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A simple postal survey of 73 museums, heritagecentres,individualsandotherestablishments 
was conducted to assess the state and status of geological collections across the Republic 
of Ireland. There were 31 locations with a collection, assessed under three categories: 1) 
educational or  institutional geological department, 2) County MuseumILocal authority 
funded museum and 3) other collections including private ones. Excepting the National 
Museum, the specialised geological museums were mainly directed towards internal 
functions, with little outreach or community emphasis, and with a resource based lack of 
curatorial strength. Thecounty Museums hadlittleknowledgeor practical conccrn fortheir 
geological collections, but a desirc for assistance was clear. With thc othcr collections the 
lack of appropriate knowledge to asscss or use the geological collcctions was apparent. All 
but the specialised geological muscums commonly confused archaeological specimens 
wilh geological ones and this misapprehension is evidently widely hcld. Some preliminary 
recommendations for improving thc status of geological collcctions are suggested. 
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Introduction 

As geological curators, we had been aware of ageneral 
lack of documentary data on geological collcctions in 
Ireland, as well as perceiving a widespread lack of 
appreciationof geology in both themuseum community 
and the general public. Wyse Jackson went some way 
towards addressing this by organising a meeting on 
Geology in lrishMuseums in 1990 (the first Geological 
Curators' Groupexcursion outsidetheU.K.), the results 
of which were published in thisjournal (Volume 5, No. 

7). 

Subsequently, wc proposed toconduct adetailed survey 
and sought funding from the recently established 
Herilage Council for such a project. Unfortunately, 
with a broader pilot survey of museums in general 
being undertaken, and many other competing demands 
on funding, no support was available. Consequently, a 
much modified and restricted survey was conducted in 
an attempt to get a crude picture of the state and status 
of geological collections. Much inspiration was derived 
fromthe work ofDoughty's (1979,1981) moreex~ensive 
sorvey of U.K. museums. 

Our survey, tailored to suit both our perception of 
museum and geological provision in Ireland, and the 
resources available, was limited to a simple postal 
survey. It was decided to be as inclusive as possibleand 

any collectio~~ has beenincluded, irrespectiveof whether 
the establishment where it was held would pass any 
particular definition of a museum. Therefore the term 
'museum', used subsequently must be taken as including 
a wide variety of establishments linked simply by 
possessing a collection of geological objects. 

The analysis of the results is presented here, together 
with our conclusions and observations on the 
significance of them. However, we caution against 
placing too much weight on any one statistic of the 
answers. In many cases it is the information that has 
been left out, theunanswered questions orthecomments 
received that are most revealing. The results are a first 
sketch picture. Further work on assessing geological 
provision in museums in Ireland is planned, ultimately 
with the intention of further raising its profile and 
Image. 

Methodology 

A fivcpage questionnaire was drawn up, designed to be 
as simple as we could make it, for busy curators to 
complete, and as open as possible for those with more 
information available to provide it freely. The content 
was restricted simply to geological (specimen and 
archive) collections and associated public aspects of 
their provision. No attempt was made to identify details 
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Figure 1. Map showing the locations of the museums and collections surveyed 

of the governance, funding, status, staffing or we thought might have some geological collections, 
characteristics of the museum as a whole. The however small. A listing of Heritage Sites in Ireland 
questionnaire was then sent out in July 1997 to all the issued with the magazineArchaenlogy Irelandin 1997 
museums known to us. We also sent it to a large (Anon. 1997) was used, along with a natural history 
selection of other heritage centres, private houses, archive listing (Nelson 1990). Question 25 asked 
tourist attractions, institutions and individuals whom respondents 'Are you aware of any private collections 



that we may not have any knowledge of? If so please would have been useful, but intuitively the three 
could you provide a name or address for us to contact'. categories are the most natural characterisation. . 
This led us to several other collections of which we Category 1 Museums 
were unaware. 

In order to gain a complete picture rather than a 
representative sample, considerable effort was put into 
following up the initial questionnaire, and a second 
questionnaire was circulated in November 1997 to all 
those who did not respond at first, and a third circulated 
in March 1998, to a diminishing number each time. 
Additional possible locations were also circulated as 
they became known to us. Some of the more significant 
places were contacted by phone, and then in July 1998 
a last effort to ensure complete coverage included 
sending questionnaires again and phoning round all 
non-respondents. Many of these of course had no 
geological collections but had simply not bothered to 
retum the questionnaire with a 'no' response. We did 
not supply S.A.E's. for respondents; it would be 
interesting to know what effect on the response rate this 

This group includes all the establishments whose 
primary concern is geology, orwhosemuseumisentirely 
geological. Essentially this is all the geology 
departments of Universities and Colleges, some of 
which have museums open to the public, others of 
which are largely research or teaching collections 
[Trinity CollegeDublin =TCD, JamesMitchellMuseum 
in University College Galway = JMM, University 
College Dublin = UCD, University College Cork = 
UCC]. Two exceptions are included. The National 
Museum of Ireland (NMI) is obviously a far greater 
institution, with collections of many types, but it has 
significant geological collections, geological staff and 
is most appropriately linked here. The Geological Survey 
of Ireland (GSI) is likewise a far larger entity than its 
collections, but falls most neatly into this group. 

might have had. Category 2 Museums 

Categorisation of respondents 

The full list ofmuseums andcentres which wecirculated 
is given in Appendix 2, broken down into those with 
collections and those without. Addresses of those 
holding geological colleciions arc given, and they are 
divided into three categories. This separation is a 
nccessary measure to make sense of the results within 
the overall picture, in order to compare like with like. 
Retrospectively, some measure of the museum identity 

U Catego~y 2 museums [R] 
Ca~egory 3 tnuseuins 1171 
Questionnaire-snweyed museums with nu geological ailleclinns 1231 
Phone~sulveycd muscumr with no geological collections [L41 

E3 No resoosseloon-cot~tactable dun inc survev IS1 

Figure 2. Pie-chart showing the pel-centagc or muscums in 
six categories. 

This category numbers only 8, and includes all local 
authority or County museums. In essence, they are all 
comparable institutions, with at least one full-time 
Curator, and other unifying features. 

Category 3 Museums 

In this bucket grouping are all other establishments 
having some geological collections; we received 
responses from 17 butknow of another 3 with geological 
collections. Whilst further subdivision of these would 
be possible, an initial appraisal of the questionnaire 
responses suggests that it would not have been of 
benefit. Therefore included in this group are a number 
of small privately run museums, some private 
individuals' collections, heritage centres, large estate 
houses and adiversity of establishments broadly classed 
under 'heritage'. 

Responses a n d  results  

Category 1 Museums [6] 

In some respects the surveys of these museums revealed 
little that was not already known to us, yet it is 
advantageous to look at theinformation in an aggregate 
form, and also to collate the existing published source 
material. The National Museum of Ireland obviously 
has varied collections, but this survey considers the 
100,000 (out of 5 million total) specimens held by the 
Geological Section and the section itself, in isolation 
from the remainder. 

A number of recent directories contain listings of some 
of these collections: Bode and Burchard (1985): NMI; 
Cleevcly (1983): GSI, NMI and TCD; Nudds (1994): 



NMI, JMM, TCD and UCC; Webby (1989): GSI, 
JMM, NMI and TCD. 

Inthis category over 90%of all specimens aregeological. 
The history and contents of the collections have been 
summarised: Monaghan (1984, 1992) for the NMI; 
Harper (1992, 1996) for the James Mitchell Museum 
(JMM) inuniversity CollegeGalway; Sleeman (1992), 
Parkes (1 995), Parkes and Sleeman (1 997) and Herries 
Davies (1995) forthe GS1;Nudds ( 1 9 8 2 ~  b, 83,84,88, 
89), Wyse Jackson(1989,1992,1994) fortheGeologica1 
Museum in Trinity College Dublin (TCD). 

In condition (Q4), most of thecollections wereclassified 
as 'good'= sound and clean, although specific parts 
such as ammonites were classified as 'indifferent' or 
'bad'. In the case of the GSI collection many specimens 
subject to pyritedecay hadalready disintegrated, leaving 
only 'good' specimens. 

As might be expected Q5 revealed a variety of 
classification systems in operation for the arrangement 
of material in storage. Most mineral collections used 
Hey's classification, fossils were largely ordered 
systematically (by taxonomicphyla, then by geological 
system, and geographicallocation), with typespecimens 
kept separately. Thequestion however, failed to illustrate 
the situation known to us in most of the museums, that 
of extensive collections accessioned but not curated, 
and the innumerable problems of lack of space. The 
difference between the aspiration of having collections 
logically classified and ordered, and the reality of 
unsuitable spaces is considerable, even in our 'own' 
collections. 

Overall, Q6illustrated thevariety of storageconditions, 
with most museums having some in each of the classes: 
drawered cabinets; shelved cabinets, cardboard boxes; 
crates and packing cases. Extremes range from the GSI 
fossil collections almost entirely in purpose built steel 
cabinets, to the NMI which has some 80% in crates and 
packing cases. The class 'other' was cited for display 
specimens, and for the very large specimens which fall 
outside the shelfldrawer capacity. Q7 the adjunct to 
this, showed that most museums had purpose bought 
trays or boxes for thespecimens in cabinets and drawers. 

The physical buildings were examined by Q8, which 
showed that half of the museums had collections in 
more than one building, but these were largely classcd 
as secure. Two had 'outside' stores. One in UCG, has 
been organised by Parkes, and contains collections of 
material, which is either reference material for 
completedrcsearch or yet to be worked material, much 
of which is uncurated except as discrete collections. 

The cataloguing examined in Q9-11, yielded a picture 
of varied coverage, from one completely uncatalogued 

collection (UCD) to effectively 95.100% catalogued. 
The GSI, JMM and UCC have had curatorial 
'restoration' projects in recent years and largely have 
computerised catalogues. In TCD and NMI, a mix of 
computerised and paper records (hand written ledgers, 
labels, lists, registers) is recorded. Half of thesemuseums 
claim to follow Museum Documentation Standards. 

The awareness of status material in the collections 
varied greatly too. The GSI catalogue of Type Figured 
and Cited specimens (Parkes and Sleeman 1997) is the 
most recent, but the TCD palaeontological collections 
have been the subject of six catalogues to date (Nudds 
1982a, 1982b, 1983,1984,1988,1989), withanotherin 
preparation by Wyse Jackson. The mineralogical 
collections inTCD werethe subject of severalnineteenth 
century catalogues (seeWyse Jackson 1992fordetails). 
TheNMIcollections are the subject of 450 publications 
covering about 2000 status specimens. The manuscript 
catalogues of the Griffith Collection described by 
M'Coy are available for consultation a ~ i d  may be 
published soon. Important status material is known in 
JMM, and it was reported that there are probably some 
in UCC and UCD, but no catalogues are published. 

Conservation was addressed in Q14- 15. Although most 
museums had no special problems, the NMI, had most 
common problems, and pyrite decay was a general 
problem. TCD also had u r a ~ ~ i u m  minerals kept in lead 
cases, and Jarrow amphibian specimensrequiring silica 
gel. All museums had no conservator on staff or access 
to trained conservation support, iucluding the National 
Muscum, which has a new conservatiou unit, but no 
geological conservator. The only way that specific 
tasks such as single ichthyosaur specimens in UCC and 
UCG could be conserved was at the considerable 
expense of bringing over a conservator from the UK or 
sending the specimens to the UK. 

All museums, however, have trained geological staff 
(Q1 6) with at least a geology degree, many with Ph.D. 
qualifications. No specific mention of museum studies 
qualifications was made and it is assumed that none 
were held. UCD has all trained geologists on the 
academic staff, but no one person with responsibility 
for collections. Collections were largely viewed in the 
context of teaching alone, although research work 
obviously generates important collections within the 
department. 

As might be expected, Q17 informed us that each 
museum held somearchival material. TheGSTarchives 
are of course extensive and have been catalogued in 
recent times to a basic level. They constitute a section 
of the National Archives. Within the other museums, 
photographs, instluments, field notebooks, manuscripts 
and predominantly maps are widely held. Information 



on these holdings is largely contained within the been involved in Geology Daymeek events in the past 
published reports on the collections. and had hosted lectures or meetings on geological 

Half of the Category 1 Museulns have an acquisition 
policy (Q18), but no copies of written or published 
policy wererequested. However, forthe JMM, the west 
of Ireland is the main focus, andfor TCD the acquisition 
is mostly linked to staff and student research interests. 
All establishments undertook identification of 

themes. The NMI had all the aspects of sales listed in 
Q26, but all the others had some limited sales of maps 
and guides, except UCD where free literature was 
distributed. Much of this may be related tothe significant 
input into the Irish Geological Association (IGA) by 
staff and students. 

specimens for public enquiries (Q19), a service which Cateeorv 2 Museums 181 
is advertised ;hrough the Thumbs-Up leaflet of the 
GCG and through the local media during geological 
events including Irish Geology Daymeek. Likewise 
all allowed access to collectio~ls (421) for academic 
researchers, and 5 of 6 to the public too, albeit under 
supervised conditions. Volunteers, or occasional work 
experience students (Q22) only operated in two (NMI, 
TCD) museums with close supervision, and often 
working with data rather than specimens. 

The geological collections noted by these 8 museums 
average less than 1% of total collections. Listings 
provided (Q3) indicate that most represent a small 
sample of mostly locally derived rocks, minerals and 
fossils. It should be noted that most of these museums 
had between 5 and 20 specimens only. The degree of 
information available about specimens was quite 
variable, but overall the picture was of odd 'curios' or 
unconnected specimens probably donated, rather than 

Q23 examined the amount of displayed collections any purposefully collected suite of material. Almost all 
against that in storage. Almost all had somematerial on was described as in 'good' condition (04). 
permanent display and some temporary displays, but 
each is summarised below. The National Museum is 
undergoing major changes and at present little is 
tlisplayed, except in the Natural History Museum. The 
Geological Section public exhibition area on Merrion 
Row has suffered extended closurc duc to staffing 
issues, dcspitehavingexhibitions in place. Ajoint GSU 
NMI display in the GSI is currently changing. The new 
Collins Barracks site will have new permanent geology 
exhibitions in 2002. At present most of the geology 
collections arestored in the Beggars Bush Building. Of 
the other museums, TCD has permanent displays in the 
museum and temporary exhibitions in teaching 
laboratories during the summer, as well as temporary 
displays in cases within the impressive entrance hall of 
the Museum Building. However, only a minor 
percentage of the collections is on display. The GSI as 
mentioned is in a process of change, but it is likely that 
some display area will be incorporated within a new 
Public Office. Some pcrmanent displays may be 
supportcd by temporary exhibitions. Again most of the 
collections are in storage. UCD has permanent displays 
within the Dcpartment, limited by available space, and 
most of the collections are in storage. The JMM and 
UCC have much on permanent display, but also much 
in storage. In summary, despitcconsiderabledisplayed 
material, all have the majority of their collections in 
storage. 

Monetary valuations of specimens for insurance or 
purchase(Q24) were held by 4 of 6 museums, but in one 
case it was ageneral valuation for the entire collection, 
while in others it was for only special cases. 

Questions 26-28 concerned the Irish sales and promotion 
of geology, and as might be expected all museums had 

- .. . 

The holdings of geological material were so small that 
most were just kept in general storage, without any 
classification system (Q5). Storage conditions (Q6) 
were in cardboard boxes for 7 of 8, although one was in 
archival, acid free boxes. A few also heldcollections in 
crates and packing cases, trays, whilst one had large 
specimens in acid free tissue on open shelving, and 
some ondisplay. Only one had specimens withinpurpose 
bought trays (Q7), although onc had specimens 
individually wrapped. All held their material inside the 
museum building (Q8). as opposed to within outside 
stores. 

In terms of cataloguing (Q9), 5 had the specimens 
catalogued, one had not, and two had some material 
catalogued. The responses to Q10 varied considerably, 
perhaps indicating the question was poorly phrased. 
However, as far as we are aware, all local authority 
museums havc been supplied with, or are anticipating 
using the same software for cataloguing. The answers 
to Q10 might indicate different degrees of progress 
with the computerisation of documentation. Five of 
eight said their system followed MDA standards. 

No type, figured or cited material was known to be held 
(Q12), and again no general publications about the 
museum collections (Q13) were noted. Q14 indicated 
that none held material requiring special treatment or 
conservation conditions, although onecommented they 
would like to get a survey done. Q15 indicated 3 of 8 
had no conservator on staff nor access to one, and one 
stated they had a conservator on staff, but of the others 
2 said they had access to outside conservators, and 2 
said yes, which could have been a staff conservator or 
more likely access to one. 



In terms of geological training of staff (Q16), 7 had 
none, and one had taken some geomorphology courses 
in a Geography degree. Effectively, Q17 indicated that 
none of these museums held any geological archival 
material. Q18 looked at acquisition policy, and 5 of 8 
did not include geological specimens in their policy, 
whilst 3 said that the local rocks, fossils and minerals 
fell broadly within theirpolicy, but had notbeen actively 
pursued to date. Identifications ofgeological specimens 
for public enquiries (Q19) were offered by 5 of 8, 
within their abilities, and as might be expected most 
would direct (Q20) people to the National Museum of 
Ireland, or to UCC Geology Department in the case of 
Cork Museum. 

Q21 assessing access to the collections showed almost 
all were willing to allow public access to thecollections, 
and for researchers, although one commented it had 
never arisen. None of the museums had volunteers 
working on the geological collections (Q22). Thc 
situation varied as regards collections on display or in 
storage (Q23), with many museums in the process of 
change, but about half were permanently displayed and 
half in storage. 7 of 8 (Q24) had no valuations for 
geological specimens, probably reflecting the 
insignificance of the collections overall. 

U 

In terms of promotion of geology within the museum 
setting, Q26 showed that of the 8 only 2 said they had 
retail points in the museum, and none had geology 
items as part of this. Only 1 museum had taken part 
(Q27) in Irish Geology Day (or Week in some years), 
when they displayed a model of a local mine. Q28 
yielded more information than anticipated. Although 
only 1 museum had hosted lecture(s) on the local 
geology or landscape, 3 indicated that they had hosted 
temporary exhibitions on geological topics, or will 
shortly be doing so. 

Category 3 Museums [l71 

This disparategroup of museums is difficult to appraise 
by tallying the answers to questions, as many were not 
completed in full because they were not appropriate to 
the individual museum. Some responses are perhaps 
more representativeof thepicture than forced statistical 
analysis. 

Of the 17 museums in this category the percentage 
range (Q2) of geological holdings is from the 95- 100% 
down to Athlone Castle Museum whose geological 
collection consists of one catalogued specimen! Hence 
comparisons of some aspects looked at in our 
questionnaire are difficult. Those with 90-100% 
geological collections include Athlone Mineral 
Engineering Department, whcre they are held for 
teaching purposes alone, and Dunmore Cave where all 
the specimens are part of apublic display to explain the 

formation of caves and the calcite formations within 
them. However, most of these museums had very small 
holdings by percentage, apartfrom oneprivatecollection 
and one private Museum with an extensive collection 
of foreign specimens. Another private collection was 
composed of specimens from the local region. 

In Q4 11 classed their specimen condition as 'good', 
and 2 as 'indifferent', and one as both. For system of 
classification (Q5) used, 3 had no answer, 4 had only 
material on display, 6 had no system, 2 were in an 
administrative/space system and only 2 were systematic, 
one by geological system, one by country of origin. 
One respondent without a system noted there was "no 
system as long as they were out of the way!". 

Q6 yielded a varied picture, with 1 collection stored in 
draweredcabinets, 6 in shelved cabinets, 3 incardboard 
boxes, 1 in crates and 5 in open or enclosed display. 
Only 4 had specimens in purpose bought trays or 
packaging, one had some in such and 7 did not (Q7). 13 
museums had collections inside (Q8), with none in 
outside stores. 

Seven museums claimed some degree of cataloguing, 
often quite simple, whilst 7 said no to Q9. Of the 
former, 3 followed MDA standards (Q1 1) with only 
one providing a sample of computerised records. Only 
one museum claimed to have status material (Q1 2), but 
descriptions provided of material indicate that at least 
some of these museums have significant collections, 
although many were also minor suites of old cabinet 
collections, local curios and so forth. None knew of 
publicationsrelating to thecollections(Q12,13),except 
one mention (without adate given) in an Irish Museums 
Trust Guide. 

In terms of conservation, (Q14) none had material 
requiring special treatment or conditions, although 
several commented on this being as far as their 
knowledge went. Onercsponse to Q15 was yes andonc 
otherstated that conservation support was brought in as 
required, and interpreting these responses, we assume 
that this support would be from an archaeological 
perspective. Other than Athlone Mineral Engineering 
Department, nomuseumhad geologically trained staff. 

Q17 asked about archival material, and aside from one 
or two respondents who had relatively modem maps 
and publications, only two museums had items worthy 
of archival treatment, one being correspondence on 
1950s pollen coring of Lough Gur, the other being 
photographs of Sir Henry Gore-Booth's Arctic 
exploration from about 1880-90. 

Q18 asked about acquisition policy, and six expressed 
somekindofpolicy existed, although forabout half this 
was effectively apersonal collectingchoice. Comments 



indicated that those museums with aformal policy only 
collecteditems of local geological interest, or by default 
if offered specimens. 11 said no, and 3 said yes to Q19, 
if they identified geological material, but only 2 said 
they would or hadsent material to theNationalMuseum 
of Ireland, and2 to other institutions if requested (Q20). 
In Q21,2 museums would not allow public access, 9 
would allow access to public and research academics, 
whilst 2 commented they had never been asked. None 
of the museums (Q22) had volunteers working on the 
geological collections. 

In Q23,12mnseums hadmaterial on permanent display, 
1 on temporary display, tworespondedas not applicable 
to them, and only one collection was in storage. 12 
responded that they had no monetary valuations for 
geological specimens (Q24). For the promotion of 
geology (Q26), lodefinitely had none, 3 had a shop or 
sales point, and 4 sold guides or books including 
geology. One of the 16 museums had taken part in Irish 
Geology Day events in the past, whilst 14 had not. 
Perhaps surprisingly, 5 of the museums had hosted 
lectures or meetings on local geology or landscape, and 
9 had not. 

The overall picture 

Tn a simple blanket survey like this it is to be expected 
that the responses are not as clearly defined as one 
might like. However, it was only intended as a 'broad 
brush pichlre'. In compiling the results, it has become 
appparent that in many cases the comments and 
particularly the omissions are often far more revealing 
than the answers, or the fact of whether 7 or 8 of 16 had 
aparticular feature. Much of the following summary is 
effectively our subjective analysis, a reading between 
the lines of the questionnaire. 

Geology is relatively strong and vital within a small 
number of institutio~~s. The 4 third level educational 
departments have long traditions, and established 
positions within their institutions (in so far as any 
department is secure in current circumstances - we 
reflect of course on the possible fate of Geology at 
Queen's University Belfast). Even without a dedicated 
museum, UCD has geological displays to attract and 
explain in their main entrance area. The others have 
discrete museums, of which only TCD is signposted 
and clearly open to a public prepared to make an effort 
to seek it out. Each suffers from the problems of a lack 
of security, and a lack of resources currently to make 
more use of the museum. They largely remain as 
facilitiesfor the departments, for staff and students, and 
as repositories of research material. However, special 
events and meetings do make use of the museums, and 
somc school visits take place at each of them. 

In the NMI, geology has a reasonably high profile, and 
plans for the new museum situated at Collins Barracks 
include a considerable area devoted to earth science. 
One can only hope that adequate staffing resources are 
to be given to geology, considering that in Merrion 
Row where geology is presently situated there has been 
a dedicated Geology exhibition space, but which has 
remained closed for much of the time as a result of low 
staffing levels of Attendants. 

The GSI is wholly focussed on geology, and for some 
years has had the 'Down to Earth' exhibition. Although 
this received school group and meeting use, its usage 
had been in decline, and it had begun to show signs of 
age. Currently, the whole exhibition area, library, and 
Public Office space is being re-organised, and it is 
hoped to have an exhibition area, with more temporary 
exhibitions and greater usage through increased 
promotion. The fossil collection is now very well 
organised and securefollowing amajorcuration project 
by Parkes (see Parkes and Sleeman 1997). However, as 
a collecting institution, in the past if not actively doing 
so today, there are woeful inadequacies in thequality of 
specimen organisation and documentation. There is 
information about the many specimens, but both data 
andsamples aredifficultto retrieve without considerable 
cffort, even for those working within the Survey. It is 
largely related to the collector as thc key factor, and 
hence with retirements and moves, much personal 
contextual information is being progressively lost. 

The picture of geology outside these institutions is a 
rather different story. Within Category 2 Museums, the 
geological specimens were very small in number, and 
generally kept in cardboard boxes, with inconsistent 
standards of documentation. Most had little knowledge 
of the value or insignificance of what they held, and no 
background or training to discriminate. Although somc 
had had exhibition or displays of local geology, it was 
clearly a difficult task for curators to make sense of 
their local geology without any experience. 

By contrast to the rathernegativeoverall assessment of 
geological provision within County Museums, there 
was clearly an aspiration to encompass geology within 
the museum for several respondents. Some had begun 
moves to seek assistance in this regard, and clearly 
would readily accept expcrt help if it was available 
freely. 

Category 3 Museums yielded asirnilar, if lessconsistent, 
picture with variations depending on the character of 
the museum, the age and purpose (or lack of it) of the 
collection and the motivations of the people concerned. 
In nearly all these museums, the funding and pulpose 
was eitherprivate, without income generation being the 
prirnt: rr~otivalion, UI- effectively State supported sucl~ 



as Dunmore Cave and the C6de  Fields. The latter 
example had one of the smallest collections, of local 
rock types, but was one of the best in the provision of 
information. Copies were supplied of the material they 
give to enquirers, and the display texts. 

In general, despite apparent interest in the collections, 
there was a lack of appropriate knowledge, weak 
documentation, much material on display without any 
appraisal of conservation needs. There was also 
negligible promotion of geology despite a strong focus 
on geology in the case of some publicly accessible 
museums. However, from a positive viewpoint there 
were comments indicating some awareness of a lack of 
knowledge, and an openness to professional advice 
about the geological collections. 

Common Themes 

The pervasive lack of appreciation of geology is most 
apparent, not in theanswers to thequestionnaire actually 
relating to rocks, fossils or minerals etc. but in the 
persistent and pervasive linkage of geology and 
archaeology. Many archaeological artifacts are made 
of geological materials, and there have been recent 
trends inrescarchexploring this, such as theIrish Stone 
Axe Project in UCD (Cooney and Mandal 1998). 
However, it is really a limited inter-disciplinary area. 
Yet so many of the respondents, from all but the 
geological organisations, misunderstood thegeological 
nature of specimens and included archaeological 
specimens in their responses which were of no relevance 
whatsoever to the survey. This mirrors a subjective 
opinion that we have held about the population in 
gencral from other experience. 

The four third lcvel geology teaching departments, the 
National Museum and the Geological Survey all have 
significant collections, of national and some of 
international importance. In our opinion however, the 
allocated resources to the museum function are generally 
inadequate, and even within the organisations, 
appreciation of the longer term necessity for 
maintenance and upkeep of collections is limited. It 
would be easy to criticize without recognising the 
problems of space, old buildings, and competing 
demands on limited resources, but the curatorial needs 
have been ~narginalised or ignored. To rcstore 
collectio~~s to some order it has been necessary for 
external funds to be sought. In UCG and UCC this has 
been through FAS employment schemes, which have 
brought their own problems to curation. In the GSI, the 
Heritage Council funded thorough curation of the 
collection. 

Recommendations for improving the status of 
geology in Irish Museums 

Further consideration needs to be given to the survey 
results, and the need for a more focussed follow up 
survey assessed. For the present, we consider that some 
or all of the following steps could significantly improve 
the state and status of geology in Irish Museums:. 

Category 1 museums 

M a k e  museum displays relevant to thenew Geography 
Leaving Certificate syllabus. 

Invest in expanding 2nd level, and National School 
visitsluse of the museums. 

Develop orborrow good quality travelling exhibitions. 

Produceattractiveposterslpostcardslappropriate books 
for sale or promotion, ie particular well illustrated, 
popular books of relevance to schools syllabus. 

Consolidate and expand curatorial cover. Initiate a 
pastoral role of curatorial cover for other museums, 
possibly through a peripatetic curator. 

Category 2 museums 

Prioritise implementation of good local geology 
displays. 

Alter acquisition policy specifically to incorporate 
local geological specimens. 

Seek advice and assistance in promotion of geology. 

' Organise lectures1 meetings1 events with geological 
theme (especially in connection with Irish Geology 
Week (in 1999) or Day (in some years). 

Category 3 museums 

Seekspecialistassessment of the scientific importance 
of collections. 

Seekspecialist adviceon promotion of geology by use 
of available collection and other local resources 

Seekspecialist adviceonconservation, documentation 
and identification of collections. 

Irish Museums Association/ Heritage Council 

Organise short training courses for museums to 
facilitate geological awareness, and better collecticns 
managementlcuratio~ilconservation of geological 
spccimcns. 

Lobby for national funding of aperipatetic geological 
curator. 
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Appendix 1. The questionnaire as sent to all establishments, but with different initial notes, depending on 
whether it was first, second, third or final request. The spacing allowed for each question was different according 
to our expectations of data that would be forthcoming. 

........................................................................................... 

Questionnaire 
This questionnaire is designed to acquire data on the state and status of holdings of geological material of any sort in County and smaller 
Museums, and any other collections in heritage centres, visitor attractions, society or private collections. It is intended to compileresults 
and make areport available to theHeritageCouncil, the National Committee for Geology, theNational Museum and any interestedparty. 
It is also planned to publish the results in The Geological Curator, the journal of the Geological Curators' Group, and possibly within 
Museum Ireland published by the lrish Museums Association. The results will be compiled and individual confidentiality will be 
maintained, so  please give as much information as you can. 

Please would you answer the following questions as fully as possible; even if the answer is an approximation or a guess, it will be more 
useful than leaving the question blank. If the space allowed is inadequate to answer a question properly, please use the reverse of the 
questionnaire and put the question number by the extra information. 

Please return the questionnaire to Dr Patrick Wyse Jackson, Dept. of Geology, Trinity College, Dublin 2. 

Name of museum or  establishment 
Address - 
Telephone Fax 
E mail 
Name of Curator/ManagcrlContacl Person 

Are there any gcological specimens (rocks, minerals or fossils) amongst your collections'! If the answer is NO pleasc scc (17). 
II  there are, what pcrccntage of your total collections do they reprcscnt? 
Please describc as completely as possible what geological specimens you hold. You might note the approximate numbcrs, 
whether fossils, rocks or minerals, thc age and types if known, if thcy havc thin sections or other special features. Arc the 
specimens of local origin, lrish or international? If you arc ablc to attach printouts, photocopies, or listings plcasc do. 
Using the following classification plcasc describc thc condition of the majority of your geological spccimcns:. 

(a) 'Good' =sound and clean (h) 'Tndiffcrcnt' = sound but dirty or exposed to risk 
(c) 'Bad' = specimens deteriorating physically due to pyritc discase, fragmentation, constant abrasion, or other causes 

Please describe i T  possihle whal system of classificalion is used to al-rangc material in storage. Is i t  for examplc based 
on geological system, or on taxonomic hierarchy Tor fossils or some othcr administrativelspace system? 
Please describe as best you can, what sort oistorage conditions matcrial is kept in? Is it for example in:. 

(a) Drawered cabinets (h) Shelved cabinets (c) Cardboard boxes 
(d) Cratcs and packing cascs (c) Othcr (describe) 

Are individual spccimcns containcd in purpose bought trays or packaging? 
Is matcrial insidc thc muscum (or other building) or within an outside store? 
Is the matcrial you hold catalogued? 
Plcasc dcscribc thc type and quality of the cataloguing as bcst you can. 
Does your cataloguing system Iollow Muscum Documcntation Association standards? 
To thc bcst of your knowledge, is any of thc material you hold type, figured, cited or other status matc~ial? I fso pleasedcscribe 
and givc rcfcrcnccs to publications whcre known. 
Pleasc give references for any general publications or dircctorics listing your collections? 
Does any of themalerial you hold require special conservation conditions or treatment? If so please dcscribe as fully as possible. 
Do you have a trained conservator as a staff mcmber, or access to trained conservation support? 
Docs anybody on your staff have any gcological training or background? Please describe as fully as possible. 
Whcther you havc spccimcnsornot, do  you hold any archival earth science information such as maps, photographs, instruments, 
biographical sources, correspondenceetc. relating to geology orgeologists, orany natural scientists?IIso pleascdcscribeas fully 
as possible, and auach copies of any catalogues or listings ifpossiblc. 
Do you have an acquisition policy, with any reference to geological materials? 
Do you identify geological material for public enquiries? 
If not, do you have alternative arrangements such as sending material to the National Muscurn for identification? 
Do you allow access to geological collections to:- 

(a) the public (b) academic researchers 
Do you have any volunteers who work on the geological holdings? If so, what supervisio~~ or constraints operate to prcvent 
inadvertent damage? 
Isany ofyourgeological material on display, orisit  all instorage? If ondisplay, is i t  'pcnnanent' or part ofa  temporary exhibition 
or display? 
Do you havc any lnonctary valuations for gcological spccirnens e.g. for irisurance purposes, or for thc purchase o i a  
particular speciluen of significance? 
Are youawareof any privatecollcctions that we may not haveany knowledgeof? If so please could you provideanameor address 
for us to contact. 



(26) Please note which of the following you have concerning promotion of geology: 
(a) A shoplsales at reception (b) GuidebooWbooWpostcards/other printed material for sale 
(c) Sale of replica dinosaurslrelated goods (d) Sale of mineral or fossil/replica specimens 
(e) Other (please describe) 

(27) Have you taken part in Geology Day on any occasion? 
(28) Have you ever hosted any lectures or meetings on local geology or landscape? 
(28) Are there any further comments or observations relating to this survey that you want to make? 
.......................................................................................... 

Appendix 2 

Category 1 Museums 
Cork Geological Museum, Department of Geology, University College Cork, Cork 

Department  of Geology, University College Dublin, Belfield, Dublin 4 
Geological  Museum, Trinity College, Dublin 2 - Geological Survey of Ireland, Beggars Bush, Haddington Road. Dublin 4 

lames Mitchell Museum, National University of Ireland. Galway 
National Museum of Ireland, Collins Barracks, Dublin 9 

Category 2 Museums 
C o r k  Public Museum, Fitzgerald Park, Mardyke, Cork 

Kccry County Museum, Ashe Memorial Hall. Tralee, Co. Kerry 
Limerick Museum, Limcrick 
Loulh County Muscum. locelyn Street, Dundalk, Co. Louth 
Monaghan County Museum, 1-2 Hill Street, Monaghan 
Rothe House Muscum, Parliament Street, Kilkenny 

Tipperary South Riding Counly Museum. Clonmel, Co. Tipperary 
W e x f o r d  County Muscum, Caslle Hill, Enniscorthy. Co. Wexford 

Category 3 Museums 
Athlonc Castle Museum, Athlone Castle, Athlonc, Co. Wcstmcath 
Ballymorc Historic Features, Ballymore, Camolin, Co. Wexford 
Bray Hcritagc Centre, Bray, Co. Wicklow [no survey details but known to contain geological material] 
Ctidc Fields Visitor Centre, Ballycastle, Co. Mayo 
Ceiln Hill Muscum. Ceim Hill, Coolduiragha, Union-Hall, Co. Cork 

C e l t i c  & Prchistorio Muscum, Ventry, Dingle, Co. Kerry [no survey delails but known to contain geological material] 
M .  Doran, Bcllcck Castle Hotel, Ballina, Co. Mayo 

Dunmorc Cavc, Molhel, Ballyloyle, Co. Kilkenny 
Dysert O'Dca Castle. Corolin, Co. Clare 
Glcnvcagh Natioi~al Park, Church Hill, Letterkenny, Co. Donegal - Innad Arann. Cill Ronain, Inismor, Co. na Gailli~nhe - Lissadell House, Ballinfull. Co. Sligo 
Lough Gur Visitor Centre, Holy Cross, Brough, Co. Limerick 
Millmount Museum, Old Drogheda Socicty. Drogheda, Co. Louth 
Musaeln Chorca Dhuibhne, Raile an Fheirtcaraigh, Co. Chiarrai 
Newbridge House. Donabatc, Co. Dublin 
School of Mineral Enginccring, Athlone Institute of Technology, Athlonc, Co. Wcstmcath 
G. Spencer, Silverspring. Mooncoin, Via Waterrord 
Tullowphelim Historical Socicty Museum, Bridge Strcct156 Dublin Road, Tullow, Co. Carlow 
ValenLia Heritage Centre. Knightstown, Valcntia Island, Co. Kerry [no survey details but known to contain geological matc~ial] 

Surveyed MuseumsISites with no geological collections 

It should be noted that of thesc museums, some reported specific objects or maps/archival material which we felt 
was insufficiently 'geological' to count within the scope of the survey. Examples include Chinese snuffboxes at 
the Chester Beatty, pl~otographic and topographical maps at the Royal Society of Antiquaries, early maps at 
Castletown House and ai-chaeological material in Galway City Museum. 

Blarncy Castle Estate. Blarney Castle, Co. Cork 
Runratty Castle and Folk Park. Newmarket on Fergus, Co. Clare . Castlctown House, Celbridge, Co. Kildare - Cavan C o u ~ ~ t y  Museum, Virginia Road. Ballyjamesduff, Co. Cavan 

C h e s t e r  Beatty Library, 20 Shrewsbury Road, Dublin 4 (moving shortly to Dublin Castlc) 
Coole Park Visitor Centre, Coole Park, Gort, Co. Galway 
Donegal County Museum, High Road, I.cttcrkenny, Co. Donegal - Doon Archaeological and Nature Peninsula, Castlecarra, Clogher, Claremorris, Co. Mayo 



Dublin Civic Museum, 58 South William Street, Dublin 2 
Galway City Museum. Spanish Arch, Galway . Ireland's Historic Science Centre, Birr Castle, Birr, Co. Offaly 
Killaloe Heritage Centre. Killaloe, Co. Clare 
Kil~nallock Cottage Museum, Chapel Height, Kilmallock, Co. Limerick 
King House, Boyle, Co. Rosco~nmon 
Knock Folk Museum. Knock, Co. Mayo 
The Famine Museum, Strokestown Park, Strokestown, Co. Roscom~non 
Longford Museum and Heritage Centre, I Church Street, Longford [This museum is closed pending new premises, and may have 

geological collections in storage, but could not complete the survey question~~aire at this stage.] 
Pighouse Collection, Corr House, Cornafean, Co. Cavan 
Portumna Castle, Portumna, Co. Galway 
Roscrea Heritage Centre, Roscrea. Co. Tipperary 
Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland, 63 Merrion Square, Dublin 2 
Sliabh an larainn Visitor Centre. Drumshanbo, Co. Leitrim 
Westport House, Westport, Co. Mayo 

Miscellaneous collections 

There arc afew collections or geologically interesting locations which have not been included in other categories. 
We note the Office of Public Works (Dlichas) offices at 51 St. Stephen's Green, originally the site of theMuseum 
of Irish Industry in the mid 1800s. Here the entrance lobby has aseries of panels of polished building stones from 
Ireland adorning the walls (Wyse Jackson 1993). The Botany Department of University College Dublin has 
specimens ofplant fossils from Kiltorcan. Muckross House Gardens andTraditionalFarm, in Killarney, Co. Kerry 
has a collection that was made for a former exhibition on County Ke17-y but it is not classed as part of their current 
collections. 

The Royal Irish Academy, responded to the survcy with details of their holdings. We have not included them in 
analysis, as it is fiinctionally outside the scope of a 'museum'. Many of their journals and maps have been 
transferred on permanent loan to other libraries and universities. However, they do have 18th and 19th century 
inonographs and memoirs, geological maps and also the Praeger Papers, including photographs. They also have 
three volumes of Ganly Geological Cosrespondence (1 837-43), and a collection of sketches of geological subjects 
by thegeologist/artist G.V. Du Noyer (1817-69). The Royal Society of Antiquaries also holdDuNoyer works and 
notcbooks, though this was not recorded on their questionnaire. 

Museums with no collections (not based on returned surveys) 

Thefollowingmuseums and sites are recorded as havingno geological collections based on phonecalls to request 
rehlrn of the completed questionnaire. In these cases it is not always certain that the appropriate person was 
contacted and there may be collections at some locations. . Barryscourl Castle, Carrigtwohill, Co. Cork . Ionad an Bhlascaoid Mhoir (Blasket Ccntrc), Dun Chaoin. Co. Kerry 

Castlepollard Museum, Casllepollard, Co. Wcst~neath 
Clonalis House, Casllerea. Co. Roscoln~non 

Connemara  National Park Visitor Centre. Lcttcrfrack. Co. Galway 
Donaghmorc Museum, Donaghmore Museum. Co. Laois 
Emo Court, Emo, Co. Laois 
Glendalough Visitors Ccntrc. Glendalough, Co. Wicklow 
Grianan Aileach Visitor Centrc, Burt, Co. Donegal 
Lackagh Museum. Turloughmorc. Co. Galway 
Lccnane Cultural Centre, Lecnanc, Co. Galway . Malahide Castle. Malahide, Co. Dublin 
Parke's Castle. Fivemile. Boume, Co. Leitrim - Ulster Cultural Institute, Glencolumbkillc. Co. Donegal 

Non respondents1 Non contactable during survey 
- Ardagh Heritage Cenlre. Ardagh, Co. Longford 

Bray Heritagc Ccntrc. Bray. Co. Wicklow 
Carlow Museum, Town Mall. Carlow . Castlc Matrix, Rathkeale, Co. Limerick 
Sligo Counly Museum, Stephen Strcct, Sligo 




