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The Development of Natural History 
Museums. 

A T the present time there are scores of natural 
history museums, na.tional, municipal, and 

semi- private, scattered throughout the British 
Isles, all attempting to serve science by presenting 
to the people the crude material of scientific study 
and, less generally, the results of certain kinds of 
scientific research. Their condition causes un
easiness to the onlooker who realises how potent 
an instrument museums might be in instilling 
scientific knowledge and creating that staunch 
popular backing which is necessary to bring science 
to its own in the life of the nation. 

The story of many, perhaps the majority, of 
provincial museums is the same. They begin in a 
burst of enthusiasm, the white heat wanes, the care 
of the collection falls upon a dwindling number of 
voluntary workers, there is no proper provision 
for upkeep, and the end is disrepair, mouldy 
collections, dust-laden shelves-the 'museum' of 
the comic papers. These museums need en
couragement, help, and money·. The Carnegie 
United Kingdom Trustees have decided upon a 
work of national importance in undertaking, with 
the help of Sir Henry Miers, an inquiry into the 
conditions of these " imperfectly organised and to 
a large extent unappreciated" institutions. The 
national museums and the museums of the larger 
municipalities stand in a different category. They 
are for the most part well tended and well cared 
for, their exhibited collections are kept up-to-date, 
in so far as up-to-dateness is satisfied by the re
placement of poor specimens, the occasional filling 
in of blanks and ·a little more. But have even 
these museums realised the need of marching with 
the advance in knowledge ? 

The purpose of a great natural history museum 
is twofold, as Sir Ray Lankester has pointed out 
in a recent letter to NATURE (Feb. 26, p. 314). It 
is a storehouse for the safeguarding of objects of 
natural history which are of historic interest, and 
of the vast collections. of specimens gathered from 
every quarter' of the globe and from the world's 
seas. On these are founded to a large extent our 
knowledge of the basic natural history of geo
graphical regions, and they afford the raw material 
for further researches, geographical, morphological, 
and phylogenetic. Much more importantly, so far 
as the living generation is concerned, they give the 
ordered facts on which alone can be based the war 
against disease, and the search for Nature's wealth, 
which together determine the economic fate of the 
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human race ; but this is an aspect which demands 
description by specialists. For all these ends the 
storing of such material, if it is to be at all valuable 
for reference, demands a minuteness of classifica
tion in proportion to the extent of the collections, 
and therefore a prime duty of a museum staff must 
be that of the systematic classifier. 

The other great purpose of the large museum 
(and almost the sole purpose of the small museum) 
is exhibitory and educative, for the instruction not 
only of the unlearned but inquiring public, but also 
of all grades of receptive mind even to the pro
fessional expert, since there is no book-knowledge 
but may be bettered by reference to the facts 
themselves, and these could often be displayed 
from the great stores of museum properties. The 
growing recognition that an essential duty of 
museums supported by the public purse is educative, 
is shown in the placing of the newer State museums 
under the departments identified with public 
education, the Victoria and Albert Museum under 
the Board of Education, the Royal Scottish 
Museum under the Scottish Education Department. 
It is a kind of linkage that might well be extended 
to other public museums, provided the State 
department concerned is prepared to recognise and 
develop the enormous teaching potentiality of 
museums instead of permitting them to adhere as 
excrescences on the educational body. 

Have the natural history museums in Britain 
played up to their educational function 1 They 
have not. Take the Natural History Museum at 
South Kensington, not because it is worse than the 
others, but because its size emphasises the defects. 
Its galleries are for the great part filled with 
thousands of specimens arranged 'systematically.' 
The principle underlying systematic natural history 
is phylogeny, that is to say, systematic collections 
must be looked upon as illustrating natural relation
ships and ultimately the evolution of life upon the 
globe. Since no one can claim that these great col
lections with their multiplicity of genera and species 
visibly demonstrate throughout the series natural 
relationships or the lineage of animal life, their 
primary purpose fails, and they must be regarded 
mainly as groupings convenient for showing a 
conspectus of the animal world and for the identi
fication of specimens. 

How do the collections meet these needs 1 It 
is impossible as a matter of quantity; to exhibit 
every species ; it would be useless from a qualitative 
point of view to do so, for the discrimination of the 
modern expert seizes upon differences invisible 
even to the observant eye. But this impossibility 
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makes accurate identification from the exhibited 
collections a hazardous matter for the non-expert. 
The collections meet neither the phylogenetic nor 
the identification point of view. The indication is 
that their future development must be along the 
lines of drastic reduction, so that the series shall 
contain only readily distinguishable forms selected 
because of their historicai, phylogenetic, or morpho
logical interest, or because of a special attractiveness 
in themselves. 

The implication of such a reduction is important. 
It means that, more and more, not only the specialist 
but also the general inquirer after detailed knowledge 
must be encouraged to supplement his observations 
in the galleries by appeal to the cabinet collections. 
This demands the presence of facilities not at 
present available in the museum, of easily accessible 
store collections, of well-lit, well-equipped, reason
ably comfortable rooms available for the outside 
inquirer. Much more it implies such facilities for 
the·museum staff which spends a lifetime organising 
and sorting the collections in gallery and in cabinet. 
Hitherto, in this technical aspect of reference 
collections containing specimens authoritatively 
named, the British Museum has been the central 
museum of the world. This position depends 
largely on the proportion of original specimens, 
'type-specimens,' deposited by the naturalists who 
have named them; and obviously, the museum 
which has already the widest collection is the 
museum in which a new type-specimen can be 
most usefully deposited. It is to examine these 
type-specimens that naturalists visit England from 
all over the world. The hidden cabinets form the 
' British Museum ' which is the premier natural 
history museum in the world ; it remains to be 
seen whether it can retain this position in face of 
the intelligent expenditure of America and Germany. 

Sir Ray Lankester suggests that the exhibition 
space saved (and he contemplates reduction by 
one-half) might be used for the purpose of bringing 
up-to-date this hidden British Museum of research. 
With this view we disagree. There is a better 
purpose for the exhibition space, for the Natural 
History Museum has scarcely touched the fringe 
of real education, which must become part of the 
duty of a State museum. The greater American 
museums have spent much ingenuity and vast 
sums of money on the creation of realistic Nature 
groups, which transport the spectator into new 
realms. The main hall of the Natural History 
Museum at South Kensington, with its dark 
alcoves, is admirably adapted for such groups, and 
might well be given over to this purpose. But 
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while such groups are instructive, their main interest 
is spectacular, and the public demands more than 
a pageant : it thirsts for a deeper knowledge. 

Nearly seventy years ago, Charles Darwin, an 
Englishman, with a new view-point revolutionised 
the thought of the world. What has the Natural 
History Museum of his own country done to make 
Darwin's world-moving discoveries current amongst 
his own people ? What has it done to convert the 
'fundamentalists,' of whom Great Britain as well 
as America has its share? Nothing! Except for a 
few isolated exhibits, shown almost in holes and 
corners as if with an apology lest they should 
intrude upon the systematic collections. Yet 
Darwin's mind was detailed and material; his 
theories are not as it were in the air ; they rest upon 
accumulated facts and examples of a kind eminently 
suitable for exhibition in a museum. Some years 
ago the late Dr. Benjamin Peach in arranging the 
collections of Hugh Miller in the Royal Scottish 
Museum, Edinburgh, placed together a few of the 
actual specimens which had led the Cromarty 
stone-mason to certain of his conclusions. This 
practice might be extended. There is a vast body 
of general biological truths of vital importance 
in scientific thought, which could be illustrated, not 
by one or two examples, but by such a multiplicity 
of examples, culled from a wide range in the realms 
of zoology and botany, as would compel belief. 
Sir Ray Lankester thinks that such subjects
f'volution, heredity, variation, natural selection, 
geographical distribution and variation, sex dimor
phism, and hosts of others--should be the subject 
of museum lectures, and with this view we are in 
entire agreement ; but how much more ought they 
to fill the galleries of a p)lblic museum for the 
constant reference and edification of the people? 

Such collections to reach their highest efficiency 
must be planned and wrought out with a breadth 
of knowledge, and with a museum gift which is 
comparable to the creation of a striking and artistic 
poster ; to them each specialist must make his 
contribution ; they must be symposia rather than 
individual efforts. The hard-pressed specialists on 
the museum staff, overladen with identification 
and classification and the sorting of new collections, 
cannot spare the time and consideration demanded 
by such biological exhibits. The ideal exhibitor is 
by nature a creative artist; the British Museum 
authority, to consult whom a zoologist comes from 
Japan or a tropical pathologist from Uganda, 
should be by training a field-naturalist, must 
be by nature a methodist and a scholiast. The 
reorganisation of the exhibited collections on the 

No. 2998, VoL. 119] 

lines of the advancement of modern natural history 
demands the reorganisation of the st.aff. 

On this, as well as on the grounds summarised by 
Sir Ray Lankester, an inquiry by Royal Commission 
into the " status, purposes, and organisation of 
the British Museum (Natural History) and other 
related institutions " is urgently needed. There 
are many aspects of museum activities, relation
ships, and influences which might be bettered by 
inquiry and definition : the aims of the museum 
itself; the overlapping and duplication of collec
tions in London; the relation of the State museum 
as an educator, to the recognised educational and 
particularly the teaching institutes ; its relation 
to other natural history museums supported by 
State funds, and to the public museums of Great 
Britain in general ; and not least, when the 
Dominions, Crown Colonies and dependencies are 
equipping staffs of researchers into the Nature 
which surrounds them and the death which encom
passes them, who risk their lives to fight disease 
and to bear the torch of scientific knowledge to 
the ends of the earth, let the Government of our 
Empire consider the imperial relationships of the 
British Museum. 

Ethnology of Tuareg Tribes. 
People of the Veil: being an Account of the Habits, 

Organisation and History of the Wandering 
Tuareg Tribes which inhabit the Mountains of 
Air or Asben in the Central Sahara. By Francis 
Rennell Rodd. Pp. xvi + 504 + 51 plates. 
(London : Macmillan and Co., Ltd., 1926.) 
30s. net. 

By the " People of the Veil " are meant the 
Tuareg, whose country extends from the 

eastern edge of the central Sahara to the far edge 
of the western deserts of North Africa before the 
Atlantic zone begins, and from southern Algeria 
in the north to the Niger and the equatorial belt 
between the river and Lake Chad in the south. 
The name ' Tuareg ' is not used by the people 
themselves ; it is really a term of opprobrium 
originally applied to them by their enemies. They 
became known to the Arabs as the' Veiled People,' 
because their men after reaching a certain age 
were, as they still are, in the habit of wearing a 
strip of thin cloth wound around their heads in 
such a manner as to form a hood over the eyes 
and a covering over the mouth and nostrils, only 
a narrow slit being left open for the eyes ; and, in 
default of a national name, they themselves use 
the same locution in their own tongue to describe 
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