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University library museums 

 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

Throughout history universities have collected objects and specimens, in service to a scholarly tradition that 

stretches back to the Renaissance and beyond. Collections formed or held in universities are used for learning in 

the laboratory or tutorial room. They can also provide the material evidence of research achieved in the name 

of an institution. When a university dedicates institutional space and facilities to the exhibition of collections, a 

university museum is created. There are many famous university museums worldwide. Some have an 

organisational life separate from their parent body — Oxford’s Ashmolean Museum, opened in 1683, is a good 

example. University museums and collections, however, are highly variable. They range from significant sources 

of cultural provision for diverse communities to collections previously used for university teaching but now 

locked away in storage and isolated from the mainstream of campus life (Simpson, 2012). 

Museum collections are libraries of the world’s biological, cultural and environmental history and are vital to our 

ability to interpret the past and understand our place in its future. As such, museums are stewards of this history, 

preserving it for posterity while fostering an informed appreciation of our complex and ever-changing world. 

The International Council of Museums (ICOM) defines a museum as : a non- profit making institution, in 

the service of a society and of its development, and open to the public which acquires, conserves, 

researches, communicates and exhibits, for purpose of study, education and enjoyment, material evidence 

of people and their environment.  

Museums range from small organizations to large organizations. They are mainly set up by specialist 

groups, historical societies, Universities, governments and individuals. Universities have not been left 

behind with the earliest established University Museum being the Ashmolean Museum of Art and 

Archaeology, Oxford, England established in 1677. Major academic institutions in the developed world 

have continually created more and more University Museums. Closer home Makerere University’s 

Department of Zoology, Entomology and fisheries sciences established a museum in 1963. It was mainly 

to act as a teaching facility for Biological sciences, Fine Arts and architecture students. Moreover the 

Museum has become a referral collection of specimens of animal nature. DeKUT too, is in the process of 

establishing a university library museum. 

2.0 GOALS 

The main goals of the University museum will be: 

• Promote academic heritage.  

• Creating institutional identity and which in turn will be as a primary source of advancing the 

institutional narrative. 

• Advancement  of knowledge 

• To preserve and exhibit the cultural heritage of the Nyeri County and Kenya at large. 

• Promote research, compile and disseminate information. 

3.0 Future of university museums 

In the United States, some different developments have drawn world attention in recent years. In a 

context where many universities were privately founded historically or depend for their financial health 



on philanthropic support, continuous fundraising and endowment incomes, rising pressures on college 

budgets have forced some US administrators to consider deaccessioning or ‘monetization’ of collection 

assets. This has become a media issue in some instances, particularly when it has involved the proposed 

sale of artworks or even entire art collections with a high profile. This has stirred significant debate on 

the public trust vested in universities through bequests or direct gifts of valuable collections. The rising 

jeopardy of some campus collections caused such angst among university curators that a special 

resolution was formally adopted by the international committee of ICOM for university museums (UMAC) 

at the 2013 ICOM Triennial Conference in Rio de Janeiro. The ‘Rio Declaration on the Protection of 

University Collections’ resolved that collections held by universities internationally are an important part 

of university and world heritage, and they must not be considered as financial assets of the university 

that can be disposed of to meet financial needs. Collections must be valued for the role they play in 

preserving the history of universities and for teaching and research within their host institutions, as well 

as for educating and engaging a broader public.  

The Rio Declaration insists that historic and cultural heritage aspects of collections, not their financial 

value, be considered before any planned disposal. The Rio Declaration is timely, and supported by ICOM’s 

Code of Ethics, the Council of Europe’s Committee of Ministers 2005 recommendation on the governance 

and management of university heritage, and the American Alliance of Museums Code of Ethics, adopted 

by AAM’s Board of Trustees in 1993. 

While the enthusiasm of some college administrators to sell artworks has mainly emerged in the 

US, in other parts of the same country American art workers are wringing maximum value out of their 

collections housed in the institutional context, thus justifying their existence. Further, creative writing 

classes regularly utilize the artefacts and the objects to stimulate ideas and output; artworks are used to 

sharpen the observational skills of trainee medical clinicians; students of music utilize art and objects for 

inspiration; and a general mathematics education study uses material collection items to explore the 

symmetry of objects. In these and many other situations, institutions’ collection objects are being 

embedded across the curriculum in new and diverse ways (Bartlett, 2012).  

It need be noted that though, the best-known University museums - the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, 

the Manchester Museum, The Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge ,the Harvard university museums and 

the Hunterian Museum in Glasgow - “also serve as the major cultural provider[s] in their areas”, the 

University Museums Group and University Museums in Scotland, Impact and Engagement: University 

museums for the 21st century report also pays tribute to much-visited smaller collections covering 

everything from archaeology to zoology as well as “a further 300 or so collections [which] serve as vital 

university research and teaching resources”. 

The DeKUT museum is a welcome idea and worth nurturing; in conclusion therefore the university 

museums are here to stay and all efforts to safeguard them should be enacted.  
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