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Component-I (B) – Description of module: 
 

Subject Name Indian Culture 

Paper Name Museology  

Module Name/Title Research based on Museum Collections 

Module Id IC / MUS / 18 

Pre-requisites  Knowledge of Museology, heritage, culture, 

museums—its various objects in the context of its 

subject, scopes, modes of exhibition, activities, 

services and people  

Objectives To understand the research scope of museum in 

terms of its collection to contribute more in 

education and development.  

Keywords Museum, collection, scope, research  

E-text (Quadrant-I)  

1. Introduction 

Collections are fundamental to research in any museum. ‘Although research had long been 

a core activity of museums, the “new museum” movement of the 1880s advanced a 

“tripartite goal of preservation, research, and education,” and as the twentieth century 

progressed, exhibition-centered education became an increasingly prominent activity. In 

course of time many museums across the world focus on its exhibition program to devote 

the majority of its resources as the outcome of research. Research fosters museum in 

acquisition, methodical exhibition and visitors friendly approaches. The museum collections 

represent a vast spectrum of diverse and complementary interconnecting themes, linking art 

and science, exploration and experimentation, creativity and innovation. Museums gathering 

knowledge since over more than three centuries are now providing  unique historical records 

of scholarly endeavour and continually developing through research, fieldwork and 

contemporary practices. Studies of the diversity of techniques of collections, challenges and 

assumptions foster theoretical, experimental, and descriptive approaches. An analysis of the 

research, based on collection offers an enriched account of transformation of the subject. It 

is the responsibility of the museum curators or keepers to bring more the noteworthy objects 

and their associated information to aware common people through their researches.  It is 

equally significant that a museum should encourage research by providing all sorts of 

facilities to the scholars and students who are interested in its collections.  A successful 

exhibition is an outcome of the serious museum-researches.  Considering the point of view 

that a good museum needs a good collection, and that a good collection needs good 

scholarship, research in museums was selected as the first main topic to be discussed by 

the ICOM International Committee for Museology.  
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2. Scope, Nature and Mission of the Museum Research 

The concept of the museum research today has greatly changed.  It applies all possible 

methods and techniques to reveal collection. The nature of the museum research varies 

according to the different types of collections in the museums. The natural history museums, 

emphasize more on environmental research, investigate the evolution and changes in 

different species of animals, birds, mammals, and reptiles during millions of years of their 

existence on the earth. The researches of the science museums concentrate mainly on the 

studies of principles underlying the historical development of Science and Technology. In art 

museums now emphasis is given more of the community relationship with the art objects, its 

creativity, tradition and continuity. The historical and archaeological collections are utilized to 

bring out a sequence in the development of culture of the period to which they belong.  

According to ICOM the Mission of Museum Research is to inspire museums to improve their 

professional standards, collections stewardship and service to their constituency through 

training in, and assistance with, documenting, preserving, protecting and managing their 

collections 

3. Researches in museums based on collection 

Museums conduct many researches to assess, improve its day to day operations and 

establish museum as an educational institute in the service of society. It is done by museum 

staffs, interns and by inviting scholars’ and engaging them in ongoing research projects 

ranging from short-term to large-scale even through multi-national or multi-institutional 

collaborations. It can be classify broadly as follows:  

I. Basic Research or object based museum research 

II. Applied Research or subject base museum research 

A. Basic Research or object based museum research 

According to Finley, basic research should confer identity to curatorship. During the 1960s 

basic research was considered the main research orientation in museums (Colbert 1961, 

Streicher 1962, Neustupny 1968). Later it lost its prominent position and applied research 

took its position with the emerging demand to establish museum as educational or research 

institution rather than mere a display house. But still the both research activities are carried 

out in museum to support daily museum operations. These can be seen as follows: 

(i) Identification and Classification 

Both the expert knowledge and basic research are required to identify and classify objects in 

museum collection. To asses and prove authenticity, identify, derives provenance, details 

history, iconography, period, technology used, culture associated and to classify object for 

the need of museum basic research supports experts in his conclusion. This kind of research 

is entirely curatorial activity of any museum and conducted by the responsible staff of 

museum. Sometimes experts are also consulted for authentication and verification.  

  



 

 4 

(ii) Collection Management 

Research enables documentation personnel to document the acquired object (s) in museum 

register as authentic record of the object. It is done in accession register, index cards, 

catalogue cards and for developing labels. Based on the assessment of the condition or in 

cases of presence of excess number of same exhibits documentation professionals decide 

upon the need of permanently remove the object from the collection if the condition is 

beyond recovery or giving loan to another museum.  

(iii) Care and Conservation of objects 

Care and conservation of objects in museum collection is the continuous process and need 

research work on individual object to take proper conservation measures. It is also need to 

take preventive measures for an object or group of objects in a gallery by installation of 

equipments, monitoring temperature, humidity and light, using chemicals etc. All these need 

basic research work by the concerned professionals. 

(iv) Safety and Security   

Maintaining safety and security of antique and rare museum objects are an important activity 

of any museum along with the safety of objects in permanent display against the 

environmental hazards, theft and burglary, flood and fire or any kind of disasters. Thus, 

security planning is done by the concerned staff at every sector after prolong research and 

trial.   

(v) Publication 

Museum publishes number of popular and scholarly publications. Popular publications 

include folders, brochures, picture post card, art albums etc. Scholarly publications include 

monographs, journals, catalogue, books etc. All such need research on particular or group of 

objects at individual level or through collective approaches. 

B. Applied Research  

It is the subjective and summative research work conducted in the museum for the 

educational and exhibition needs. Museum displays ideally one-third of its collection and the 

rest remains in store. Many of these are rare and unique and for the rotation of display and 

exhibition thus subjective researches are required. It is also required for planning activities, 

outreach programs, developing monographs and for some management function like visitors’ 

research, evaluation of exhibition, market survey, fund raising, quality control etc.  

(i) Plan for new acquisition  

Based on research museum personnel identify the chronological or thematic gap in museum 

collection that need to overcome for designing a display or exhibition either permanently or 

temporarily. On the basis of this information museum plans for selective acquisition or taking 

loan of the particular object from other museum for a meaningful display.  
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(ii) Exhibition Planning and Evaluation 

Exhibition and interpretation are essential activities of museum. An intense research is 

required to plan for a permanent exhibition in terms of theme development, selection of 

objects, exhibit planning, use of proper modes of display, installation of latest devices and 

supply of authentic and appropriate information. It also involves developing information 

booklets, public relation and marketing. Every year museum organizes series of temporary 

exhibition or sometimes send travelling exhibition. For this an intense research work is 

required to design the theme, developing exhibits, creating a story line, developing 

publication etc. Before make it public a thorough evaluation process is carried out as font 

end, formative and summative evaluation for ensuring success of exhibition. 

(iii) Quality Control 

Ensuring quality and quality service are important areas of any public service institution to 

keep hold of their users or visitors in confidence. Museum being a public service 

organisation is similarly responsible for providing quality service to its visitors and 

community.  For this a regular research work is carried out by the administration or 

management for meeting the continuous demand of unique services in terms of information 

to the students and researcher, access to collection, prompt service, visitors comfort and 

amenities etc.   

(iv) Visitors’ Research 

It is also a regular activity and conducted by either museum staff for their administrative 

needs as well as by many university research scholars for their academic needs. Museum 

conducts visitor’s survey on a particular theme or service to know and assess their view to 

improve its quality of service, exhibits, display, and quality of information, success and future 

plan. 

(v) Market Research  

Based on the potentially of museum collection museum professionals designs various 

activities, programs, workshops etc. To assess the need and presume the success of the 

programmes or activities museum conducts market research. A successful market research 

also helps museum to raise fund for a particular activity from government or corporate 

sources. Museum also raises funds by creating competent project proposals to the 

government and corporate bodies to avail their CSR facilities and for that museum need a 

research work. 

(vi) Developing Educational Program 

Museum based on its collection strength develop educational program targeting school 

students, research scholars, artists or common people through arranging seminars, popular 

lecture, designing special exhibition, organising participatory working etc. Museum also 

develops school loan kits to assist schools and organise teaching orientation program for 

teachers.  Museum also assist researcher by giving access to special collection and proving 

necessary information 
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(vii) Planning for outreach program or community development program  

For organising outreach program or community development program museum need an 

intense research to find out the appropriate one and design it for achieving success. Modern 

museum are sending mobile exhibitions to a distant places to aware and orient people, 

through workshop and capacity building programs enhancing knowledge of craftsmen and 

artists, help in sustaining indigenous art forms through promotion, exhibition and awareness.  

4. Latest Researches based on Museum Collection conducted in Universities 

In universities departments like Museology, History, Art & Culture, Anthropology, 

Archaeology, Sociology, etc. conduct research works at their M. Phil and Ph. D. levels which 

are in many cases based on the museum collection. Latest trends of this kind of researches 

can be categorized under following heads: 

A. Art and Craft 

A huge number of researches are carried out in different universities on art and crafts, folk 

arts at local, regional, and national level.  

B. Archaeology 

Many archaeological objects recovered during excavations are in the possession of several 

archaeological museums. Archaeological departments conduct many researches on these 

objects to explore, history, social or ethnic culture, techniques, patterns etc. Researches in 

History and Ancient History departments are also consult archeological objects for their 

research works.  

C. Archival Objects  

Archival objects like manuscripts, photographs, sketches, maps, historical documents, 

records in paper, letters, and proclamations etc. These objects are preserved in many 

Archives like State Archives, National Archives etc. as well as in biographical, history and 

multipurpose museums. All these collections are consulted for historical research works. 

D. Science and Technology 

Museums like natural history, botany, zoology, anthropology, science and technology, 

geology, anatomical, pathological museums etc. collect, preserve and display objects of 

respective disciplines. Several researches conducted on these fields and researchers 

consult collection of these museums as authentic evidence. In all cases relevant museum 

collection are consulted for research work. 

E. Education 

Researches in the field of education are also carried out in different departments in 

university level on informal educational. For this purpose researchers consult the modes of 

informal education that a museum provides.  
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F. Social Science 

Museum and Museology fall under the social science discipline. Now many researches in 

this field are carried out on various social aspects like museum on partition history, 

museums on human sufferings, museum on human rights etc.  

G. History  

History includes modern history, ancient history, epigraphy, numismatics etc. are all closely 

related with museum and need to consult museum collection. Pomian in 1993, pointed at the 

essential difference between history and 'antiquarianism'. The antiquarianism is concerned 

with objects, their typologies and classification, the historian wants to pass from a set of 

visible objects to 'invisible ones'. Those 'invisible objects' are: events, persons, institutions, 

manners, which they considered as history. Proper historical research is traditionally based 

on literary resources. The recognition of material culture as study object for historical 

research is of rather recent origin and new researches are now undergoing in many 

universities based on material culture where museum collections are intensely referred.  

H. Cultural Heritage 

Many researches at university level in the departments like Museology and Anthropology are 

undergoing on cultural heritage.  

I. Museum Technique 

Many researches are also undergoing on different administrative activities and technicalities 

of museum which are mainly museological researches. In every cases museum collection 

along with display and interpretation are consulted. 

5. Museums as Research Institutions 

Museum research is subject-matter research carried out by the museum as one of its 

functions. There are two types of museum research: basic research and applied research. 

Over the years the role of research in museums has changed. In the course of the 1970s 

and 1980s different developments caused the decline of the basic research and emerges the 

applied research. Firstly, the emphasis on the educational role of museums turned the 

museum institute from a research institute into an educational institute. Accordingly, the 

research perspective shifted from basic to summative research. Secondly, in several 

academic fields the main scientific interest has developed from the descriptive and 

classifying type of research to evidential kind that was carried out in museums. Universities 

took the lead focusing on experimental researches. In case of anthropology museums, 

emphasis has given on social processes including material culture. Different types of 

museum have different traditions as to the role of museum research. Some examples might 

be given here rather briefly. 

Anthropology museums 

In the beginning, anthropological research was centered on material culture. During the last 

two decades of the 19th century Pitt-Rivers developed a theory of material culture 

interpretation, based on Darwin's ideas of evolution. His arrangement of the permanent 
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display in what became the Pitt-Rivers Museum (Oxford, UK) has long been considered as 

model for scientific ethnography displays, especially in Britain and the United States 

(Chapman 1991). In the Indira Gandhi Rastriya Manav Sangrahalaya (IGRMS), Bhopal 

several research works are undertaken on the different ethnic groups of India, their habit and 

habitat, sacred groves, tangible and intangible culture etc. involving the respective ethnic 

groups. There are some museums in India on Ethnology or anthropology either under the 

Anthropological Survey of India or under the IGRMS which also performs research activities 

on different ethnic groups. Like, Indira Gandhi Manav Sangrahalaya, Mysore, Tribal 

Museum, Jagdalpur, Chhattisgarh etc. They also publish research papers on their 

explorations and finding at regular basis.  

Art and Archaeology museums 

In India there are large number of Art and Archaeology Museums which are either governed 

by respective state governments or under the Archaeological Survey of India. These 

museums publish their research findings in their journals. Many of these museums provide 

platform to research scholars to perform their M.Phil, Ph.D. or post doctoral level research 

works. Like, Archaeological Museum, Deccan College, Pune, Bharat Lok Kala Mandal 

Udaipur etc. Archaeological Survey of India also assist research scholars with their 

collections and research papers. 

Natural history museums 

Natural history museums have always played a characteristic role in describing; invent 

arising and classifying, with emphasis on taxonomy and phylo-genetics. The shift to ecology 

and biochemistry resulted in the rise of new role of natural history museums. In the course of 

the 1980s, however, new environmental awareness gave new legitimization for the basic 

task of the natural history museums with 'bio-diversity as the new key term. Local and 

regional natural history museums have always played an important scientific role, even 

though they were primarily established as education centers. With the new trend of 21st 

century new environmental awareness connected with the new methodology called 'field 

biology'. Now, regional and local museums focus on faunas and floras rather than taxonomy 

and phylogenetics. Natural History Museums and other science museums like Fossil 

Museums, Geology Museums, Botany Museums, Science centers etc. all publishes research 

papers on their collection, new acquisitions and explorations and assist researchers in the 

respective field. Publication of journal by the museums under the Zoological Survey of India, 

Botanical Survey of India, Geological Survey of India are the regular activities. 

6. Research Methodologies in Research Based on Museum Collection  

Research Methodology in museum can be divided into three broad categories:  

 Analysis, description and comparative evaluation of the objects.  

 Cultural, sociological, etc. evaluation of all kinds of objects within the 

functional framework of their environment.  

 Applied research with regard to conservation, restoration and exhibitions 
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The research belongs to the field of museum research proper. Both other types of research 

belong to the field of museological research. The second type of research comprises basic 

museological research while the third type refers to applied museological research. The 

individual acquisition of knowledge is connected with the object as exhibit, i.e. applied or 

summative research. Basic research is described as social acquisition of knowledge, 

connected with the object as source. Keywords of museum specific research are 

observation, comparison and repetition (Rietschel 1989). It is descriptive rather than 

experimental. This methodology preludes the models proposed by Fleming, Finley, Pearce 

and Maroevic. 

Artefact (and collection) research methodologies as applied in museums do not only involve 

subject-oriented research, but also examination as research component of preservation. 

Examination is defined as "the preliminary procedure taken to determine the original 

structure and materials comprising an artefact and the extent of its deterioration, alteration 

and loss. The term conservation science has been introduced to make a clear distinction 

from subject matter discipline. Lodewijks (in Lasko & Lodewijks 1982: 32) distinguishes 

between three main orientations in conservation science: 

1. the study of the history and technology of the objects;  

2. the improvement of conservation techniques;  

3. the search for the best conditions under which to preserve the collection. 

7. Summary 

Through collections-based research, teaching, and outreach, museum shares its knowledge 

and collections with local, national, and international audiences of all ages and backgrounds. 

It is important to maintain distinction between museum research and museological research.  

At the end of the 1980s some types of museums seem to have been able to reclaim their 

role as research institutes. In connection with the environmental degradation there is a new 

need of knowledge in the field of ecology, environment, bio-deterioration and bio-diversity 

and thus natural history museums changed their research perspectives. In the field of history 

museums the growing interest in everyday life of ethnic groups, artists, artisans, craftsmen, 

farmers, workers, etc. bring about an interest in material culture research. The 

professionalization of restoration and conservation science gives rise to a shift in perspective 

on research in the field of art history. Most museums are developed as research institution 

upon a long research tradition, historical research and on literary resources. New 

methodologies are required day by day. Material culture studies become an interdisciplinary 

field and advantages are drawn from different academic fields with different research 

traditions. 


