moles.  It's a jar full of moles.  It is our visitors' favourite.  It is used for teaching dissection.  18 moles crammed into a jar, an efficient way of storing moles, to be used for dissection but they were never were.  More plausibly, it was for the study of anatomy.  This actually comes from the Imperial College collection.  We absorbed all of those museums that closed in the eighties and nineties.  Among those specimens from Imperial was the jarred moles.  Three years ago, we built the micrarium, our place for tiny things.  As you probably know, 95% of all animal life is smaller than this.  If you go into a Natural History Museum, go next door, to the natural history collection, it is full of big animals.  No‑one's ever worked out how to display microbe displays.  We have built these displays to show the world's real diversity.  It is a back lit cave of 2,300 microscope slides.  Here is our collection of dodos.  We have a huge collection of Blaschka models.  These are animals that people didn't know how to display.  In making them out of glass the Blaschka family, who are jewellers working in Dresden, filled those gaps because otherwise you would have a museum with no jellyfish.  They are world famous, they're in a number of museums, but ours are particularly nice.  Finally, I will end on the weirdest story in the museum.  This is an American opossum, southern opossum from South America.  When I arrived ten years ago, it was in a horrible brown fluid.  You couldn't see what was in there.  Our conservator pulled it out and thought this is a very horrible original suspension in the fluid, in the alcohol.  Where does it come from?  There is a massive hole in its abdomen.  Into that hole was wedged a cloth that had become bright orange.  What was in the cloth?  She wrapped it and found a decayed Duracell D-Cell battery that had been rammed into the opossum.  We don't know why?  Somebody probably wanted to weigh it down.  I couldn't think of worse things to put in alcohol than a battery.  Or it was an experiment into the early evolution of the Duracell bunny!  I will finish there.  I have been through 190 years of museum history in 40 minutes.  If you have any questions, I'm very pleased to take them.

APPLAUSE

SAM:  Thank you for that whistle‑stop tour.  Any questions?  I should take exception to your unprovoked attack on our premises.  What did yours die of?

JACK:  Dysentery.

SAM:  Questions.

FLOOR:  [inaudible]

JACK:  So about 7% of the collection is on display, I think.  About 8,000 specimens on display, which is more than the Natural History Museum in South Ken in zoology.  We are about 68,000 specimens in total.  Most of them are big and exciting things are on display, except for a whole bottle‑nosed whale, which I'm desperate to hang from a ceiling somewhere, but it has never happened.  We have a seal hanging from the ceiling.  But the rest of them are in storage or are in cupboards.

FLOOR:  Do you still accept or collect new or different objects?  Do people say they have this amazing specimen, do you want it?

JACK:  Very rarely is the true answer.  People do offer us things generously.  But we can only take things we know are going to use in teaching our research.  We don't have a lot of space.  It is expensive to care for objects.  In my time, I think we have taken on very few finds.  If we know we're going to be used – we took on 2,000 butterflies a few years ago.  They take up less space.  We acquired a collection this year of hootiers which are very rare and unusual rodent from the Caribbean.  They are currently being researched by somebody at UCL and they needed to place them in a museum to describe the new subspecies.  If it is not being used, we can't justify taking it.

SAM:  Can I ask what exciting developments are up ahead?  What is the most exciting part of your planning for the next academic year?

JACK:  We're in the very early stages of an exhibition – you heard it here first – I haven't even told the rest of our department!  We're going to do an exhibition called the Museum of Ordinary Animals.  So the story of really boring things like cats and mice and dogs and what they've taught us about the world through science.  It is quite exciting.  We're going to try to put our collection of four and a half thousand mice skeletons from different islands across the world on display in one go.  I think it will be quite dramatic.  We're also potentially or likely – UCL is building a new campus on the Olympic Park in Stratford and we're hoping there will be some element of the museum there.  It is to be confirmed.  It is pretty exciting.

SAM:  That's very exciting, ordinary animals.

FLOOR:  Have you learned not to throw things away?

JACK:  A very good question.  Unsurprisingly many of those universities who got rid of their collections in the 1780s and 1790s now can't teach zoology in a way it is ideally thought because they don't have the collections, so they do use us.  Now that we're a proper museum, we don't just throw things away!  Disposal was a very dirty word in museums and museums are supposed to keep things forever without getting rid of them.  It is not the philosophy today.  If something is better off somewhere else, in another museum, then people don't think too hard about ethically disposing of it.  But we don't throw away very much.

SAM:  Museum disposal doesn't necessarily mean destruction.  It often means transfer.

JACK:  That's what I mean, transfer to another museum.  Yes, thank you.  It was ridiculously short‑sighted and also essentially down to one person's decision, the head of biology department, this is old‑fashioned and let's get rid of it.  Nowadays that would be impossible because any sensible museum has a chain of decision makers and it never falls on one person's head to dispose of, either permanently in destruction or to another museum.

SAM:  Splendid.

JACK:  We are open Monday through to Saturday, 1.00 to 5.00.  Please come to our museum.  It is only five minutes' walk from here.

SAM:  On your chairs, you will find finance information about UCL museums, the museums in art and what have you and zoology.  The Grant Museum is there.  Your next event is an animal show off.

JACK:  Yes.  It is sort of stand‑up comedy!  The 17th March, in the museum in the evening, nine different academics who are particularly fanatical about one species and they will come and entertain you for seven minutes about their one species.  It is good fun!  I'm probably doing one!

SAM:  In the meantime, if you would like to come back to something that is more sombre, our next event is on 5th April and Alison Duke will be talking about the foundling Museum, which is entertaining and interesting, but perhaps not so exciting.  I'd like to thank you all for coming.  Thank you in advance for filling out your evaluation forms.  I would like to thank Jane and Hayley for organising this and all of our wonderful events, and for our speech‑to‑text colleagues for keeping up with a clear but not slow speaker.  Thank you to our speaker for a wonderful talk.  Thanks very much, Jack.
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