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 Elias Ashmole's 'Statutes Orders 
and Rules for the Ashmolean 
Museum in the University of 
Oxford 1683-87



Old Ashmolean building Broad Street, Oxford, 
1683 - Britain’s first public museum 

‘the building of some large roome, which may have 
Chimnies,to keep those things aired that stand in 
need of it’ 

Elias Ashmole



 

Ashmolean Museum – art and archaeology  collections
Museum of the History of Science – early scientific 
instruments
Museum of Natural History – zoology, entomology, 
palaeontology and mineral collections
Pitt Rivers Museum –anthropology and archaeology 
collections



‘To conserve, enhance, and utilise fully its special

resources including its libraries, museums and scientific
collections’
University of Oxford mission statement 2011

‘The University’s extensive network of libraries and
museums offers unique opportunities to learn and
engage with resources. We will continue to enhance our
collections to the benefit of future generations.’
University of Oxford Strategic Plan 2013 -18



What does the public think ? 

‘Care and preservation of heritage. This was by 
some way the most important purpose of a 
museum’

Public perceptions of – and attitudes to – the purposes of 
museums in society. Museums Association Report . March 

2013. 
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The purpose of the Care and Conservation Policy 
is to set a framework for:

• The preservation of the collections and buildings in 
the care of the museum 

• Preventive and remedial conservation of the 
collections

• The safe use of and access to collections, within the 
limits of the museum’s resources



The purpose of the Care and Conservation Plan is 
to:

• help deliver improvements in line with the collections 
care and conservation policy



Knowing your collections and how they are housed

 Some useful tools –

 Benchmarks in Collection Care - Museums Libraries and Archives 
Council, 2011-

 Signposts to Collection care - South West Museums Libraries & 
Archives Council, 2005

http://swfed.org.uk/images/resources/Collections/Benchmarks_Introduction_FINAL.pdf
http://swfed.org.uk/images/resources/Collections/Signposts_to_collection_care.pdf


Safe in a museum?  

 ‘The perils of discovery are by no means over 
when they reach the museum. Thing after thing 
has been spoilt, lost, or thrown away after it had 
seemed carefully housed’

Flinders Petrie, 1931



Storage – out of sight out of mind

• In the United States, the 2005 Heritage Health Index showed that only 11% of 
institutions had adequate storage facilities; moreover, a 2011 report by the Inspector 
General said 10% of inventoried items at the National Museum of American History 
are expected to be missing.

• In Russia, as reported in 2008 by the French newspaper Le Monde, the inventory 
control of a large national museum revealed 50,000 missing objects.



Belfast Telegraph 
30th April 2015

Ulster Folk and Transport museum. 
National Museums Northern Ireland



Imelda Marcos Shoe 
collection  1986



Imelda Marcos Shoe 
collection  2012. 
National Museum of 
the Philippines 



A risk based approach to conservation planning

Identify potential threats to your collections 

Would they be catastrophic, severe or mild? 

What are their probability and impact? 



What Could Possibly Go Wrong?
(and how can we plan to prevent it?) 



Physical forces – wear and tear, accidental 

damage, collapse,  



Handling 



Powhatan’s mantle
‘Ark to Ashmolean’ Gallery
c.1638

‘…But it is surprising that that things can be preserved 
as well as they are, since the people impetuously handle everything
in the usual English fashion……even the women are allowed up 
here for sixpence: they run here and there, grabbing at everything ’
Zacharias von Uffenbach, on visiting the Ashmolean in 1710

Protection where necessary



Risk reduction: training sessions 
What’s Wrong with this picture?



Carry One Object at a Time When Not Using a Trolley







Thieves and vandals



Getting lost – loss of data



Fire and Water – emergency planning 



Incorrect temperature and humidity

Mould growth
Flaking panel portrait of 
Thomas Howard



Pests



Pest monitoring 
and management



Pollutants



Door mats for 
particulates



Light



Planning for light levels Ashmolean 
Museum 2009





Heracles to Alexander the Great ( temporary exhibition 

2011)



Light monitoring and control  in the older part of the Ashmolean building



Light control  - individual protection for a temporary 
exhibition . Ashmolean Cast Gallery.



Policies and plans should fit the collection and the 
resources available                            



Some useful guidance: 

Collections Trust ‘ Benchmarks in Collections Care’ 

SHARE Museums East ‘ How to Guides – Assess and Manage Risk in 

Collections Care’ Plan and prioritise for collections care

South Western Federation of museums (SWFED) – Signposts to 

collections care. 

Thank you !


