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STUDIE/ARTICLES

 HERITAGE IN USE – A MUSEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 
ON UNIVERSITY COLLECTIONS AND MUSEUMS IN 
AN INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT

 BERNADETTE BIEDERMANN

ABSTRACT/ABSTRAKT:

This paper discusses the current 
role of university collections 
and museums by highlighting 
their specific characteristics in 
the overall context of higher 
education institutions. It takes 
into account the question of how 
an accumulation of scientific 
objects turns into a collection and, 
furthermore, how collections turn 
into university museums. Thereby, 
it explores the differences between 
an accumulation of objects, 
a collection and a museum in 
regard to academic heritage. 

The underlying question addresses 
relevance and meaning, and 
it values academic heritage – 
the tangible and intangible 
heritage housed by institutions 
of higher education and the role 
this heritage plays in both the 
academic community and current 
society.

Thereby, the paper closes 
a research gap by taking 
museological theory into account 
by applying it to academic 
collections and heritage. 
Accordingly, the qualities of 
collecting, preserving, researching 
and displaying are phenomena 
which find different expressions 
throughout the ages. In this 
context, objects are embedded 
in a network of actors and 
circumstances that define the 
relevance and meaning of objects 
in terms of historic events, 

circumstances, times, persons and 
places. 

Against this background, the paper 
aims to clarify the needs and 
challenges university museums 
and their respective collections 
face within the context of higher 
education institutions, which are 
primarily in the service of and 
often used in academic research 
and teaching and, therefore, are 
often in use.

Využití kulturního dědictví 
v praxi – muzeologický pohled 
na univerzitní sbírky a muzea 
v mezinárodním kontextu

Tento článek se zabývá otázkou, 
jakou úlohu sehrávají v současnosti 
univerzitní sbírky a muzea, přičemž 
poukazuje na jejich specifické 
charakteristiky v celkovém kontextu 
institucí vyššího vzdělávání. Snaží se 
objasnit, jak se z nashromážděných 
vědeckých předmětů stane sbírka 
a jak se poté sbírky proměňují 
v univerzitní muzea. Zkoumá přitom 
rozdíly mezi skupinou předmětů, 
sbírkou a muzeem z hlediska 
akademického dědictví. 

Zásadní pozornost je věnována 
důležitosti a významu 
a v neposlední řadě také hodnotě 
akademického dědictví – 
hmotným i nehmotným statkům 
uchovávaným institucemi vyššího 
vzdělávání a roli, kterou toto 
dědictví hraje jak v akademickém 
prostředí, tak v současné 
společnosti.

Využitím teorie muzeologie 
a jejím aplikováním na 
akademické sbírky a dědictví 
tak článek vyplňuje pomyslnou 
mezeru ve výzkumu. 
Související činnosti v podobě 
shromažďování, uchovávání, 
zkoumání a prezentace 
představují jevy, které v průběhu 
věků nabývají různých forem. 
V tomto kontextu jsou předměty 
začleněny do sítě aktérů 
a okolností, které definují jejich 
význam a důležitost z hlediska 
historických událostí, podmínek, 
konkrétní doby, osob a míst. 

S ohledem na tyto souvislosti 
si článek klade za cíl definovat 
potřeby a výzvy, kterým 
univerzitní muzea a jejich sbírky 
čelí v kontextu institucí vyššího 
vzdělávání, kde slouží primárně 
pro potřeby akademického 
výzkumu a výuky, jsou v nich hojně 
využívány, a tím i začleňovány do 
každodenní praxe.

KEYWORDS/KLÍČOVÁ SLOVA: 

university collections – university 
museums – museology – critical 
heritage studies 
univerzitní sbírky – univerzitní 
muzea – muzeologie – kritická 
heritologie 

Introduction 

Todayʼs universities are 
institutions of higher education 
in the service of academic 
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research and teaching, and they 
are the only institutions with 
the right to award doctorates. As 
Andrew Simpson points out, the 
Museion in Ancient Alexandria 
was a school comparable to 
universities and included teaching 
with objects.1 Historically, 
most of the early universities 
were founded on the Christian 
tradition of convent or monastery 
schools and needed a papal 
decree or an imperial edict.2 
As Marta Lourenço pointed 
out, “[…] we have before us an 
ultra-complex, heterogeneous, 
fluid and fragmented landscape, 
encompassing: many types of 
different things […] in different 
states of organisations and access 
[…]”.3

Even though the primary tasks 
of universities are to undertake 
and encourage academic research 
and teaching, universities are also 
places where material objects play 
important roles in the history and 
development of academia. If such 
accumulations of objects stand 
the test of time, these holdings 
and collections can become the 
foundation for modern and often 
well-known university collections 
(or even university museums).

1 For example, the University of Bologna; see 
SIMPSON, Andrew. The Museums and Collections 
of Higher Education. New York: Routledge, 2023; 
there are also other reasons for defining the 
Museion in Alexandria as a museum.  Heribert 
Aigner pointed out that the muses were not 
adored in the school in Alexandria, as it was 
a meeting point for scholars. AIGNER, Heribert. 
Museale Vorläufer vom Alten Orient bis in die 
griechisch-römische Welt. Curiositas: Zeitschrift 
für Museologie und museale Quellenkunde. 2001, 
no. 1, pp. 81–87.

2 The history of universities is a research 
question of its own, as there are various 
circumstances in history that led to the foundation 
of a university. The University of Padua, for 
example, was not founded by the pope or the 
emperor but by scholars.

3 LOURENÇO, Marta C. Defining the University 
Museum today:  Between ICOM and the ‘third 
mission’. Online. In: UMAC – ICOM. Available 
from: http://umac.icom.museum/defining-the-
university-museum-today-between-icom-and-the-
third-mission/. [accessed 2025-08-02].

These collections, which today 
serve as the basis for university 
museums, i.e., presenting the 
history of the institution through 
tangible heritage objects, were 
often gathered under very specific, 
unique circumstances. As such, 
they stand witness to the history 
of an influential institution of 
higher education. Furthermore, 
they represent the history of 
teaching and research, as they 
pertain to unique scientific 
disciplines.4 Therefore, this paper 
aims to examine the meaning of 
academic collections by reflecting 
on their role as heritage, which is 
often in use in terms of academic 
research and teaching; it asks how 
university collections turn into 
university museums by declaring 
their characteristics in order to 
highlight the ways in which they 
differ from a “classical” museum 
(in the sense of an institution 
that is not primarily dedicated 
to higher education, as in city, 
regional or national museums). 

In this context, this paper 
aims to clarify the needs and 
challenges university museums 
face regarding their respective 
collections, particularly when 
considering that universities 
are primarily educational 
institutions in the service of 
a society focused on academic 
research and teaching. Thus, the 
paper acts from the presumption 
that university collections serve 
very specific functions related 
to the teaching and research of 
universities which differ or even 
go beyond the aims of classical 
museums. 

4 LOURENÇO, Marta C. Entre deux mondes: La 
spécificité et le rôle contemporain des collections 
et musées des universités en Europe. / Between 
two worlds: The distinct nature and contemporary 
significance of university museums and collections in 
Europe. PhD thesis. Paris: Conservatoire national 
des arts et métiers – École doctorale technologique 
et professionnelle Paris, 2005; LUDWIG, David 
and WEBER, Cornelia. University Collections as 
Archives of Scientific Practice. Revista Electronica 
de Fuentes y Archivos. 2013, vol. 4, no. 4, pp. 85–94.

However, the paper does not aim to 
summarize the history of museums 
and universities but to reference 
significances that highlight 
similarities and divergences 
between classical and university 
museums and collections.5 In doing 
so, the paper closes a research 
gap, as not much has been written 
from a museological perspective 
on the relevance, meaning and 
value of objects that arose from 
university research and teaching 
activities of relevance for the 
current public. Accordingly, the 
paper takes into account that the 
qualities of collecting, preserving, 
researching and displaying are 
phenomena which find different 
expressions throughout the 
ages. In this context, objects are 
embedded in a network of actors, 
circumstances and processes that 
define the relevance and meaning 
of objects in terms of historic 
events, circumstances, times, 
persons and places. Accordingly, 
the discipline of museology looks 
at (museum) objects in terms 
of their value and meaning as 
authentic historical witnesses and 
as a basis for communicating these 
narrations to the public. Therefore, 
museology focuses on the object 
biography and the context of the 
object in a historical, theoretical 
and applied manner, as an 
object’s worthiness for collection, 
preservation, research and 
communication (both for current 
and future generations) is often 
dependent on the relationship 
between individuals and the 
circumstances of the objects 
themselves.6 

Moreover, from the perspective 
of museology, things turn into 

5  IMPEY, Oliver and MACGREGOR, Arthur (eds.). 
The Origins of Museums. The Cabinet of Curiosities 
in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Europe. 
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985.

6 BIEDERMANN, Bernadette. The theory of 
museology. Museology as it is – defined by two 
pioneers: Zbyněk Z. Stránský and Friedrich 
Waidacher. Museologica Brunensia. 2016, vol. 5, 
no. 2, pp. 51–64.
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museum objects through the 
attribution of meaning and the 
simultaneous removal of these 
objects from their original 
use. These categories refer 
also to museological aspects of 
museum documentation and 
communication, to the persons 
involved in the process of 
collecting and to the circumstances 
of storing and displaying such 
collections.7

Thereby, the paper aims to connect 
selected examples of university 
collections and museums to 
current state-of-the-art research 
regarding university collections 
and museums. Finally, the paper 
tries to define the strengths and 
needs of university collections 
in contrast to that of classical 
museums. Contrary to and in 
synopsis with classical museums, 
special guidelines and policies are 
examined using various European 
university museums as example, 
thus reflecting the specific 
challenges university collections 
often face.

The concluding section of the 
paper summarizes the results 
of the analyses, which were 
made by answering questions 
regarding the specific tasks and 
needs of university collections 
and museums by taking the 
requirements of universities as 
institutions of higher education 
into account.

Current international state-of-
the-art research

Much research has been done 
over the last years and decades 
on the history of museums – from 
specific types of museums, such 
as art museums or natural history 

7 BIEDERMANN, Bernadette. Museum 
Collecting and Documentation Standards: Using 
the Example of the University Collections of 
the University of Graz. MUSEA: Journal for 
museology, museum practice and audience. 2024, 
vol. 1, no. 3, pp. 71–83.

museums,8 to museum architecture9 
and even the history of museums.10 
This research is rooted in a variety 
of scientific disciplines, for 
example, museum studies,11 cultural 
history12 and material culture 
studies.13 

Much effort has also been made 
to explore the circumstances 
of university museums and 
collections.14 With particular 

8  BERKOWITZ, Carin and LIGHTMAN, 
Bernard. Science Museums in Transition: 
Cultures of Display in Nineteenth Century 
Britain and America. Pittsburgh: University 
of Pittsburgh Press, 2017; MEYER, Corina. 
Die Geburt des bürgerlichen Kunstmuseums: 
Johann Friedrich Städel und sein Kunstinstitut 
in Frankfurt am Main. (= Berliner Schriften 
zur Museumsforschung, Bd. 32). Berlin: 
G+H Verlag, 2013; JOACHIMIDES, Alexis. 
Museumsinszenierungen: Zur Geschichte der 
Institution des Kunstmuseums. Die Berliner 
Museumslandschaft 1830–1990. Dresden: 
Verlag der Kunst, 1995; GROTE, Andreas (ed.). 
Macrocosmos in Microcosmo: Die Welt in der 
Stube. Zur Geschichte des Sammelns 1450 bis 
1800. Opladen: Leske + Budrich, 1994.

9 On museum architecture, see FRANKENBERG, 
Pablo von. Die Internationalisierung der 
Museumsarchitektur: Voraussetzungen, 
Strukturen, Tendenzen. Berlin: G + H-Verlag, 
2013; NEWHOUSE, Victoria. Wege zu einem 
neuen Museum: Museumsarchitektur im 20. 
Jahrhundert. Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje, 1998; NAREDI-
RAINER, Paul von. Zur Ikonologie moderner 
Museumsarchitektur. Vienna: Böhlau, 1991.

10 On the history of museums, see  RAFFLER, 
Marlies. Museum: Spiegel der Nation? Zugänge 
zur Historischen Museologie am Beispiel der 
Genese von Landes- und Nationalmuseen in der 
Habsburgermonarchie. Vienna, Cologne, Weimar: 
Böhlau, 2007; WAIDACHER, Friedrich. Handbuch 
der Allgemeinen Museologie. Vienna, Cologne, 
Weimar: Böhlau, 1999; ALEXANDER, Edward 
Porter. Museum Masters. Their Museums and 
Their Influence. Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press, 
1995; IMPEY, Oliver. The Origins of Museums: The 
Cabinet of Curiosities in 16th and 17th Century 
Europe. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985.

11 On museum studies, see  CARBONELL, 
Bettina Messias. Museum Studies: An Anthology of 
Contexts. Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012.

12 On cultural history studies, see  HEESEN, 
Anke te. Theorien des Museums: Zur Einführung. 
Hamburg: Junius Verlag, 2012; HARTUNG, 
Olaf. Kleine deutsche Museumsgeschichte: Von 
der Aufklärung bis zum frühen 20. Jahrhundert. 
Cologne, Vienna: Böhlau, 2010.

13 On material culture studies, see  KINGERY, 
David (ed.). Learning from Things: Method and 
Theory of Material Culture Studies. Washington 
D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1996; PLACE, 
Linna Funk. The Object as Subject: The Role of 
Museums and Material Culture Collections in 
American Studies. American Quarterly. 1974, 
vol. 26, no. 3, pp. 281–294.

14 CONN, Steven. Do Universities Need 
Museums? / Do Museums Need Universities? The 

regard to a European perspective, 
many initiatives and networking 
activities are aiming to strengthen 
the self-understanding of 
university museum collections. The 
Universeum – European Academic 
Heritage Network15 is among these 
initiatives, and the Committee for 
University Museums and Collections 
(UMAC)16 is of special note. The 
UMAC acts within the framework 
of the ICOM (International Council 
of Museums)17 and is responsible for 
a global perspective on university 
museums and collections. In this 
context, relevant research and 
publication projects have been 
established, e.g., the UMAC Journal 
as a publication platform. Moreover, 
the UMAC established special 
guidelines for university museum 
collections18 and a worldwide 
platform for university collections 
and museums.19 The Coordination 
Centre for Scientific University 
Collections in Germany20 has taken 

Antioch Review. 2016, vol. 74, no. 2, pp. 309–323; 
WILLUMSON, Glenn. The shifting audience of 
the university museum. Museum International 
(UNESCO Paris). 2000, vol. 52, no. 2, pp. 15–18.

15 Universeum – European Academic Heritage 
Network. Online. Available from: https://www.
universeum-network.eu. [accessed 2023-12-28].

16 UMAC-ICOM. Online. Available from: http://
umac.icom.museum/. [accessed 2023-12-28].

17 ICOM International Council of Museums. 
Online. Available from: https://icom.museum/en/. 
[accessed 2023-12-28].

18 UMAC Journal. Online. In: ICOM UMAC 
Committee for University Museums and Collections. 
Available from: http://umac.icom.museum/
umac-journal/. [accessed 2023-12-28]; UMAC 
(ed.). Guidance for Restitution and Return of 
Items from University Museums and Collections. 
December 2021; ICOM and UMAC (ed.). Guidance 
for Restitution and Return of Items from University 
Museums and Collections. 2021; ECONOMOU, 
Maria; LOURENCO, Marta; NYST, Nathalie; 
SIMPSON, Andrew and SOUBRIAN, Sébastien. 
Universities, museums, collections and heritage: 
A time of challenge and change. UMAC-Journal. 
2021, vol. 13, no. 1, pp. 5–7.

19 UMAC Database. Online. In: ICOM UMAC 
Committee for University Museums and Collections. 
Available from: http://umac.icom.museum/
database/. [accessed 2025-08-07].

20 Coordination Centre for Scientific University 
Collections in Germany. Online. Berlin: 
Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin. Available 
from: https://wissenschaftliche-sammlungen.
de/en/. [accessed 2023-12-28]. See also the 
publication platform for annual conferences, 
for example HIERHOLZER, Vera. Knotenpunkte: 
Universitätssammlungen und ihre Netzwerke, 10. 
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on a similar role for German-
speaking regions.

Moreover, most institutions have 
begun to examine their collections 
by undertaking research on the 
collection’s history and linking 
that collection history to the 
respective institution’s history.21 
Some publications focus on the 
general history of university 
museums.22 Other publications also 
discussed the various approaches 
of researching objects from 
the perspective of a variety of 
scientific disciplines. An approach 
taken by the discipline of science 
communication is noteworthy 
in this regard, as it takes into 
consideration the potential of 
university collections (in the 
framework of university research 
and teaching), with the aim of 
communicating research results 
relevant to an interested public.

Of special relevance from 
a broader, theoretical point of 
view on university museums and 
collections is the research done by 

Sammlungstagung, 7. Jahrestagung der Gesellschaft 
für Universitätssammlungen e.V. Mainz: Johannes 
Gutenberg-Universität Mainz, 2019; several 
volumes in Junges Forum für Sammlungs- und 
Objektforschung. Online. In: Gesellschaft für 
Universitätssammlungen. Available from: https://
gesellschaft-universitaetssammlungen.de/junges-
forum/. [accessed 2026-03-30].

21 See for example MARSHALL, Joseph. Directory 
of collections: The University of Edinburgh. 
London: The University of Edinburgh, 2016; 
ACHEN, Henrik von; ROYANE, Eva; MEYER, Siri 
and WEHUS, Walter. Art and Architecture at the 
University of Bergen. Bergen: Fagbokforlaget, 2018; 
ANDERSON, Jaanika; KALJUNDI, Linda; POLLI, 
Kadi and TIIDEBERG, Kristiina (eds.). Kunst või 
teadus / Art or Science. Tartu: Tartu Ülikooli 
Kirjastus, 2022; NAWA, Christine; SEIDL, Ernst 
and BERGER, Maja. Wohin damit? Strandgut der 
Wissenschaft. Tübingen: Museum der Universität 
Tübingen MUT, 2015; OTTERBECK, Christoph and 
SCHACHTNER, Joachim. Schätze der Wissenschaft. 
Die Sammlungen, Museen und Archive der Philipps-
Universität Marburg. Marburg: Jonas Verlag, 2014; 
KNÖLL, Stefanie (ed.). Universitätssammlungen: 
Bewahren – Forschen – Vermitteln (= Schriften 
der Graphiksammlung “Mensch und Tod” am 
Institut für Geschichte der Medizin der Heinrich-
Heine-Universität Düsseldorf, Bd. 6). Düsseldorf: 
Düsseldorf University Press, 2015.

22 BOYLAN, Patrick J. Universities and Museums: 
Past, Present and Future. Museum, Management 
and Curatorship. 1999, vol. 18, no. 1, pp. 43–56. 

Marta Lourenço.23 Her fundamental 
work on the history and focus of 
European university collections and 
museums is of utmost importance 
to the field. She developed the 
first definition of the character of 
university collections as research 
and teaching collections, which 
remains significant to this day. 
She thus established a basis for 
further museological research in 
the field. Until today, however, 
very little research has been 
done from a theoretical and 
museological point of view on the 
essence and core tasks of university 
museums and collections in order 
to characterize their needs as part 
of higher education institutions.24 
Andrew Simpson moved this 
approach forward by linking the 
history of university collections 
to the history of collecting objects 
by focusing on interdisciplinary 
collection management, people and 

23 LOURENÇO, Marta C. Entre deux mondes: La 
spécificité et le rôle contemporain des collections 
et musées des universités en Europe. / Between 
two worlds: The distinct nature and contemporary 
significance of university museums and collections in 
Europe. PhD thesis. Paris: Conservatoire national des 
arts et métiers – École doctorale technologique et 
professionnelle Paris, 2005. See also LOURENÇO, 
Marta C. and GESSNER, Samuel. Documenting 
Collections: Cornerstones for More History of 
Science in Museums. Sci & Educ. 2014, vol. 23, 
no. 4, pp. 727–745; LOURENÇO, Marta C. Scientific 
collections, museums and heritage: Creating 
connections and engaging society through history. 
Sartoniana. 2015, vol. 28, pp. 106–126; LOURENÇO, 
Marta C. Are university collections and museums 
still meaningful? Outline of a research project. 
Museologica. 2002, no. 2, pp. 51–60. 

24 HEESEN, Anke te. In media res: Zur 
Bedeutung von Universitätssammlungen. N.T.M. – 
Zeitschrift für Geschichte der Wissenschaften, 
Technik und Medizin. 2008, vol. 16, no. 4, 
pp. 485–490. On the perspective of object 
research see SEIDL, Ernst; STEINHEIMER, 
Frank and WEBER, Cornelia (eds.). Spurenlesen. 
Methodische Ansätze der Sammlungs- 
und Objektforschung. In: Gesellschaft für 
Universitätssammlungen. Beiträge zum Workshop 
der Kustodie der TU Dresden 22.–24. August 2019. 
Berlin: Gesellschaft für Universitätssammlungen, 
2020. From a perspective of collection research 
and knowledge transfer, see HIERHOLZER, 
Vera. Knotenpunkte: Universitätssammlungen und 
ihre Netzwerke (= Junges Forum für Sammlungs- 
und Objektforschung, Bd. IV). Mainz: Johannes 
Gutenberg-Universität Mainz, 2019. From 
a perspective of science communication, see 
HERMANNSTÄDTER, Anita; SONNABEND, 
Michael and WEBER, Cornelia. Wissenschaft 
kommuniziert: Die Rolle der Universitäten. Berlin: 
Stiftverband, 2007.

communities involved as well as the 
digitization processes of university 
collections.25

In the last two decades, a particular 
emphasis has been placed on 
university collections and museums 
from the perspective of various 
scientific approaches as well as 
from the perspective of various 
countries26 and specialized 
university museum collections.27 

25 SIMPSON, Andrew. The Museums and 
Collections of Higher Education. New York: 
Routledge, 2023.

26 CONN, Steven. Do Universities Need 
Museums? / Do Museums Need Universities? The 
Antioch Review. 2016, vol. 74, no. 2, pp. 309–323; 
DOSTÁL, Ondřej. Mendel Museum, the first 
university museum in the Czech Republic – Short 
excursion to the history of university museums 
in the Czech Republic. UMAC-Journal. 2010, 
no. 3, pp. 137–140; WORLEY, John. Managing the 
scientific heritage of a medieval university: The 
case of Uppsala University. Opuscula Musealia. 
2010, no. 18, pp. 51–61; KOZAK, Zenobia Rae. 
The Collections of St Andrews University in 
Scotland: Issues in University Heritage. In: UMAC, 
Communicating University Museums. Awareness 
and Action – University Museums Today. Online. 
Helsinki, Uppsala: UMAC ICOM museum, 2005. 
Available from: http://umac.icom.museum/2005/. 
[accessed 2023-08-10]; HERREMAN, Yani. 
University and museum in Mexico: a historical 
partnership. Museum International. 2000, vol. 5, 
no. 2, pp. 33–38; TIRELL, Peter B. Dealing with 
change: university museums of natural history 
in the United States. Museum International. 
2000, vol. 52, no. 3, pp. 15–20; DRIESSCHE, 
Bernard van der. University and universality in 
Belgium. Museum International. 2000, vol. 52, 
no. 3, pp. 38–44; HUDSON, Neville and LEGGET, 
Jane. University collections in Aotearoa New 
Zealand: active past, uncertain future. Museum 
International (UNESCO Paris). 2000, vol. 207, 
no. 52, pp. 21–26; KINOSHITA, Tatsufumi and 
YASUI, Ryo. University museums in Japan: a time 
of transition. Museum International. 2000, vol. 52, 
no. 3, pp. 27–31; LABRADOR, Ana P. Educating 
the muses: university collections and museums 
in the Philippines. Museum International. 2000, 
vol. 52, no. 3, pp. 4–9; ALMEIDA, Adriana 
Mortara and MARTINS, Maria Helena Pires. 
University and museum in Brazil: a chequered 
history. Museum International. 2000, vol. 52, 
no. 2, pp. 28–32; WILLUMSON, Glenn. The 
shifting audience of the university museum. 
Museum International (UNESCO Paris). 2000, 
vol. 52, no. 2, pp. 15–18. See KELLY, Melanie 
(ed.). Managing University Museums (Education and 
Skills). Paris: OECD, 2001.

27 ANDERSON, Jaanika. The use of the 
University of Tartu Art Museum collection in 
teaching between 1803 and 1918. History of 
Education. 2019, vol. 48, no. 5, pp. 575–590; 
GELADAKI, Sonia and PAPADIMITRIOU, Giota. 
University Museums as Spaces of Education: 
The Case of the History of Education Museum 
at the University of Athens. Procedia – Social 
and Behavioral Sciences. 2014, vol. 147, pp. 
300–306; ARNOLD-FOSTER, Kate. “A developing 
sense of crisis”: a new look at university 
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Moreover, great effort has been 
made to question the outreach 
effects of university museums,28 the 
value of museums for universities29 
and the ability of university 
museology study programmes to 
professionalize museum work,30 

collections in the United Kingdom. Museum 
International. 2000, vol. 52, no. 3, pp. 10–14; 
BOER, Lucas L.; BOEK, Peter L. J.; VAN DAM, 
Andries J. and OOSTRA, Roelof-Jan. History and 
highlights of the teratological collection in the 
Museum Anatomicum of Leiden University, The 
Netherlands. American Journal of medical genetics. 
2018, vol. 176, no. 3, pp. 618–637.

28 VER STEEG, Jackson Jr. A mixed-methods 
study of how university museums use outreach 
to build community relationships and deliver 
value to the university. Museum Management 
and Curatorship. 2022, vol. 37, no. 1, pp. 71–91; 
SIMPSON, Andrew J. Beyond visitor statistics: 
value propositions and metrics for university 
museums and collections. Museum Management 
and Curatorship. 2017, vol. 32, no.1, pp. 20–39; 
PANCIROLI, Chiara and MACAUDA, Anita. 
University museums and the Third Mission: the 
project: Young people for culture in the Museum 
Laboratory of Education of Bologna University. 
REM – Research on Education and Media. 2016, 
vol. 8, no. 2, pp. 10–18; MERCHANT, Altaf; ROSE, 
Gregory M.; MOODY, Geoffrey and MATHEWS, 
Lucy. Effect of university heritage and reputation 
on attitudes of prospective students. International 
Journal of Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector 
Marketing. 2015, vol. 20, no. 1, pp. 25–37. 

29 MURAVSKA, Svitlana and STASIUK, Ivan. 
University heritage as an instrument for the 
development of the university brand. Museologica 
Brunensia. 2020, vol. 9, no. 2, pp. 2–9; CONN, 
Steven. Do Universities Need Museums / Do 
Museums Need Universities? The Antioch Review. 
2016, vol. 74, no. 2, pp. 309–323; GASKELL, 
Ivan. University and College Museums: Some 
Challenges. The Antioch Review. 2016, vol. 74, 
no. 2, pp. 228–236;  LOURENÇO, Marta C. 
Scientific collections, museums and heritage: 
Creating connections and engaging society 
through history. Sartoniana. 2015, vol. 28, 
pp. 106–126; SIMPSON, Andrew. Rethinking 
university museums: Material collections and the 
changing world of higher education. Museums 
Australia Magazine. 2014, vol. 22, no. 3, pp. 
18–22;  LUDWIG, David and WEBER, Cornelia. 
University Collections as Archives of Scientific 
Practice. Revista Electronica de Fuentes y Archivos. 
2013, vol. 4, no. 4, pp. 85–94; STANBURY, 
Peter.  Adding value to university collections. 
Museologia. 2003, vol. 3, pp. 1–4;  LOURENÇO, 
Marta C. Are university collections and museums 
still meaningful? Outline of a research project. 
Museologica. 2002, no. 2, pp. 51–60. See section 
1 on the roles and challenges of university 
museums in the volume edited by Melanie 
Kelly: KELLY, Melanie (ed.). Managing University 
Museums (Education and Skills). Paris: OECD, 
2001. WILLUMSON, Glenn. The shifting audience 
of the university museum. Museum International 
(UNESCO Paris). 2000, vol. 52, no. 2, pp. 15–18.

30 See KIRSCH, Otakar and JAGOŠOVÁ, Lucie. 
Towards professionalism through academic 
education in museum work: on the beginnings 
of museology education in Czech universities. 
Museum Management and Curatorship. 2019, 
vol. 34, no. 5, pp. 486–500; THOMAS, Suzie; 

which goes hand-in-hand with the 
topic of teaching through objects 
and object-based learning in 
higher education.31 Furthermore, 
specific research has been done 
regarding the following issues: 
documentation,32 preservation33 
and exhibition.34 

In the last decade in particular, 
researchers have focused on 
university museums and heritage 
by looking at university heritage 
both as material/tangible and 
immaterial/intangible35 cultural 
heritage.36 Institutions like the 

WESSMAN, Anna and HEIKKILÄ, Eino. 
Redesigning the museum studies programme at 
the University of Helsinki: towards collaborative 
teaching and learning. Museum Management 
and Curatorship. 2018, vol. 33, no. 4, pp. 
344–364; BABIĆ, Darko. Bridging the Boundaries 
between Museum and Heritage Studies. Museum 
International. 2016, vol. 68, no. 1, pp. 15–28; 
SIMPSON, Andrew. Integrating university 
museums into Museum Studies programs. Opscula 
Musealia. 2006, vol. 15, pp. 85–92.

31 CHATTERRJEE, Helen J. Object-based 
learning in higher education: The pedagogical 
power of museums. University Museums and 
Collections Journal. 2010, no. 3, pp. 179–181.

32 LOURENÇO, Marta C. and GESSNER, 
Samuel. Documenting Collections: Cornerstones 
for More History of Science in Museums. Sci & 
Educ. 2014, vol. 23, no. 4, pp. 727–745; FOO, 
Schubert. Online Virtual Exhibitions: Concepts 
and Considerations. DESIDOC Journal of Library 
and Information Technology. 2008, vol. 28, no. 4, 
pp. 22–34; CHADAREVIAN, Soraya de. Things 
and the archives of recent sciences. Studies in 
History and Philosophy Sciences. 2013, vol. 44, no. 
4, pp. 634–638; JARDINE, Nicholas. Reflections 
on the preservation of recent scientific heritage 
in dispersed university collections. Studies in 
History and Philosophy Sciences. 2013, vol. 44, no. 
4, pp. 735–743; MAAS, Ad. How to put a black box 
in a showcase: History of science museums and 
recent heritage. Studies in History and Philosophy 
Sciences. 2013, vol. 44, no. 4, pp. 660–668.

33 LOURENÇO, Marta C. and WILSON, Lydia. 
Scientific heritage: Reflections on its nature and 
new approaches to preservation, study and access. 
Studies in History and Philosophy of Science. 2013, 
vol. 44, no. 4, pp. 744–753.

34 BRIZZI, Gian Paolo. MEUS: The European 
Museum of Students at the University of Bologna. 
Opuscula Musealia. 2010, no. 18, pp. 9–12.

35 NEVÉUS, Torgny. Swedish Academic 
Ceremonies and Traditions: a brief survey. 
Stockholm: US-AB, 2011.

36 See especially AYRIS, Paul; MAES, Katrien 
and RAYMAEKERS, Bart (eds.). Academic heritage 
at LERU universities. Online. In: The League of 
European Research Universities (LERU). Leuven: 
LERU, 2022. Available from: https://www.leru.
org/publications/academic-heritage-at-leru-
universities#. [accessed 2026-01-12]; PLAZA, 
Camila. Museums in Universities: Predicaments 

OECD or the Council of Europe 
have also begun to consider 
university heritage and its value 
as sites of heritage.37 Furthermore, 
various guidelines and 
recommendations with regard to 
the handling of university heritage 
were established.38 

and Potentialities. Museum International. 2022, 
vol. 74, no. 1–2, pp. 74–85;  MURAVSKA, Svitlana 
and STASIUK, Ivan. University heritage as an 
instrument for the development of the university 
brand. Museologica Brunensia. 2020, vol. 9, no. 
2, pp. 2–9; SIMPSON, Andrew; FUKUNO, Akiko 
and MINAMI, Hiroshi (eds.). University museums 
and collections as Cultural Hubs: The Future of 
Tradition. University Museums and Collections 
Journal (UMCJ). 2019, vol. 11, no. 1, pp. 9–12; 
KOZAK, Zenobia Rae. The Role of University 
Museums and Heritage in the 21st Century. The 
Museum Review. 2016, vol. 1, no. 1;  HEESEN, 
Anke te. In medias res: Zur Bedeutung von 
Universitätssammlungen. N.T.M. – Zeitschrift 
für Geschichte der Wissenschaften, Technik und 
Medizin. 2008, vol. 16, no. 4, pp. 485–490; 
MARET, Pierre de. Exposing the Ivory Tower. 
Opuscula Musealia. 2006, no. 15, pp. 77–83; 
BULOTAITE, Nijole. University Heritage – An 
Institutional Tool for Branding and Marketing. 
Higher Education in Europe. 2003, vol. 28, no. 4, 
pp. 449–454.

37 RINNE, Risto and KOIVULA, Jenni. The 
Changing Place of the University and a Clash of 
Values: The Entrepreneurial University in the 
European Knowledge Society: A Review of the 
Literature. Higher Education Management and 
Policy (OECD). 2005, vol. 17, no. 3, pp. 91–123; 
SANZ, Nuria and BERGAN, Sjur. The heritage of 
European universities – 2nd edition (Council of 
Europe higher education series No. 7). Strasbourg: 
Council of Europe Portal, 2007; Council of 
Europe, Committee of Ministers, Recommendation 
Rec(2005)13 of the Committee of Ministers to 
member states on the governance and management 
of university heritage;  KELLY, Melanie (ed.). 
Managing University Museums (Education and 
Skills). Paris: OECD, 2001.

38 See Council of Europe, Committee of Ministers, 
Recommendation Rec(2005)13 of the Committee of 
Ministers to member states on the governance and 
management of university heritage, adopted by the 
Committee of Ministers on 7 December 2003 at the 
950th meeting of the Ministers ‘Deputies; ICOM and 
UMAC (ed.). Statement on the Protection of Museum 
Infrastructure. 2018; UNIVERSEUM (ed.). Working 
Group on Recent Heritage of Science, Checklist for 
the Preservation and Access of Recent Heritage 
of Science. 2016; UNIVERSEUM (ed.). Working 
Group on Recent Heritage of Science, Minimum 
Requirements for Preservation and Access of Recent 
Heritage of Science (RHS). 2014;  UNIVERSEUM 
(ed.). Working Group on Recent Heritage of Science, 
Selection criteria for recent material heritage of 
science at universities. 2014; UMAC and ICOM 
(ed.). Resolution. Rio De Janeiro. 2013; UMAC and 
ICOM (ed.). Guidance for the Restitution and Return 
of Items from University Museums and Collections. 
2001; UMAC and ICOM (ed.). University Museums 
& Collections: Importance, Responsibilities, Disposal 
& Closure.
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The aforementioned state of the art 
(in terms of university collections 
and museums) shows that little has 
been written from a museological 
perspective that focuses on the 
very specific aspects of university 
collections, i.e., their relevance and 
meaning, both historically and in 
today’s world.39 

From a museological perspective, 
the question arises of how to 
deal with and manage university 
collections that are still in use (in 
terms of academic research and 
teaching), as museum collections 
are usually no longer in use. This, 
in turn, leads to the following 
question: is museological theory 
applicable to university collections 
and museums?

Museological perspective on 
university collections and 
museums

Taking into account what is 
currently held as state of the art in 
this subject area, the paper closes 
the research gap by addressing the 
topic from a theoretical perspective 
on the discipline of museology.40 As 
a humanities discipline, general 
museology focuses on so-called 
museality, which determines the 
relationship between humans 
and their environment. It aims 
to answer questions about why 
material objects are considered 
as important enough to be 
collected, preserved, displayed 
and researched for the benefit of 
the public and future generations. 
Museology and museum studies 
provide the theoretical basis for 

39 SIMPSON, Andrew. The Museums and 
Collections of Higher Education. New York: 
Routledge, 2023, p. 49.

40 This approach goes back to Zbyněk Z. 
Stránský, a Czech philosopher (1926–2016) and 
Friedrich Waidacher, an Austrian museologist, see 
WAIDACHER, Friedrich. Handbuch der Allgemeinen 
Museologie. Vienna, Cologne, Weimar: Böhlau, 
1999; BIEDERMANN, Bernadette. The theory 
of museology. Museology as it is – defined by 
two pioneers: Zbyněk Z. Stránský and Friedrich 
Waidacher. Museologica Brunensia. 2016, vol. 5, 
no. 2, pp. 51–64.

practical museum work and derive 
theoretical guidelines and practical 
toolkits from relevant museum 
tasks like collecting, preserving, 
researching, documenting and 
displaying material objects.

The peculiarity of museology as 
a philosophical discipline stems 
from its focus on the phenomenon 
of museality from three dimensions: 
historical, theoretical and applied. 
That is to say, the primary tasks of 
museums are examined in relation 
to historicity, theoretical aspects 
of the handling of material and 
immaterial objects as well as the 
applied facets that derive practice 
from theory, and vice versa.

As such, it is of particular 
importance to focus on the unique 
web of history in which university 
museum objects are embedded. 
Consequently, the actors and 
their network, as well as the 
physical conditions (with regard 
to spatiality) surrounding the 
collections, are not only of concern 
for the purposes of preservation 
and research activities but also for 
the purposes of the documentation 
and display of the collections. 

In terms of university collections, 
a museological approach aims to 
question the relevance of university 
collections, in particular, their 
meaning to communities, both 
academic and public, past and 
present. This means linking the 
value of current collections to the 
points of history in which they 
were created and collected, and 
therefore, to the intentions of the 
respective individuals and the 
circumstances involved. Most of 
university museum collections are 
especially linked to the research 
and teaching activities of their 
respective disciplines as well as 
to the history of higher education 
institutions in general. 

Against this background, the 
first established university 

collections were related to the 
teaching of medicine, which led 
to the development of physical 
gardens (hortus medicus or hortus 
simplicium) and anatomical 
theatres (theatrum anatomicum), 
and were developed in Heidelberg 
(Germany) in 1391, in Padua 
(Italy) in 1594 and Leiden (the 
Netherlands) in 1579 at their 
respective universities. Examples 
of established botanical gardens 
include the following universities: 
Bologna in 1567, Pisa in 1590 and 
Leiden in 1600.41 Botanical and 
materia medica teaching collections 
were typically located near 
botanical gardens and anatomical 
theatres. They were visited by 
the more general public and can 
thus be considered early forms of 
“teaching museums”.42

Other tangible heritage objects 
are used in ceremonies like 
graduations, which are, for 
example, dean’s necklaces, 
rods or rings. Rector’s or 
chancellor’s portrait galleries also 
serve the purposes of memory and 
are turned into heritage. In the 
context of European universities, 
it serves as an example of the 
development of certain conventions, 
such as of official robes and 
dresses, e.g., academic gowns and 
hoods. Traditionally, seals, scepters 
and books of status were handed 
down from rector to rector.43 The 
dress code of 14th-century magistri 
and doctors included a long black 
cappa, which was originally 
a liturgic choir dress.44

41 LOURENÇO, Marta C. Entre deux mondes: La 
spécificité et le rôle contemporain des collections 
et musées des universités en Europe. / Between 
two worlds: The distinct nature and contemporary 
significance of university museums and collections in 
Europe. PhD thesis. Paris: Conservatoire national 
des arts et métiers – École doctorale technologique 
et professionnelle Paris, 2005, p. 54.

42 Ibidem, p. 56.

43 KOCH, Hans-Albrecht. Die Universität: 
Geschichte einer europäischen Institution. 
Darmstadt: WBG (Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft), 2008, p. 63.

44 Ibidem.
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Moreover, historical circumstances 
are not only linked to the 
history of institutions but also to 
collected objects. Just as Henry 
VIII influenced the universities of 
Oxford and Cambridge (United 
Kingdom) by instituting “Regius 
Professor of” or Calvin influenced 
Geneve (Switzerland) by founding 
an “Academy” based on theology 
and classical philosophy, various 
official academic clothing also 
stands witness to this development.45 
When Joseph II reformed the 
Habsburg Empire during the 
Enlightenment, official robes and 
dresses were eliminated, with the 
exception of the livery collar and 
the seal ring.46 This was resiled by 
King Joseph I’s decree in 1903, thus 
allowing professors to once again 
wear official robes and dresses.47

However, the tradition of awarding 
a habilitation status is a tradition 
that only dates back to the last 
third of the 18th century and was 
primarily developed at German 
universities. This tradition is 
significant for universities in 
German-speaking countries, 
whereas the system is organized 

45 FISCH, Stefan. Geschichte der europäischen 
Universität: Von Bologna nach Bologna. München: 
C. H. Beck, 2015, pp. 29.

46 KOCH, Hans-Albrecht. Die Universität: 
Geschichte einer europäischen Institution. 
Darmstadt: WBG (Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft), 2008, p. 64.

47 Ibidem, p. 65.

differently in the Anglophone world. 
In German-speaking regions, it is 
mandatory to hold a habilitation in 
order to be qualified for teaching in 
higher education.48

Historical objects are often 
inextricably linked to the history 
of the university as an institution 
and therefore to the history 
of academia. Professors and 
scholars acted in the service of the 
institution, and they also acted 
as collectors and thus began to 
gather various types of objects for 
study and teaching. In this context, 
universities began to accumulate 
material objects so as to have 
samples for study and for use as 
teaching materials.49 Professors 
and scholars gathered objects, 
for example, Ulisse Aldrovandi 
(1522–1605) at the University of 
Bologna.

Academic teaching and research 
are closely related to each other 
within the context of universities; 
therefore, collections of material 
objects have amassed to form the 

48 Ibidem, p. 126.

49 On the example of astronomical and physical 
instruments and mathematical models, see 
LOURENÇO, Marta C. Entre deux mondes: La 
spécificité et le rôle contemporain des collections 
et musées des universités en Europe. / Between 
two worlds: The distinct nature and contemporary 
significance of university museums and collections in 
Europe. PhD thesis. Paris: Conservatoire national 
des arts et métiers – École doctorale technologique 
et professionnelle Paris, 2005, p. 59.

study collections of universities, 
which were used for academic 
research. Consequently, the act of 
collecting objects is specifically 
linked to the various actors who 
research and teach at universities.50

Furthermore, immaterial aspects 
of cultural heritage are linked 
to universities as institutions 
of teaching and research. In 
addition to the commonplace rites 
and ceremonies associated with 
university life, the specific use of 
academic language, taxonomy as 
well as the language connected 
to university administration is 
of relevance when talking about 
intangible cultural heritage. 
Students developed a kind of 
student language that combined 
Latin, the common academic 
language, with, for example, 
German terms.51 Moreover, the 
methodological approaches of 
various disciplines, such as in 
laboratories or at archaeological 
excavations, are often linked to 
aspects of intangible cultural 
heritage as they are transferred 

50 LOURENÇO, Marta C. Entre deux mondes: La 
spécificité et le rôle contemporain des collections 
et musées des universités en Europe. / Between 
two worlds: The distinct nature and contemporary 
significance of university museums and collections in 
Europe. PhD thesis. Paris: Conservatoire national 
des arts et métiers – École doctorale technologique 
et professionnelle Paris, 2005, p. 60.

51 KOCH, Hans-Albrecht. Die Universität: 
Geschichte einer europäischen Institution. 
Darmstadt: WBG (Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft), 2008, p. 151.

Fig. 1: Anatomical theatre in Gustavianum Museum at Uppsala University. (Source: JohnCream. Théâtre anatomique dans le Museum Gustavianum à Uppsa-
la.jpg. Online. In: Wikimedia Commons. Available from: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Th%C3%A9%C3%A2tre_anatomique_dans_le_Museum_
Gustavianum_%C3%A0_Uppsala.jpg. [accessed 2026-03-13].)
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and adapted from generation to 
generation. 

Accordingly, scientific objects were 
created to measure time or space, 
which is, for example, represented 
by various scientific instrument 
collections. Cosmic rays were 
discovered by Victor Franz Hess, 
who was awarded the Nobel prize 
in 1936 for this discovery. Prior 
to that, he experimented with 
electrometers at the University of 
Graz with various objects, such 
as special types of electrometers.52 

52  Einfaden-Elektrometer nach Theodor Wulf. 
Online. In: Historisch-physikalische Sammlung in 

Other collections were brought 
together by the professors or 
scholars who selected and collected 
objects as evidence for material 
culture linked to the respective 
disciplines they represented.53 
Other collections were formed 
as scholars gathered objects as 
heritage, for example, as the 
Department of Art History of the 
University of Graz did. Anatomical 

den Universitätsmuseen. Graz: University of Graz. 
Available from: https://gams.uni-graz.at/o:phs.52. 
[accessed 2025-08-07].

53 This was the case in terms for example of 
a cultural anthropological collection of the 
Department of European Ethnology at the 
University of Graz.

theatres or botanical gardens 
were founded as they gained and 
eventually served purposes in 
education, as already mentioned 
above.

Some universities house art 
collections and still actively invest 
in collecting art and expanding 
their collections, as the University 
of Edinburgh does. This shift 
toward greater cultural heritage 
awareness on the part of the 
universities themselves ‒ that they 
are not only research and teaching 
collections but also academic 
museums ‒ can be observed 
through the establishment and 
presentation of university museums. 
They display the history of science 
and various disciplines, the history 
of the institution and the lives of 
researchers and students at the 
university. Some great examples 
of these university museum 
exhibitions include the “Uniseum” 
at the University of Freiburg 
(in Breisgau, Germany),54 the 
“University of our Lives” permanent 
exhibition at the University of 
Tartu (Estonia)55 and the University 
Museums of the University of 
Coimbra (Portugal).56

Other newly established university 
museum exhibitions present 
themselves as exhibition spaces 
in active discourse with society, 
such as the “Forum Wissen” at the 
University of Göttingen (Germany)57 
or the “Humboldt Forum” in the 
Humboldt University of Berlin 

54 See Uniseum Freiburg. Online. In: Universität 
Freiburg. Available from: https://www.uniseum.
uni-freiburg.de/de. [accessed 2023-12-28].

55 See Exhibition “The University of Our Lives”. 
Online. In: University of Tartu Museum. Tartu: 
University of Tartu. Available from: www: https://
muuseum.ut.ee/en/university-of-our-lives. 
[accessed 2026-03-16].

56 See Gabinete de Curiosidades – Uma 
Interpretação. Online. In: Museu da Ciência da 
Universidade de Coimbra. Available from: https://
www.museudaciencia.pt/index.php?module=events
&option=calendar&id=1114. [accessed 2026-03-16].

57 See Forum Wissen. Online. Göttingen: 
Georg-August-Universität Göttingen. Available 
from: https://www.forum-wissen.de/. [accessed 
2023-12-28].

Fig. 2: Aldrovandi collection Bologna. (Photo: Bernadette Biedermann)
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(Germany).58 Like other institutions 
and museum types, universities 
and university museums deal with 
topics that are relevant to society, 
including colonial pasts, diversity 
and fostering democracy.59 Other 
European universities are planning 
to restructure their university 
museums with renewed exhibition 
spaces.

The categories that concern how 
academic heritage turns into 
collections (and even museums) 
relate to the relevance, meaning 
and value of academic collections. 

58 See Humboldt Forum. Online. Berlin. Available 
from: https://www.humboldtforum.org/de/. 
[accessed 2023-12-28].

59 Ibidem.

These values range from monetary 
to aesthetic, historical and memory 
values – with all their challenges 
to be defined. Moreover, the 
museological perspective regarding 
object meaning relates objects 
to their biography through the 
asking of a question: what did they 
stand witness for? For example, 
a special object was created by 
a university scholar with the 
importance of methodologically 
shaping a discipline, as was the 
case in terms of the crime scene kit 
designed by Hans Gross.

Hans Gross was of importance for 
defining a new methodological 
approach to the discipline of 
criminology, which became 
a subject in university research 

and teaching back when he was at 
university in the early 20th century. 
This collection was founded in 
1895 and served, as did others, 
the purpose of teaching students 
methods related to the discipline. 

The individuals or actors, spaces, 
circumstances and times are 
significant for the meaning of 
objects, and they represent the 
purpose and value of collections 
for society. Lots of university 
collections were and still are 
used for the education of students 
and for teaching methodologies, 
for example, in archaeology or 
medicine. From the perspective 
of museology, the process of 
“musealization” describes the 
scientific process of knowledge 

Fig. 3: University of Tartu permanent exhibition. (Photo: Bernadette Biedermann)
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whereby “museality” is attributed 
to objects. Consequently, an object 
is considered as an expression of 
museality – especially in terms of 
quality of authenticity. In referring 
to objects as authentic sources, they 
can serve as evidence for special 
events, circumstances, persons, 
times and places. Therefore, 
objects are authentic witnesses 
in cases of their “been-thereness” 
at special events, times, places 
or circumstances. To prove the 
authenticity of a (museum) object, 
they must be diachronically 
and synchronously interviewed 
as sources within a process of 
cognitive scientific intention by 
applying methods used by the 
discipline of history.60 Accordingly, 

60 For a deeper understanding see 
BIEDERMANN, Bernadette. Museum Objects and 
Fake Authenticity: Representing Museum Objects 
in the Virtual space. In: SALVADORI, Monica; 
BERNHARD, Elisa; ZAMPARO, Luca and BAGGIO, 
Monica. Beyond Forgery: Collecting, Authentication 
and Protection of Cultural Heritage (=Antenor 

Fig. 4: University of Coimbra, Cabinet of Curiosities. (Photo: Bernadette Biedermann)

Fig. 5: Crime scene kit, Hans Gross, Hans Gross Kriminalmuseum, University Museums, University of Graz. 
(Photo: Marija Kanizaj)
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an object can be verified as an 
authentic witness of an event due 
to its presence there. Objects are 
therefore also representatives 
of ideas and meaning; they are 
witnesses to significant events, 
persons, research processes (such 
as, for example, a large number 
of university collections) and also 
sources of knowledge. Such objects 
are proclaimed to be unique and 
irreplaceable “authentic witnesses 
from man: of his joy and suffering, 
his hopes and fears, his achievements 
and failures; and they tell of nature, 
of which this man is a part of”.61 This 
definition, in terms of the meaning 
of museum objects, goes beyond 
the historical or aesthetic value 
of objects and explains that the 
materiality of museum objects is 
a bearer of immaterial values. 

Academic heritage can stand 
witness to relevant research 
processes, as the ruby-rod-laser of 
the scientific instrument collection 
of the University of Graz shows

This object was made by 
a physicist at the University of 
Graz Department of Physics in the 
early 1960s, in accordance with 
the first invented laser technology 
in the United States. It acts as one 
of the most important instruments 
of the historical-physical collection 
in Graz.62 Likewise, other objects 

Quaderni 52, Padova). Padova: Padova University 
Press, 2022, pp. 217–226. See also WAIDACHER, 
Friedrich. Sachen und Wörter oder von der 
Mühe, Erinnerung zu bewahren. In: GELDNER, 
Georg (ed.). Der Milde Knabe oder die Natur eines 
Berufenen: Ein wissenschaftlicher Ausblick, Oskar 
Pausch zum Eintritt in den Ruhestand gewidmet. 
Wien: Böhlau, 1997, pp. 19–29; WAIDACHER, 
Friedrich. Vom redlichen Umgang mit Dingen: 
Sammlungsmanagement im System musealer 
Aufgaben und Ziele. Mitteilungen und Berichte 
aus dem Institut für Museumskunde. 1997, no. 8, 
pp. 5–20.

61 WAIDACHER, Friedrich. Sachen und Wörter 
oder von der Mühe, Erinnerung zu bewahren. 
In: GELDNER, Georg (ed.). Der Milde Knabe oder 
die Natur eines Berufenen: Ein wissenschaftlicher 
Ausblick, Oskar Pausch zum Eintritt in den 
Ruhestand gewidmet. Wien: Böhlau, 1997, p. 20.

62 See BIEDERMANN, Bernadette. University 
Collections as Representatives of Academic Research 
and Knowledge Transfer – Using the Example of the 
Ruby-Rod-Laser – an Object on Display. University 

stand witness to the invention of 
new methodologies, as is the case 
with the crime scene kit invented 
by Hans Gross. He used this object 
to investigate crime scenes and, 
moreover, to extend methods used 
in the discipline of criminology.63

Museums and Collections Journal (ICOM UMAC). 
2023, vol. 15, no. 1, pp. 15–26.

63 BIEDERMANN, Bernadette. ‘Virtual museums’ 
as digital collection complexes: A museological 
perspective using the example of Hans-Gross-
Kriminalmuseum. Museum Management and 
Curatorship. 2017, vol. 23, no. 3, pp. 281–297.

Additionally, space capacities 
are a category of relevance in 
terms of university collections. 
As collections are related to 
academic research, collections 
are often stored in departments 
and institutes, as they need to be 
close to the teaching activities. In 
terms of methodological changes in 
a subject, sometimes the collections 
become historical and are no longer 
used in teaching. This is why other 
space capacities are needed for 
collections and why questions of 

Fig. 6: Ruby rod laser, historical-physical collection, University Museums, University of Graz. (Photo: 
Marija Kanizaj)
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turning accumulations of things 
into collections become relevant. 

The meaning of objects is 
inextricably linked to significant 
categories such as:

•	 the various individuals, actors 
and groups involved in the 
processes of creating, collecting, 
preserving, researching and 
displaying potential objects, i.e., 
with handling and managing 
these objects based on theory 
building and enlarging the 
discipline’s methodological 
approach, as in scholars, 
professors and students;

•	 the scope of academic research, 
including disciplinary and 
interdisciplinary research, 
museological research and 
relevant preservation and 
conservation needs;

•	 the scope of academic teaching 
by using (teaching) collections, 
like academic heritage, as 
tools for education, including 
collections into academic 
teaching as teaching with 
objects;

•	 the specific spatial capacities 
relevant for storing and holding 
the objects and collections.64 

Moreover, the museological 
question is if these collections are 
to be named as museum collections 
when they are still in use, touched 
and manipulated? – Or are they 
academic accumulations of 
things being used as everyday 
things, as according to Michael 
Thompson’s rubbish theory?

64 In her doctoral thesis, Marta Laurenco 
defined these five key parameters “to facilitate 
an initial exploration”: “a.) role of the objects; b.) 
origin and purpose of collections; c.) organization 
of the collection (e.g., taxonomic, chronological, 
etc.); d.) use of collections and objects; and e.) 
users of collections and objects”. See LOURENÇO, 
Marta C. Entre deux mondes: La spécificité et le 
rôle contemporain des collections et musées des 
universités en Europe. / Between two worlds: The 
distinct nature and contemporary significance of 
university museums and collections in Europe. 
PhD thesis. Paris: Conservatoire national des arts 
et métiers – École doctorale technologique et 
professionnelle Paris, 2005, p. 10.

As a further consequence, it is these 
aspects that need to be clarified 
when attributing the meaning of 
historical objects in the context of 
museological research into museum 
collections. 

Accordingly, museological 
research combined with research 
from the perspective of source-
disciplines can define whether 
objects are worth being preserved 
and turned into a collection or 
not, as relating to the categories 
defined above. Together with 
this process of musealization, 
a process of documenting objects 
must be undertaken. In other 
words, within the process of 
museum documentation, questions 
concerning an object’s meaning 
are also taken into consideration 
that relate to the process of turning 
ordinary objects into museum 
objects through the attribution 
of relevant societal meaning and 
through looking at objects as 
expressions of museality. This 
means that collections are re-used 
from the perspective of museology 
as research collections. Research 
from the perspective of museology 
or museum studies is based on 
collections in order to define 
the meaning of objects, object 
biographies, provenance research, 
digitization strategies, collection 
management, preservation, 
conservation and restoration.

Of special interest in this context 
is categorizing objects, with regard 
to their intrinsic perspective, 
from the point of view of various 
source disciplines, for example, 
archaeology, art history, cultural 
anthropology, geology, mineralogy 
and other object-centered scientific 
disciplines. Documentation 
processes from a museological 
point of view are connected 
to a process of musealization 
attribution – meaning to objects. 
Turning things into museum 
objects, or accumulations of 
objects into museum collections, 

includes a museum register, 
inventory and catalogue process 
managed by a digital database that 
refers to international museum 
documentation standards, like the 
CIDOC-CRM65 or LIDO.66

Linked to the digital rendering and 
documenting of objects (through 
the use of international metadata 
standards) is the research field 
relating to digital humanities and 
data sciences of turning collection 
data into research data. In this 
context, digital collection methods 
(e.g., quantitative analysis) are used 
in addressing (object) data in order 
to create new research questions.67

In this field, the use of digital tools 
for handling museum collections, 
such as the use of storytelling tools 
for online exhibitions or the use of 
3D laser scanning, are of special 
note.68

Ingrained within the process of 
documenting, inventorying and 
cataloguing objects (from the 
perspective of museology and also 
of various other source disciplines) 
is the question of how to 
sustainably preserve and conserve 
the objects. Some universities have 
found a way to preserve, conserve 
and make objects available for 
research and teaching activities, 

65 BIEDERMANN, Bernadette. The Inventory of 
Artworks at the University of Graz. A Museological 
Reflection on the Object Documentation Process 
of a University Collection. Musica & Figura 
(2020). 2022, vol. 7, pp. 147–170; BIEDERMANN, 
Bernadette. Museum Collecting and Documentation 
Standards: Using the Example of the University 
Collections of the University of Graz. MUSEA: 
Journal for museology, museum practice and 
audience. 2024, vol. 1, no. 3, pp. 71–83.

66 LIDO Working Group. Online. In: ICOM 
International Committee for Documentation. 
Available from: https://cidoc.mini.icom.museum/
working-groups/lido/. [accessed 2026-03-16].

67 GERBER, Anja; GÖRZ, Günther and WAGNER, 
Sarah. Objektbiografie – Ein Ansatz für die 
integrative Datenmodellierung: Eigenschaften, 
Chancen und Anwendungsmöglichkeiten. In: Digital 
Humanities im deutschsprachigen Raum 2025. Book 
of Abstracts, 3. – 7. März 2025, pp. 51–56.

68 IOANNIDES, Marinos; ISSINI, Giovanni 
and OLIVEIRA, Daniel. 3D Research Challenges 
in Cultural Heritage IV: Risk Prevention and 
Monitoring Methods. Cham: Springer, 2025.
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like the Centre for Research 
Collections at the University of 
Edinburgh, where users can work 
with objects compared to archives. 
Other universities have agreed 
upon internal guidelines to preserve 
and manage university collections 
with regard to with regard to 
the particular speciality of the 
institution.69

Connected to this are collection 
management strategies and 
guidelines, which serve as better 
practices for the preservation and 
usage of museum objects that are 
implemented. Other examples 
include the turning of museum 
collections into more classical 
museums, as objects are out of 
use for research purposes and 
teaching activities. Such collections 
often turned out to be university 
museums by displaying the objects 
opened to the public on a regular 
basis. Moreover, there are mixed 
examples of university collections 
being displayed to the public and 
also used for teaching and research. 

Moreover, as university collections 
become university museums, 
they are opened to the public on 
a regular basis, which in turn 
raises questions regarding the 
spatial capacity for the display of 
collections.

From theory to practice: 
a special use case of a university 
museum – The University 
Museums of the University of 
Graz

According to the definition of 
a university museum, which is 
based on university collections that 
are open to the public, preserved, 
researched and exhibited, the 
history of the University of Graz 
University Museums’ collections 
and departments is also inextricably 

69 For example, the University of Vienna, 
Dresden, Tübingen, Berlin and Mainz did in the 
last 20 years.

linked to the history of the 
University of Graz itself. However, 
the history of the collections 
and the history of the University 
Museums of the University of 
Graz has only been a shared 
one since 2010. While scientific 
collections were established at 
various departments throughout 
the history of the university, 
the University Museums as an 
institution were only established 
in the context of the 7th Faculty 
in 2010. The 7th Faculty acts as 
a cross-faculty platform dedicated 
to science communication, both 
internally for the university and 
as communication platform to the 
public. In terms of the university 
organization, the Department of 
University Museums is part of the 
7th Faculty. 

The University of Graz was 
founded in 1585 in the spirit of 
the counter-revolution by Charles 
II. With the dissolution of the 
Jesuits, the university became 
a state institution in 1773 and was 
downgraded to a lyceum, only to 
be re-erected as a university in 
1827. According to the various 
histories of universities, each 
institution has its own specific 
history and specialities. In terms of 
the University of Graz, the object 
collection was not focused, both 
from the perspective of heritage 
and from the perspective of 
research. Today, besides rare book 
collections, the university also 
houses various scientific or special 
(object) collections. Most of them 
were housed at the department to 
which they belonged – in terms of 
research and teaching. These are:

•	 the collection of insignia and 
certificates of incorporation 
(Rectorate);70

70 See Insignien. Online. In: Gründungsurkunde 
und Insignien der Karl-Franzens-Universität Graz. 
Graz: University of Graz. Available from: https://
gams.uni-graz.at/o:kfug.6. [accessed 2023-12-28].

•	 the archaeological collections 
(Department of Archaeology);71

•	 the seal collection (Department 
of History);72

•	 the Meringer collection 
(Department of Cultural 
Anthropology);73

•	 the numismatic collection 
(Department of Antiquity);74

•	 the epigraphic collection 
(Department of Antiquity);75

•	 the botanical collections, the 
herbarium (Department of 
Biology);76

•	 the experimental psychological 
laboratory (Department of 
Psychology).77

Moreover, the University Library 
houses rare book collections as well 
as pamphlets, covers, facsimiles, 
manuscripts, incunabula, maps, 
atlases, legacies and papyri.78 

71 Onlineportal der archäologischen 
Sammlungen. Online. In: Karl-Franzens-Universität 
Graz. Available from: http://gams.uni-graz.at/
context:arch. [accessed 2026-12-28].

72 See Siegelsammlung. Online. In: Institut für 
Geschichte. Graz: University of Graz. Available 
from: https://gams.uni-graz.at/context:sis. 
[accessed 2023-12-28].

73 See Meringer Sammlung. Online. In: Institut 
für Kulturanthropologie und Europäische Ethnologie. 
Graz: University of Graz. Available from: 
https://gams.uni-graz.at/context:ges. [accessed 
2023-12-28].

74 See Numismatische Sammlung. Online. In: 
Onlineportal Alte Geschichte und Altertumskunde 
Graz. Graz: University of Graz. Available from: 
https://gams.uni-graz.at/context:numis. [accessed 
2026-03-16].

75 See Epigraphische Sammlung. Online. In: 
Onlineportal Alte Geschichte und Altertumskunde 
Graz. Graz: University of Graz. Available from: 
https://gams.uni-graz.at/context:epsg. [accessed 
2023-12-28].

76 See Herbarium (Institut für Biologie). Online. 
In: Universität Graz. Available from: https://
biologie.uni-graz.at/de/ueber-das-institut/
herbarium/. [accessed 2026-03-30].

77 See the website for the Psychological 
Laboratory: Ausstellungen zur Institutsgeschichte. 
Eine kurze Aufstellung der Ausstellungen. Online. 
In: Universität Graz. Available from: https://
psychologie.uni-graz.at/de/ueber-das-institut/
geschichte-des-instituts-fuer-psychologie/
ausstellungen/. [accessed 2026-03-30].

78 See Sondersammlungen: Handschriften, 
Papyri, Vor- & Nachlässe, Inkunabeln, Drucke, 
Landkarten. Online. In: Bibliotheken & 
Sammlungen. Graz: University Library, University 
of Graz. Available from: https://ub.uni-graz.at/de/
bibliotheken-sammlungen/sondersammlungen/. 
[accessed 2023-12-28].
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Besides the University Archive,79 
several other archival collections 
belong to the University of Graz: 
the Archive for the History 
of Sociology in Austria at the 
Department of Sociology,80 the 
Archive of the Franz Nabl Institute 
for Literary Research81 and the Oral 
History Archive of the Department 
of Corporate Leadership and 
Entrepreneurship.82 

In a narrower sense, the collections 
of the University Museums also 
include the collections of the Hans 
Gross Museum of Criminology,83 
the historical-physical collection, 
the art historical collection 
(including the art historical plaster 
cast collection), the collection of 
badges of honor and a collection 
of presents for hosting university 
guests. The collections of the Hans 
Gross Museum of Criminology and 
the historical-physical collection are 
regularly accessible to the public. 
Furthermore, other collections, 
such as the archaeological 
collection or the Meringer 
collection, can be visited by the 
public; however, as there are no set 
opening hours, this cannot be done 
without prior appointment.

Apart from the collections that 
were merged within the scope of 

79 See Universitätsarchiv. Online. In: Universität 
Graz. Available from: https://archiv.uni-graz.at/
de/. [accessed 2023-12-28].

80 See Konvolut Österreichische Gesellschaft für 
Soziologie. Online. In: Archiv für die Geschichte der 
Soziologie in Österreich. Online. Graz: University 
of Graz. Available from: https://agso.uni-graz.
at/sammlung/aktenbestand-oesterreichische-
gesellschaft-fuer-soziologie-signatur-2/. [accessed 
2026-03-16].

81 See Franz Nabl Institute for Literary Research. 
Online. In: University of Graz. Available from: 
https://franz-nabl-institut.uni-graz.at/en/. 
[accessed 2026-03-16].

82 See Oral-History Archive. Online. 
In: Institut für Wirtschafts-, Sozial- und 
Unternehmensgeschichte. Graz: University of Graz. 
Available from: https://wirtschaftsgeschichte.
uni-graz.at/de/forschung/oral-history-archiv/. 
[accessed 2026-03-16].

83 See Hans Gross Kriminalmuseum. Virtuelle 
Sammlung. Online. Graz: University of Graz. 
Available from: https://gams.uni-graz.at/
context:km. [accessed 2023-12-28].

cross-faculty platforms or centers, 
the other previously mentioned 
collections belong exclusively to 
their respective institutes and are 
more or less only used for teaching 
and research. 

To understand and use the 
criminological collection at the 
Hans Gross Museum of Criminology 
as an example of an exhibition 
that falls between research and 
teaching, we must first look at its 
founder. Hans Gross (1847‒1915) 
was a lawyer at the criminal court 
in Graz and later a professor at the 
Department of Criminal Law at 
the University of Graz. He began 
collecting items used at crime 
scenes as corpora delicti, as he 
thought that material belongings 
were much more reliable than 
testimonies. Moreover, he 
designed a crime scene kit used for 
investigating crime scenes, one that 
included sweets for children to coax 
them into telling the truth. His 
approach of using material objects 
as evidence predates museological 
theory by half a century, 
long before the approach was 
theoretically justified. Moreover, 
Hans Gross is known as the “Father 
of Criminology”; he reformed 
criminological methodologies 
that were commonly practiced in 
the past and established the so-
called “criminological museum” 
at the University of Graz in 1895. 
The museum objects were used as 
a teaching collection. Nowadays, 
the Hans Gross Museum of 
Criminology serves as a singular 
example to illustrate the shift of 
a university from teaching and 
research collections toward current 
university museum displays. This 
is further evidenced by other 
material object collections from 
the University of Graz that were 
previously mentioned. 

These collections are relevant 
in terms of their historicity, i.e., 
of being witnesses to research 
processes and acting (previously) 

as teaching material. They were 
mostly initiated by professors 
or scholars and stored at the 
departments where they served 
special functions or were of use. As 
research methods changed, these 
collections became orphaned. Some 
of them are still hidden treasures, 
while others have undergone 
a process of musealization, 
resulting in university museums 
that are open to the public. With 
regard to Austrian legal regulations, 
for example, university museums 
are protected by law under relevant 
heritage protection statutes and 
therefore gain a special historic 
collections status.

Concerning the University 
Museums in Graz, several of the 
collections were not documented, 
inventoried and catalogued, as is 
expected of universal museums and 
even of libraries. Therefore, most 
university collections underwent 
a process of digitization over 
the last years. A great deal of 
effort was made by third-party 
funded research and digitization 
projects to gain open access to the 
collections for use by the public. 
In this context, various databases 
were established. There is only 
one research infrastructure that 
allows for data management based 
on the international standard 
CRM, short for the “Conceptual 
Reference Model” developed by 
the Committee for Documentation 
within ICOM (the International 
Council of Museums). This model 
is evidence-based and maps the 
various ways in which objects can, 
in accordance with the theory of 
museology, stand witness. The only 
research infrastructure that allows 
for the documentation of objects in 
an event-based manner is “WissKI”, 
which is based on the open-source 
software “Drupal.”84 Currently, 

84 See FAU Competence Center for Research 
Data and Information. Online. In: University of 
Erlangen. Available from: https://www.cdi.fau.de/
en/services/wisski-und-fauwisskicloud/. [accessed 
2023-12-28].
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an evaluation phase is running to 
test if this research infrastructure 
is applicable to the university 
museum collections in Graz.

Moreover, to manage the stocks 
and collections of universities, 
several universities have established 
collection policies according to the 
various local circumstances and 
depending on the current functions 
of the university collections. 
Such collection policies structure 
the way in which collections are 
to be used at departments or 
university museums and how they 
are to be managed (for example, 
used for teaching and research 
or used for loaning and display). 
Collection policies also codify the 
conservational needs of collections. 
Policies for university collections 
were also established by several 
organizations to address university 
museums and collections, most 
notably the UMAC and Universeum.

Moreover, universities have 
established ways for the public to 
access the collections, such as as 
university museum displays, in 
order to present and communicate 
university history based on the 
collections. In this context, the 
discipline of science communication 
is having an increasing impact.

Basic characteristics of 
collections of the university

Based on the established state 
of the art and the case study, it 
is possible to summarize several 
fundamental characteristics of 
university object collections: 

Object collections: 

•	 Historicity of the relevant 
collections;

•	 Reasons why collections were 
established – intentions and 
motives for collecting connected 
to academic research and 
teaching or even “just” as 
heritage;

Responsible people as collectors:

•	 Professors and scholars as 
collectors; 

•	 Professors and scholars as 
teachers – collections for 
educational purposes;

•	 Objects in special use within 
the context of universities 
(traditional clothing, jewelry, 
coins and insignia, badges of 
honor, etc.);

Individual and personal 
responsibilities for collection 
management: 

•	 Scholars / researchers / scientists 
/ professors / subject-specific 
experts / curators / students;

Spatial requirements:

•	 Spatial capacities, rooms and 
expansions;

•	 Availability of rooms/space 
in a university context: kept 
at departments as teaching 
materials, research collections, 
conglomerations of things; no 
focus on gathering object data 
and object biographies / object 
contexts;

Science and research: 

•	 Scientific research on objects by 
subject-specific persons related 
to relevant disciplines;

•	 With regard to the discipline 
of museology, focus on gaining 
knowledge by questioning 
objects as historical witnesses – 
in terms of their meaning as 
bearers of museality – witnesses 
of the history of science and of 
the institution;

•	 Without focus on museum 
documentation, data analysis 
and metadata management;

Display / exhibiting collections and 
public relations:

•	 In collaboration with science 
communication.

Needs and challenges of 
university museums

Collection policy / guideline / 
order regarding the management of 
collections in terms of: 

•	 Conservation (storage and 
exhibitions spaces as well as in 
terms of loans), climate control 
and Integrated Pest Management 
(IPM);

•	 Room capacities for storage, 
magazines and displays and 
using collections as research 
collections;

•	 Documentation:

·	 Accession and deaccession;
·	 Object biographies – context 

of actors, times, spaces, 
circumstances and other 
events and purposes;

·	 Provenance research 
(especially in terms of 
colonial pasts and NS-
contexts);

·	 Digital database or research 
infrastructure;

•	 Actors: responsibilities of 
individuals – past and present;

•	 Money and resources – within 
university budgets and 
considering third-party funded 
projects and grant proposals;

•	 Science communication and 
museum communication:
·	 Exhibitions and open access 

to the public (permanent and 
temporary);

·	 Teaching with objects from 
the perspective of object-
centered disciplines and 
museology by inclusion 
into long-lasting study 
programmes according to 
the various conservation 
standards;

·	 Based on object-centred 
research from the 
perspective of the various 
source disciplines and of 
museology / museum studies, 
including preservation and 
conservation studies;
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·	 Communication of the 
relevance and meaning 
of collections – past and 
present;

·	 Strengthening of the position 
for future students to identify 
with the university and for 
the public in general – in 
order to strengthen the trust 
in science by also engaging 
school children;

·	 Approaching of target 
groups – understandable, 
sustainable, diverse society;

·	 Connection to the relevant 
research focuses of the 
university;

·	 Connection to the history 
of the institution and the 
history of sciences within the 
institution;

·	 Museum displays and 
layout / design should follow 
these needs that correspond 
to museological needs;

·	 Cultural mediation and 
science communication: 
linking research to 
communicating results 
by presenting teaching 
and study collections at 
departments; additional 
exhibitions of university 
museums.

Conclusion

For modern universities, 
collections serve as an identifying 
reference and a starting point to 
communicate academic research 
and the value of teaching to 
the public. Modern university 
museums thus follow common 
museum guidelines – in terms 
of documentation and display – 
and apply current standards of 
museological research as well as 
museum studies.

Thereby, a museological approach 
defines the value and relevance 
of collections and sets the 
standards of the documentation 
processes, including inventory 
books, databases or research 

infrastructures as well as 
documentation standards. 
Relevant museum displays and 
exhibitions address various 
defined target groups by 
declaring the relevance of study 
and research collections for 
universities – in terms of academic 
research and teaching – and are 
based in a communication strategy 
of the university. Moreover, 
museum communication channels 
link to the discipline of science 
communication and offer 
publications, accompanying events 
as well as social media and digital 
tools for the proper conveyance 
and mediation of messages.

University museum collections 
and the way in which they were 
established and used differ largely 
from those of classical museums. 
At universities, the main impetus 
for gathering material objects 
was for their use in academic 
research and teaching; also, 
objects were gathered for memory 
and heritage reasons, which 
was not the primary reason. 
This is also the reason why the 
documentation of objects was not 
a focus in this context. Today, 
however, this process is also of 
special museological relevance 
and one of the most important 
tasks of museums. It touches on 
the biography of objects, which is 
particularly relevant for objects 
and collections that may have 
a colonial- or Nazi-related past. 
The aspect of documentation 
further touches on the agenda 
of conservation and the question 
of how to deal with historical 
collections in order to preserve 
them, preferably, indefinitely. 

University collections are thus 
special in comparison to universal 
museums when considering 
a museum’s ability for a general 
public to access and communicate 
with the collections. Today, the 
public institutions responsible 
for federally-owned collections 

have a responsibility to make 
collections visible for the benefit of 
society. Museological and scientific 
communication approaches can 
serve this purpose and help create 
university museums that are 
interesting places, recognizable 
through their curiosity for 
research. Universities are of course 
institutions that are primarily 
dedicated to academic research 
and instruction; furthermore, in 
this context, they can identify 
themselves as places to educate 
students on ways to deal with the 
material past of academic research 
and teaching. 

Universities need research projects 
that are often third-party funded 
in order to acquire the needed 
resources for in-depth research on 
their object collections that re-use 
collections as research data – to 
make them visible and to open 
them up to the public. In this way, 
however, society may be able to 
identify with the university as an 
institution, which could contribute 
to the strengthening of public trust 
in science.
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