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Dr Stephen Gapps in Viking costume 
Photograph: Australian National Maritime Museum , 2013 



In the first issue of Timelines for 2014 we have 
a focus on the careers of museum historians. 
There’s an interview with Bill Storer who was 
recently appointed a Member of the Order 
of Australia for significant services to the    
visual arts for his work with community       
museums. Museum historians Stephen 
Gapps, Rebecca Carland and Alison Wishart 
share their different entry paths and           
experiences working in the museums sector. 
MA Historians bursary recipient Susan Faine 
provides us with an account of the            
fascinating ‘The Lives of Objects’              
conference in Oxford. 

MUSEUM HISTORIANS’ NATIONAL NETWORK 
COMMITTEE 

President Alison Wishart 
 Australian War Memorial 
 Alison.wishart@awm.gov.au  

Vice-President Guy Hansen 
 National Museum of Australia 
 guy.hansen@nma.gov.au   

Secretary Vacant 
  

Treasurer Bill Storer 
 New South Wales 
 wjstorer@ozemail.com.au       
Ordinary Members  
 Catherine Manning  
 Migration Museum 
 CManning@History.sa.gov.au  

 Ian Terry  
 TMAG 
  Ian.Terry@tmag.tas.gov.au  

 Charlotte Smith 
 Museum Victoria 
 csmith@museum.vic.gov.au  

 Christen Bell  
 History House Museum 
 cbell@armadale.wa.gov.au 

Newsletter Editor Michelle Stevenson 
 Museum Victoria 
 mstevenson@museum.vic.gov.au  

CONTRIBUTORS 
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MEMBERSHIP 

Museum Historians is a Museums Australia     
National Network.  

The cost of membership is $11 and is open to 
all current members of Museums Australia. 

To join Museum Historians please contact the 
Museums Australia national office:  
The Membership Manager 
Museums Australia 
PO Box 266 
Civic Square ACT 2608 
Australia 
Ph: 02 6230 0346 Fax: 02 6230 0360 
Email: ma@museumsaustralia.org.au 

Thank you to all those people who have con-
tributed to this edition of Timelines: 

Bill Storer                     Newcastle Maritime Museum 

Alison Wishart             Australian War Memorial 

Susan Faine                Consulting Historian  

Rebecca Carland     Museum Victoria 

Stephen Gapps         Australian National Maritime                  
   Museum  

 

 

CONTRIBUTING TO TIMEINES 

FROM THE EDITOR 

There are two issues of Timelines a year, all       
contributions are welcome including articles, 
press releases, photos and short updates. 

Contributions due Issue One:  29th February 
Issue One published: March/April 

Contributions due Issue Two: 30th September 
Issue Two published: October/November 

Contributions for the next issue of Timelines 
should be sent to Michelle Stevenson  

mstevenson@museum.vic.gov.au by 30th 
September 2014. 

Michelle Stevenson, Museum Victoria 

mailto:cbell@armadale.wa.gov.au�


The MA Historians AGM will be held at the MA 
Conference in Launceston  on Monday 19 
May 2014 from 12.45-1.30pm.  

If you are at the conference, please attend 
the AGM in person. It will be held in the      
Battery Shed at QVMAG (the conference 
venue). Jon Addison will be your contact  
person.   

If you will not be at the conference, please 
consider participating via teleconference. 
Information on how to do this is below.   

To participate in the AGM via telephone, 
Please phone 1800 896 323 (if you live outside 
of NSW and the ACT) or 02 8088 0900 (if you 
live in NSW or the ACT). Follow the prompts 
and when the time comes, type in the       
participant code: 77144287. 

—————————————— 
Contacts 

Alison Wishart 

President, MA Historians NN 

Alison.wishart@awm.gov.au 

02 6243 4304 

 

Jon Addison 

 MA Historians Conference Contact 

Mobile: 0448 976 671  

Email: Jon.Addison@launceston.tas.gov.au. 

MUSEUM HISTORIANS AGM 

UPDATES & NEWS  
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MUSEUM HISTORIANS DINNER 

For conference attendees, there will be a   
Museum Historians networking dinner on     
Friday 16 May at 8pm after the official       
conference reception. The venue is the   
Northern Club in Launceston, which is located 
at 61 Cameron Street and about a 5 minute 
walk from the venue for the welcome          
reception.  

Date: Friday 16th May 2014 

Time: 8 pm 

Location: Northern Club, 61 Cameron Street, 
Launceston. 

http://www.thenorthernclub.com.au/nc/
index.php?c=30  

RSVP: Jon Addison by 15 May on 0448 976 671 
or Jon.Addison@launceston.tas.gov.au.  

Nominations are called for the positions of           
'ordinary members' for the Museum Historians 
National Network committee. 

We are looking particularly for 'ordinary mem-
bers' from SA, NT and Qld. 

Nomination forms have been e-mailed to 
members. 

Any questions or anyone wishing to nominate 
should contact Alison Wishart prior to the 
AGM.  

CALL FOR NOMINATIONS  

http://www.thenorthernclub.com.au/nc/index.php?c=30�
http://www.thenorthernclub.com.au/nc/index.php?c=30�
http://www.thenorthernclub.com.au/nc/index.php?c=30�
http://www.thenorthernclub.com.au/nc/index.php?c=30�
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REFLECTIONS ON A CARRER: INTERVIEW WITH BILL 
STORER 

Bill Storer, Newcastle Maritime Museum 

REFELCTIONS & REVIEWS 

Bill Storer was appointed a Member of the Order 
of Australia on the 26th January 2014 for significant 
service to the visual arts, particularly through the 
development of regional and community          
museums. He has worked with a number of        
collections at regional and community museums 
across Australia and is currently collection man-
ager at the Newcastle Maritime Museum. Bill has 
been an active member of the Museum Historians 
National Network and has held the role of       
treasurer for five years. We congratulate Bill on this 
well deserved honour and thank him for his much 
valued involvement with the Museum Historians. 

Bill you’ve previously remarked that your museum 
career began when you were ‘kidnapped’. How 
and where exactly did this happen? 

I was an Army Reserve soldier posted as a Chief 
Clerk and later as an Instructor and Training       
Development Officer in the Clerical Trades.  I really 
enjoyed the job.  An officer who knew me, was 
appointed as Director to the Army Museum of 
NSW at Victoria Barracks.  Shortly after he ar-
ranged, in 1990, for a posting order for me to re-
port for duty at the museum.  The posting order 
was, at that time, an unheard of practice for sol-
diers and non-commissioned officers of the        
Reserve. Hence “kidnapped”. 

What have been some of your career highlights? 

In 2001, after ten years in the job, I had been     
responsible for recording some 15,000 objects in 
the Army Museum of NSW Collection, curating a 
major exhibition and establishing a subject file   
system for documents held in the collection.  I   
focussed on the impact of the military forces in 
NSW society since Federation, particularly for 
World War II.  Alas, I failed to meet the editorial 
requirements to have my research published.  
However, my exhibition of the military in NSW from 
1899 - 1946 is still displayed in the main gallery of 
the Army Museum of NSW. 

I was elected to MA National Council as a      
Community Museum representative, then as    
President of MA NSW and finally as Secretary of 
MA National Council.  The role gave me the      
opportunity to contribute to a re-structure of MA 
and the development of National Conference on 
a more sustainable basis, with a contracted Pro-
fessional Conference Organiser and better finan-
cial management through MA National Office. 

You’ve had over 20 years working with regional 
and community museums, what is it about them 
that inspires you? 

There are two main types of community museums: 
the folk museum that collects anything and the 
local historical type. The challenge is to approach 
community museums by ‘looking them in the 
eyes’, engaging with the local museum           
community and leading them to see how they 
can operate more effectively. The inspiring thing is 
that, when either type of museum comes to      
understand the importance of good museum 
practice, they become passionate about their 
standards and encourage others to do so as well.  

How long have you been a member of the        
Museum Historians National Network? And what 
roles and responsibilities have you held? 

I think for most of my time as a member Museums 
Australia.  I did consider myself as a bit of a military 
historian earlier.  I had been for some time, a 
‘taker’ in the Museum Historians network, relying 
on others to inform me.  I was welcomed when I 
attended meetings, usually a National              
Conference. I found that the collegial nature of 
the Museum Historians was a rewarding              
experience.  When Museum Historians were       
recruiting committee members I found that the 
administrative tasks for the network were not     
onerous, particularly the role of Treasurer. 

 You’ve been involved with Museums Australia at 
the national, state and regional levels and through 
the Community Museums National Network. Can 
you tell us a little about some of the work you’ve 
done as part of this? 

I became involved with Community Museums    
network at the 2001 Conference in Canberra and 
from that became closely involved in the Regional 
& Remote program at 2005 Conference.  This led 
to me putting my hand up as President of NSW 
Branch.  This role gave me the opportunity to    
promote the importance of community museums 
and their involvement through the Regional,      
Remote and Community Museums Day and their 
need for sustainable, worthwhile insurance        
options.  Both of these tasks were completed by 
the time I had to stand down from council. 

As you look at retiring what suggestions or advice 
do you have for those just starting out in the sec-
tor? 

Networking, networking, networking!  And be a 
‘sharer’.  I have been amazed and very grateful 
over the years at the way some people who are 
successful in this industry are willing to share their 
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REFLECTIONS & REVIEWS Cont... 

experiences and knowledge.  There are ivory 
tower builders and parochial diehards, but the 
real success is in seeing a bigger picture than 
one’s immediate needs.   

What are some of the changes you’ve noticed  
occurring during your time working in museums? 

I think that the Culture people in government at all 
levels have turned the focus of the big museums 
from research and education into a need to     
present blockbuster exhibitions.                          

Consequently the opportunity to engage with  
professional issues has been over-shadowed by 
commercial necessities. 

Finally bringing us back to why you’ve been     
recognised for your service to the museum sector, 
what is your favourite regional or community    
museum and why? 

I really love the Millthorpe Historical Society        
Museum in NSW. The way Millthorpe has engaged 
their volunteers is a shining example of inclusive-
ness. On the one site there are three distinct 
groups of exhibitions of the collection. These three 
venues engage all interests of their community 
and of their volunteers - they cater for everyone. 

(Continued from page 4) There is a very ‘boys toys’, taxonomic collection of 
things related to rural industry in the region. Home 
life for a woman of this rural district is exhibited in a 
cottage on the opposite corner of the site to the 
sheds. It has a collection of the ‘aids for a house-
hold’, related to kitchens, education of children 
and recreational pursuits.  Another is the home of 
arts, crafts and textiles. Being a bloke, I haven’t 
really come to grips with this collection.   

The part that important to me is that community 
museum management can choose to make their 
place a significant contributor to the well being of 

their community by making sensible decisions.  
These decisions are not based on anything else 
but caring for all their community and reflecting 
inclusiveness through their actions, policies and 
practice, whilst applying museum best practice.  I 
am sure there are other community museums that 
do this around Australia, but this is the best I have 
seen so far - it isn’t about money, it is about think-
ing what to do with what you have available. 

                 ————————————————– 
Bill Storer 
Collection Manager, Newcastle Maritime Museum 

Bill Storer then President MA NSW chatting to Marea Buist, Curator, Port of Yamba Museum before a Far North Coast Chapter of 
MA meeting, 2006   
Photographer: Unknown, Yamba , 2006 
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CAREER SNAPSHOTS  

After working as an academic,   
consultant historian and history 
events coordinator for several 
years, I joined the Australian         
National Maritime Museum in 2010. 
In no way an expert in maritime   
history, I was on a rapid learning 
curve. I bought a little sailing boat 
to get into the spirit of things. 

My first position was curator respon-
sible for the collection area          
Exploration and European            
Settlement and the museum’s    
Navigators gallery. I then obtained 
an ongoing position responsible for 
the collection areas Shipping and 
Trade and Environment and over-
saw the museum’s Commerce – the 
working sea gallery. I developed 
several small temporary exhibitions 
and was working on the redevelop-
ment of the Commerce gallery until 
museum priorities changed and the 
gallery was incorporated into a   
larger temporary exhibition space. 

In 2012 I was part of the steering 
committee for the award winning 
Nawi – Exploring Australia’s          In-
digenous Watercraft conference 
and managed the Eora gallery. 

With my background in historical reenact-
ments (PHD thesis – Performing the Past: A   
history of historical reenactments) I was an 
obvious choice to be curator attached to the 
recent Vikings – Beyond the Legend exhibition 
from the Swedish History Museum. 

I am currently working on a travelling           
exhibition Test of War – the Royal Australian 
Navy in WWI and a research project on     
Chinese-Australian watercraft.  

STEPHEN GAPPS 

Stephen Gapps, Australian National 
Maritime  Museum  

I firmly believe that my background as an his-
torian has been a key factor in being able to 
work across quite diverse curatorial areas. 

————————————————– 
Dr Stephen Gapps 
Curator, Australian National Maritime Museum  

Dr Stephen Gapps in Viking costume 
Photograph: Australian National Maritime Museum , 2013 



ALISON WISHART 

Alison Wishart, Australian War  Memorial 

Eleven years ago I made the transition from 
Senior Policy Officer in the Queensland   
Government to working in a museum.  

While it was, and still is, very difficult to get a 
job in the GLAM (Galleries, Libraries,          
Archives and  Museums) sector, I credit my 
success to: doing volunteer work in a small 
museum to get hands-on experience; being 
prepared to move to a regional area and 
take a large cut in pay to get my first       
museum job; and doing lots of networking. 

I’ve had four jobs so far in my 11 year        
career. These have been in collection    
management at the Museum of Tropical 
Queensland in Townsville and then three 
very different curatorial roles at the State  
Library of Queensland, the National Museum 
of Australia, and now the Australian War         
Memorial.  

As my roles have become more senior, I find 
I’m spending less time researching and        
interpreting collections and more time    
managing staff, projects and budgets.  

The work I did in the not-for-profit and     
government sectors for 10 years before    
entering museum land – managing           
volunteers, liaising with financial  donors, 
managing projects, running community 
consultation meetings and working as a   
policy officer – has definitely helped me in 
my museum roles. 

      ————————-————————– 
Alison Wishart 
Senior Curator Photographs, Australian War    
Memorial 
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CAREER SNAPSHOTS Cont... 

Alison working on a photograph collection project in Ka-
bul, Afghanistan, 2013  
Photograph: Australian War Memorial, 2013 
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Bec has worked on various Collections at   
Museum Victoria and spent time at the      
London Toy and Model Museum and the  
Costume Collection in Yarra Park. However it 
was a stint with a scientific artwork which first 
sparked her interest in Natural history           
collections.  

Since that time she developed a cross-
disciplinary methodology, which melds Social 
and Cultural History and Natural Sciences  
collections at Museum Victoria. By bringing 
the fundamentals of historic research, the 
study of material culture and skills in Oral     
History to the Science disciplines she has     
explored concepts and representations of   
nature, extinction, conservation and the role 
of the museum and collector culture. She is 
particularly interested in exploring the role of 
women in Museum history. 

REBECCA CARLAND 

Rebecca Carland, Museum Victoria 

She is also field historian on the annual Bio-
scan project in Victoria’s National Parks, flying 
around the Prom in a helicopter one year and 
teaching Digital History at the Alpine School 
the next. She also guest lectures at Monash 
University in the MV/Monash Making History 
course. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bec has held positions on various history   
committees; Lilith: Feminist History Journal; 
Women on Farms Heritage Committee,      
Museum Victoria’s Oral History Committee 
and has held the role of publicity and      
communication officer on the Committee of 
Management of the Professional Historians 
Association PHA Vic since 2012. 

————————————————– 
Rebecca Carland 
Curator, History of Collections, Museum Victoria  

CAREER SNAPSHOTS Cont... 

Rebecca Carland in the Mammalogy collection store at Museum Victoria 
Photograph: Dylan Kelly, Museum Victoria , 2011 



MICHELLE STEVENSON 

Michelle Stevenson, Museum Victoria 

As an undergraduate at University I did a    
double degree in Arts/Health Science. 
The Arts allowing me to continue to study 
history which I loved and with the health 
science   being my ticket to a ‘real’ job 
once I graduated. During my fourth year I 
was offered to apply to undertake      
honours in both history and health promo-
tion and the lure of continuing my studies 
in history was strong. But what could I do 
with a degree in history? I didn’t want to 
teach and I didn’t want to go into      
academia. One day while walking along a 
street in inner Melbourne I walked past a 
house with a brass name plate proclaiming 
the occupant to be an archivist and curator. 
There was my answer I would continue my 
studies in history and become a curator. This 
was a job that would allow me to do and 
share history in a way that was exciting and 
engaging. 

During my honours year I started volunteering 
at Museum Victoria first with the Public Life 
and Institutions collections and later also with 
the Pacific Cultures collections. I then de-
cided I needed more training in museum 
studies to help find that elusive first job. I      
began a Masters of Cultural Heritage and 
continued volunteering. I was lucky enough 
to obtain a part-time position as an assistant 
curator at Museum Victoria towards the end 
of the first year of my Masters. All the           
volunteering and the contacts I had made at 
the museum had paid off! The position was a 
maternity leave replacement working on the 
museum’s Collections Online project for 12 
months. 

A month into my new job I said I was inter-
ested in working on an upcoming project   
involving the Migration collection and my part
-time position became full-time. For three 
years my contracts were renewed and I    
continued to split my time between            
Collections Online and the Migration and 
later Working Lives and Trades collections. 
Thoroughly enjoying all the research and odd 
little projects I got to do as part of my work. 

NO. 15 MARCH/APRIL 2014 Page 9 

CAREER SNAPSHOTS Cont... 

During this time I became involved with the 
National Alpine Museum of Australia (NAMA). 
A community museum based at Mt Buller in   
Victoria. This provided me with the               
opportunity to put all the things I had learnt 
during my Masters into practise and to see a 
completely different side of museum practice 
to what I was used to at Museum Victoria. It 
also gave me experience in management 
and bigger picture strategic planning which 
was useful in obtaining a more senior position. 

In 2012 I was appointed Coordinator, Humani-
ties Collections Online at Museum Victoria; I 
enjoy the opportunity the role provides to 
work across Museum Victoria’s varied and   
interesting collections. As well as how the   
digital space allows us to explore new ways of 
connecting objects, stories and the           
community. 

Reflecting on my nearly five years working in 
the museum sector there have been some 
key things which have helped in establishing 
myself in the industry: mentors and networks 
have been invaluable in providing advice 
and making useful contacts; creating my own 
professional development opportunities both 
informal, such as my involvement with 
(NAMA), and formal, presenting at             
conferences and recently starting my PhD; 
and a willingness to be flexible, to put yourself 
out there and take every opportunity you 
can. 

————————————————– 
Michelle Stevenson 
Coordinator Humanities Collections Online, Museum 
Victoria  

Michelle barcoding objects in the store 
Photograph: Museum Victoria , 2011 
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TAKING NINA TO OXFORD, SEPTEMBER 
2013 
Susan Faine, Consulting Historian, Collection Manager 
and Curator 

CONFERENCES & EVENTS  

In 2007, Nina Zyk, a diminutive octogenerian 
whose family had perished in the Holocaust, 
asked the Jewish Museum of Australia to    
permanently memorialise her mother. She 
said this was one of three things she needed 
to do to die in peace, and was willing to pay 
to do it. As curator with responsibility for the 
Museum’s collection and permanent           
exhibitions, the request came to me. 

With a significant collection that documents 
and interprets the breadth of ‘the Australian 
Jewish experience’, the Museum had shied 
away from accepting objects for permanent 
exhibition, and from ‘selling’ participation in 
exhibitions. To explain this, I suggested we 
meet - and so began my relationship with 
Nina.  

We spoke several 
more times, at 
Nina’s council flat 
and in hospital, me 
working to reconcile 
her request and the 
Museum’s     
boundaries. 

Nina died six months 
later and I was     
invited by the       
executor to take 
what I wanted. I felt 
a moral responsibil-
ity to perpetuate 
her mother’s    
memory and took to 
the Museum what-
ever I knew was, or 
could be,         
documentary      
evidence of her life.  

 

 

Nina had known great tragedy and shown 
remarkable courage, alone, although I didn’t 
know the extent of this then. Her possessions 
were few and simple, their layered               
biographies crossing continents, languages 
and social and cultural boundaries.  

My encounter with Nina touched me deeply, 
and after she died my sense of responsibility 
to perpetuate her mother’s memory took on 
another dimension - Nina’s own story. When I 
left the Museum at the end of 2012, I sought 
permission to photograph the collection so I 
could remain connected to it, and work on it.i  

The catalyst for beginning my research in  
earnest was having my paper accepted for 
the inaugural ‘The Lives of Objects’            
conference, part of the suite of programs of 
The Oxford Centre for Life Writing at Wolfson, 
the largest graduate college in Oxford.ii 

 

Images of Nina Zyk and her husband Michael. LH: In Melbourne, probably shortly after their arrival in 
August 1939, Artophot Studio. Top RH: In Poland, undated but likely on their engagement or shortly 
before fleeing Europe, stamped on verso, in Polish ‘Fotografia artys..…’Sztuka’, Lowicz ul. Zdunska 
No…’). Lower RH: in Melbourne, undated but likely early 1940s, Artophot Studio. 
Photographer: Susan Faine 
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CONFERENCES & EVENTS Cont... 

Two of the conference keynote speakers - 
Neil MacGregor, Director of the British         
Museum, and potter Edmund De Waal,       
author of ‘The Hare with the Amber Eyes A 
Hidden Inheritance’ (2010) – had been        
incentive enough to make me want to go, 
and I’d contemplated attending even if I 
wasn’t giving a paper.  

Without hesitation, I’d say ‘The Lives of        
Objects’ was one of the most rewarding     
professional meetings I’ve been to. Over 
three days, in autumnal Oxford, 125          
delegates feasted on history, scholarship and 
ideas. 

SPECIAL SESSIONS 
We were treated to eloquent and engaging 
presentations in five ‘special sessions’, each 
given by a leading academic or acclaimed 
writer. I’ve included here just a paragraph on 
each. 

Neil MacGregor drew out some of the objects 
and stories in ‘A History of the World in 100 
Objects’, pointing out the multiple and very 
different lives, roles and identities a single    
object may assume - or have attributed to it  - 
in its life, and the power of the biographer to 
transform the object through the narrative 
they construct about it. 

Professor Michael Burden spoke about 
‘suitcase arias’ and performances of Italian 
opera in 18th century London. At their          
discretion, singers inserted arias they had 
‘borrowed’ from other works – arias they had 
sung to acclaim elsewhere, in another story – 
so that published programs, advertisements 
and announcements cannot be considered 
reliable historical evidence about a             
performance. 

At the beginning of ‘No ideas but in things’: 
making, remembering and story-telling’       
Edmund de Waal put into circulation in the 
auditorium three of the netsuke central to 
‘The Hare with the Amber Eyes’. Then, with 
sensitivity and gentle humour, he took us on a 
moving journey into the author, the potter, 
the book and the pots.  

(Continued from page 10) 
Professor Hugh Haughton’s interest is 20th   
century Irish literature, and modern poetry. In 
‘Letters as Objects: letters and objects’, 
Haughton invited us to consider letters as 
both material object and text, drawing our 
attention to correspondence of poets 
Marianne Moore, Apollinaire, Isaac 
Rosenberg, Seamus Heaney… He talked too 
about the ‘seismic shift’ in the way we think of 
correspondence in the digital age, where   
letters are not in the hand of the writer, they 
don’t observe the conventions of the 
(traditional) letter, and as they don’t come in 
envelopes, there is no tangible representation 
of the process of their transmission.  

Jenny Uglow took us into 19th century         
England, to the church in the village of Wreay 
near Carlisle that is central to her biography 
‘The Pinecone: the Story of Sarah Losh,       
Forgotten Romantic Heroine – Antiquarian, 
Architect and Visionary’. She spoke            
passionately about the Losh family, in         
particular Sarah, and how her life and         
influences are integral to the architecture, 
materials and decoration of the church. 

PANEL SESSIONS  
Sixty papers were presented by historians, 
academics, curators and final-stage PhD     
students, most of them working in Europe. In 
concurrent panel sessions, we considered   
life-writing through themes: ‘Museums I’, 
‘Poetics’ and ‘Foreground/Background’; 
‘Book History’, ‘Families and Their Spaces’, 
‘Portraits’ and ‘Oddities’; ‘History of Science’, 
‘Metaphor’ and ‘Luxury’; ‘Memorials’, ‘Body 
Parts’, ‘Archives’ and ‘Textiles’; 
‘Anthropology’, ‘Biography’ and 
‘Photography’; ‘Art(efacts)’, ‘Museums II’ and 
‘Symbols’. 

My paper, ‘The Life Lived: Nina Zyk and the 
Detritus of a Life’ featured in ‘Museums II’ - 
with a paper about an ancient Babylonian 
‘scientific’ model of a sheep’s liver, and a 
presentation about different meanings as-
signed to a single domestic and family       
memento.  
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‘The Life Lived’ is about the framework of 
Nina’s life: how I learned about it and built on 
it, digging beyond dates, events and objects 
to try to know the person. It’s about the    
processes of history, museums, and collecting, 
and the professional and personal dilemmas 
encountered along the way. It’s also about 
the relationship between Nina and me. It was 
received with warmth and empathy by a 
small, engaged group of curators and      
academics.  

Researching and writing my paper was a    
significant beginning to my work as a consult-
ing historian. I’m particularly interested in how 
deceased estates can open up to you when 
you are attentive to what you find, and read 
the objects. But without a known social history 
or context for the estate, there is a lot of    
conjecture, and the objects themselves can 
tell you different and conflicting stories. I see 
working with material like this as a challenge, 
a social history jigsaw puzzle. 

In the final session six people gave five-minute 
presentations on the life and meaning of an 
object, or series of objects, they were working 
on or had recently worked on. The session 
was informal, with good-natured and         
generous discussion. I wished it had been on 
the first day because it was a really good way 
of getting to know people’s interests, and 
their bearing with your own.  

MUSEUM VISITS 
For the half-day excursion, I chose the        
museum I was least likely to visit on my own, 
the Museum of the History of Science. It’s 
housed in the old Ashmolean, the world’s   
oldest surviving purpose-built museum      
building. The curator showed us astrolabes, 
timepieces and a remarkable pastel of the 
moon by London’s leading pastellist of the 
late 18th century – and dedicated astronomer 
– John Russell.iii  

(Continued from page 11) 
POST-CONFERENCE 
In Oxford I visited the Pitt-Rivers Museum for 
the first time, and the Bodleian Library, where 
there was a captivating small exhibition 
‘Magical Books: From the Middle Ages to   
Middle-earth’ and in London  I spent time at 
the V&A, the British Library, the British Museum, 
Sir John Soane’s Museum, the Royal         
Academy, (The William Morris) Red House… 
Participating in ‘The Lives of Objects’ has 
been the best professional development    
experience I’ve had. I researched, wrote and 
presented, reflecting on my own practise in 
the company of other scholars and curators 
working in and beyond my discipline. I felt in-
spired by the discussions, other people’s     
research and the tangential thinking that is 
one of the spin-offs of being somewhere else. 

————————————————– 
i I was Curator Collections 1998-2012. The collection is 
from Nina’s estate; I am the donor.  
ii ‘The Lives of Objects’ September 20-22 2013 
www.wolfson.ox.ac.uk/clusters/life-writing. Life-writing 
includes autobiography, memoirs, letters, diaries, jour-
nals (written and documentary), anthropological data, 
oral testimony, and eye-witness accounts. It is not only a 
literary or historical specialism, but is relevant across the 
arts and sciences, and can involve philosophers, psy-
chologists, sociologists, ethnographers and anthropolo-
gists 
iii Russell worked tirelessly to make an accurate record of 
the lunar surface. His telescopic observations and meas-
urements were kept in a detailed sketchbook and form 
the basis for the giant pastel and for his published en-
gravings of the moon. A printed moon globe – the Se-
lenographia of 1797 – is also displayed in the Museum. 
www.mhs.ox.ac.uk/ search the Collections page for 
inventory no. 39338 

————————————————– 
Susan Faine 
Consulting Historian, Collection Manager and   
Curator 
Treasurer, Oral History Association of Australia (VIC 
branch) 
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