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Abstract

The burgeoning nineteenth-century public-museum sector built a significant part of its natural-
history specimen collections through extensive international trading. The early 2020s has seen an
upsurge of scholarly interest in this largely overlooked trade. Exchange was a distinctive aspect
of the natural-history trade that reveals much about the diverse practices and motives of the insti-
tutional collectors. Economic-geographic benefits included conserving the limited financial
resources of museums and exploiting complementarities in the geographic distribution of speci-
mens. Collection management, institutional reputation, social connection and international diplo-
macy were also part of a complex mix of value making that shaped this important international
trade. We analyse the exchange practices of the three largest museums in the Australian colonies
in the final three decades of the nineteenth century who exchanged Australia’s ‘rare and curious’
fauna with collectors across the globe. By deploying and analysing extensive, comparative data
on a particular form of natural history, zoology, and a particular kind of trade, exchange trading,
among three Australian museums, this paper extends and enriches recent scholarship on the mobil-
ity of natural-history specimens and how they were traded.

From about 1870, major improvements in global transport, communications and pay-
ments systems enabled rapid expansion in international trade, investment and migration.1

A major aspect of this trade was in commodities and natural resources moving from
Europe’s colonies, especially the agricultural products and minerals that fed and clothed
expanding populations and provided the raw materials for the industries of the second
Industrial Revolution.2 For most European colonists around the world, nature, environ-
ment and landscape were resources to be exploited for profit. For a minority, however,
nature could also be enjoyed, studied and shared. This was reflected in an important
but largely hidden aspect of global trade and connections in this period – the trade in
natural-history specimens.

The international trade in natural-history specimens, though, was not new in this
period. As scholars of natural history, including Paula Findlen, have noted, the trade

© The Author(s), 2024. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of British Society for the History of Science. This is an
Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted reuse, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original
work is properly cited.

1 Kevin H. O’Rourke and Jeffrey G. Williamson, Globalization and History: The Evolution of a Nineteenth-Century
Atlantic Economy, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999; Michael D. Bordo, Alan M. Taylor and Jeffrey G. Williamson,
Globalization in Historical Perspective, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003.

2 Steven C. Topik and Allen Wells, Global Markets Transformed, 1870–1945, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2014.

doi:10.1017/S0007087424000700
The British Journal for the History of Science (2025), 5 , 81–1008

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087424000700 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:henry.reese@unimelb.edu.au
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087424000700&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087424000700


and exchange of botanical specimens had been a well-established practice in Europe since
at least the sixteenth century.3 Expanding zones of colonial settlement in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, however, provided new opportunities for travel, scientific dis-
coveries and long-distance trading. The building of state-funded, mass audience,
educational and systematic museums, along with major advances in preservation and tax-
onomy, provided the institutional and taxonomic support necessary for the zoological
trade’s rapid nineteenth-century growth and expansion, which is the focus of our
research. Problems of storage, transport and logistics had been more easily solved for
dried plants, seeds and even living plant specimens.4 Zoological trading of both ‘wet’
specimens in spirits and ‘dry’ skin and bone specimens came with its own material and
logistical challenges, which by the mid-nineteenth century were well on the way to
being solved. Like botanical specimens before them, preserved animal specimens
moved around the world to become well-travelled ‘boundary objects’ with tangled social
lives and complex histories as they criss-crossed geographies and moved between
economies, value systems and knowledge frameworks.5

Our interest lies in contributing to an evolving literature that widens the scope of
standard studies of natural-history collecting by focusing on what happens between
museums as much as within a single organization and location. Shapin has observed
that ‘we need to understand not only how knowledge is made in specific places but
also how transactions occur between places’.6 The work of Coote et al. in particular has
shifted analytical focus from the operation of social and personal networks in natural his-
tory, and laid the groundwork for a more materialist and economic-geographic perspec-
tive on which we now build.7 Recent data-rich work by Driver, Nesbitt and Cornish on the
dispersal of botany collections from Kew is another model for the potential of this
approach.8 Our study pioneers the application of extensive and comparative data analysis
to the investigation of the museum zoology trade. Working with theories of value from
economics, social theory and anthropology, we examine how specimen value was created,
negotiated and mobilized on a global scale, and how it changed over distance and time.

To calls for geographic studies of global science, we add both an Australian and a post-
colonial perspective. The ‘discovery’ of many species new to European science created enor-
mous interest in adding these creatures to the museums of the colonizing powers. However,
the trade was never a one-way flow of specimens from the colonial periphery to the metro-
politan centre and our quantification and description of the geographical and institutional
breadth of Australia’s museum exchange systems throws fresh light on the scientific,

3 Paula Findlen, ‘Courting nature’, in Nicholas Jardine, James A. Secord and Emma Spary (eds.), Cultures of
Natural History, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996, pp. 57–74. See also Dániel Margócsy, Commercial
Visions: Science, Trade, and Visual Culture in the Dutch Golden Age, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014;
Londa Schiebinger and Claudia Swan (eds.), Colonial Botany: Science, Commerce, and Politics in the Early Modern
World, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007.

4 Luke Keogh, The Wardian Case: How a Simple Box Moved Plants and Changed the World, Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2020.

5 Susan Leigh Star and James R. Griesemer, ‘Institutional ecology, “translations” and boundary objects: ama-
teurs and professionals in Berkeley’s Museum of Vertebrate Zoology, 1907–39’, Social Studies of Science (1989) 19
(3), pp. 387–420; Robert E. Kohler, ‘Finders, keepers: collecting sciences and collecting practice’, History of Science
(2007) 45(4), pp. 428–54.

6 Steven Shapin, ‘Placing the view from nowhere: historical and sociological problems in the location of sci-
ence’, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers (1998) 23(1), pp. 5–12, 7.

7 Anne Coote, Alison Haynes, Jude Philp and Simon Ville, ‘When commerce, science, and leisure collaborated:
the nineteenth-century global trade boom in natural history collections’, Journal of Global History (2017) 12(3),
pp. 319–39.

8 Felix Driver, Mark Nesbitt and Caroline Cornish (eds.), Mobile Museums: Collections in Circulation, London: UCL
Press, 2021.
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economic and social reach of the Australian colonies before 1914. In this, our findings con-
tribute to an understanding of colonial natural history as much more than an extractive
industry serving the scientific institutions and commercial entities of the global North.
Colonial museums were important local political, civic and scientific actors; enthusiastic,
knowledgeable and active participants in the global trade in zoological specimens; and an
essential part of the development of the dream of one worldwide ‘relational museum’.9

Our focus is the zoological trade to and from Australia, and on one mode of
transaction – exchange – in the final three decades of the nineteenth century, a period
when civics, politics and public natural history grew more closely entwined. We close
our study in 1900 at the end of this brief exchange boom. Drawing on extensive data-
driven research into all natural-history specimen exchanges recorded by the Australian
Museum in Sydney, the National Museum of Victoria in Melbourne and the Queensland
Museum in Brisbane, we present an outline of trading activity by the three largest
natural-history museums in colonial Australia. Ville, Wright and Philp have discussed
the decision matrix between exchange, purchase and donations that collectors had to
make.10 In our study, we focus on a closer understanding of the economic, social and cul-
tural factors that encouraged exchange. Anthropologists have argued that material
exchange was commonly grounded in a personal relationship, negotiated between indivi-
duals and involving the measure, exchange and valuation of trust, reputation and knowl-
edge alongside specimens and objects.11 We show that the exchange trade was made
possible by trade infrastructure, museum systematization and institutional settings, but
was conditioned by a complex combination of personal, local, institutional, economic, glo-
bal and imperial dimensions. At the same time, more capitalist forms of transaction and
institutions were emerging in the commercial part of the natural-history trade in the final
decades of the nineteenth century, as Rieppel has shown.12 This co-evolution of capitalist
and premodern forms of transaction – trade and exchange – has received support from
Margócsy in his study of shell collecting in the Pacific islands.13

Zoology and mineralogy claimed most attention and resources at the major Australian
museums in this era, with ethnographic collecting and trade a relatively minor activity
until the mid-1880s. Exchange of ethnological specimens fell largely outside the remit
of the museums’ formal exchange activities. Australia’s unusual fauna was still novel
and relatively unknown in these decades, and there were exciting discoveries still to be
made for those who became part of the trade. Demand for animal specimens was high.
Reflecting the decimation of First Nations populations and cultural practices in south-east
Australia in the first century of European settlement in Australia and the attitudes of most
early colonizers, these museums and their curators showed little interest in knowing, col-
lecting or recording Australian First Nations’ cultures.14 While the early museum curators
did not differentiate as sharply between ‘natural-history’ objects and ‘Indigenous objects’
as their successors, the overwhelming focus of the exchange trade nevertheless remained

9 Sally Gregory Kohlstedt, ‘Australian museums of natural history: public priorities and scientific initiatives in
the nineteenth century’, Historical Records of Australian Science (1980) 5(4), pp. 1–29.

10 Simon Ville, Claire Wright and Jude Philp, ‘Macleay’s choice: transacting the natural history trade in the
nineteenth century’, Journal of the History of Biology (2020) 53(3), p. 345–75, 367.

11 Catherine A Nichols, Exchanging Objects: Nineteenth-Century Museum Anthropology at the Smithsonian Institution,
New York: Berghahn, 2021.

12 Lukas Rieppel, ‘Prospecting for dinosaurs on the mining frontier: the value of information in America’s
Gilded Age’, Social Studies of Science (2015) 45(2), pp. 161–86.

13 Dániel Margócsy, ‘Malinowski and malacology: global value systems and the issue of duplicates’, BJHS (2022),
55(3), pp. 389–409.

14 Paul Turnbull, Science, Museums and Collecting the Indigenous Dead in Colonial Australia, Cham: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2017.
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with faunal specimens. The trade increased markedly in the late 1880s, primarily focused
on Pacific cultural material; however, ethnographic acquisition was mostly centred on
commercial trading houses and auctions.15 Botany was primarily the work of botanical
gardens in Sydney, Brisbane and Melbourne whose exchange networks were driven as
much by the commercial trade – for-profit seed and plant collectors, domestic nurseries
and agricultural supply, acclimatization movements and the imperative for a reliable food
supply for the colony’s growing population – as they were by scientific description and
public display.

The paper proceeds by offering a summary of the history and context of the three
museums that comprise the study and outlining our methodology and data. We then
present our data, analysing the overall patterns of the exchange trade, including the chan-
ging geographical emphases and types of specimen exchanged. Following this, we explore
the various factors that led the museums to pursue the exchange trade. In our conclusion,
we explain the significance of this study and suggest several further directions for future
research in this emerging field.

Establishing Australia’s natural-history museums

Australia’s public museums were among the first such institutions to be founded in
Britain’s burgeoning overseas empire from the early nineteenth century.16 At a time of
rapid expansion in museums of natural history and the global museum profession,
these pioneering museums were all loosely modelled on the British Museum and main-
tained ongoing links to imperial natural history and scientists through personal and
social-scientific networks and scientific collaborations. Like their imperial cousins, the
Australian museums responded to international developments in natural science and biol-
ogy and the consolidation of what Samuel Alberti calls ‘museum nature’ in Britain and
Europe.17 However, reflecting the well-established polycentrism of Australian colonial sci-
ence, their connections were far wider than their metropolitan counterparts.18 Also, these
three museums were far from homogeneous. Each museum reflected colonial Australia’s
distinctive struggle to come to terms with the continent’s nature.19 They also mirror the
particular local politics and economics of the time each museum was founded, different
state identities and natural environments, collection priorities, audiences, and the person-
alities and processes of the men who governed and ran them. Colonial museum adminis-
trators could borrow and adapt the imperial form of the museum, but in a colony with few

15 At the AM, for example, ethnographic and natural-history collections were formally separated in 1889.
Exchange negotiations between Indigenous makers and western consumers happened in this trade, but they
were generally outside the museum context. See Robin Torrence and Anne Clarke, ‘“Suitable for decoration of
halls and billiard rooms”: finding Indigenous agency in historic auction and sale catalogues’, in Sarah Byrne,
Anne Clarke, Rodney Harrison and Robin Torrence (eds.), Unpacking the Collection: Networks of Material and
Social Agency in the Museum, New York: Springer, 2011, pp. 29–53.

16 John M. Mackenzie, Museums and Empire: Natural History, Human Cultures and Colonial Identities, Manchester
and New York: Manchester University Press, 2009. For individual histories of each of the museums see
Carolyn Rasmussen, A Museum for the People: A History of Museum Victoria and its Predecessors 1854–2000,
Melbourne: Scribe, 2001; Patricia Mather, A Time for a Museum: The History of the Queensland Museum, 1862–1986,
Brisbane: Queensland Museum, 1986, published as Memoirs of the Queensland Museum (1986) 24; Ronald Strahan,
Rare and Curious Specimens: An Illustrated History of the Australian Museum, 1827–1976, Sydney: Australian Museum,
1979.

17 Samuel Alberti, ‘Museum nature’, in Helen Anne Curry, Nicholas Jardine, James Andrew Secord and Emma
C. Spary (eds.), Worlds of Natural History, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018, pp. 348–62, 361.

18 Roy MacLeod, Archibald Liversidge, FRS: Imperial Science under the Southern Cross, Sydney: Sydney University
Press, 2009.

19 Libby Robin, How a Continent Created a Nation, Sydney: UNSW Press, 2007.
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existing private natural-history collections and no private funding sources, trustees and
curators at each museum had to work with limited government support and innovate
to grow collections, networks and influence from scratch. Each museum accordingly
developed its own contingent processes and means for collection growth and knowledge
production, circulation and dissemination, including the useful tool of formal museum
specimen exchange.

The Australian Museum (AM) was the first public museum in Australia and was
founded by a coterie of scientific gentlemen in Sydney in the colony of New South
Wales (NSW) in 1827. It did not have purpose-built premises until the 1850s, when the
colonial parliaments of eastern Australia attained self-government and associated
enhanced revenue-raising powers, and it was only then that the museum’s collection-
building activities and broader civic mission could begin in earnest. Always cash-strapped
and understaffed, donations were the AM’s most common acquisition method and the
museum received and processed thousands of small-lot donations every year. Donations
could become duplicate specimens and therefore available for exchange.20 The museum
also employed its own staff for strategic collecting, both for its own collections and
display and to provide specimens for exchange. Governed by a group of wealthy colonial
collectors, from its earliest days the museum’s curators – German-born Gerard Krefft
(1864–74) and Edward Ramsay (1874–94) – sought to use exchange to build both
international collections and external networks and relationships. For each man, prestige,
obligation, friendship and scientific authority were all traded along with the more
tangible specimen assets. Krefft’s focus was European, using his transnational
German-language networks and cultivating a diverse group of influential curators and
scientists at the British Museum. For Ramsay, connections were closer to home, reflecting
his deeper roots in Sydney’s familial, social and scientific networks.

To the south, the younger colony of Victoria expanded rapidly following the 1850s gold
rush boom that coincided with separation from NSW in 1851. Prosperous and assertive,
the colonial government endowed a natural-history museum in Melbourne in 1854. In
1857 Professor Frederick McCoy became the first director and moved the collections to
Melbourne University, where it reopened as the National Museum of Victoria (NMV) in
1864. McCoy showed limited interest in exchange and preferred to use his colony’s gold
rush riches to build the museum’s international collections by targeted purchases of spe-
cimens, books and journals from overseas museums and dealers. Over the years from 1874
to 1900, McCoy’s NMV preferred purchase transactions to inward exchange for the
museum. McCoy utilized exchange for trade with local counterparts in museums across
Australia and the Pacific. For him, exchange was a tool for collection management, espe-
cially for reducing stocks of duplicate and excess specimens.

The colony of Queensland, extending into the biodiverse tropical north of the contin-
ent, separated from NSW in 1859. The Queensland Museum (QM) was founded as a
one-room museum in the fledgling capital city, Brisbane, in 1862, with its first purpose-
built edifice completed in 1879. It was initially a smaller, more modest endeavour than its
southern counterparts. Without stable funding or deep scientific networks, the QM’s zoo-
logical collections for the years from 1873 to 1900 were largely built from donations and
field collections, compared with inward exchange and purchase. Its ambitions were com-
prehensive – to have a representation of every species on display – but in its first decades
its collection management practice seems to have been somewhat chaotic and haphazard.
However, under the scientific leadership of Charles de Vis (curator from 1882 to 1911) and

20 Catherine A. Nichols, ‘Curating duplicates: operationalizing similarity in the Smithsonian Institution with
Haida rattles, 1880–1926’, BJHS (2022) 55(3), pp. 341–63.
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the field collecting work of Kendall Broadbent, the museum increased its trading and built
a significant scientific output, especially of insects, tropical birds and mammals.21

It is against this institutional and political backdrop that the overall exchange trade in
natural-history specimens proceeded. We now describe the parameters of the exchange
trade of each museum, particularly the composition of specimens, the geographical pat-
terns of trading, and fluctuations in the trade’s dimensions over three decades.

A note on data and methods

Each of the three natural-history museums possesses a wealth of rich data about their
trading transactions for our period, especially in annual reports that list what they traded,
when, how much and with whom. Our focus is on their exchange trade data, which was
tabulated into Excel spreadsheets for each museum to create our database for analysis.
The AM data also included its exchange registers, curators’ reports and trustees’ minutes,
while the QM data included exchange registers and correspondence registers. The AM col-
lection data begin from 1860, reflecting the museum’s older provenance, while the data
begin in 1874 for the NMV and 1873 for the QM.

It was not possible to determine the exact quantity of specimens exchanged for every
transaction, since they were sometimes listed in an indeterminate way (‘one box of
butterflies’, ‘one collection of beetles’). This occurred for approximately 6 per cent of
total recorded specimens. The total specimen count is therefore an underestimate. The
overwhelming majority of specimens exchanged (83 per cent) were of fauna (Figure 1),
but mineralogical specimens were also evident, as were other sections of the museums’
collections, notably ethnology and publications. The database records exchanges covering

Figure 1. Specimens exchanged (inwards and outwards) by type, by the Australian Museum, the National Museum
of Victoria and the Queensland Museum, 1860–1900.

21 Several other Australasian museums operated on a smaller scale. The Tasmanian Museum was founded in
1848 and the South Australian Museum in 1856. A state museum came late to Western Australia. A small
Geological Museum established in 1891 was expanded to include other categories of natural-history specimens
by 1897. In New Zealand, the 1860s saw the foundation of museums in Auckland, Wellington, Dunedin and
Christchurch.
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the final quarter of the nineteenth century, with slight variations reflecting the AM’s
early beginnings: AM (1860–99), NMV (1874–1900), and QM (1873–1900).

Patterns of exchange

All three museums conducted a substantial exchange trade. This involved more than
128,295 specimens across 1,938 transactions, of which the 909 inward-bound transactions
nearly balanced 1,029 going outwards (Table 1). The AM, as the largest of the three
museums, was busiest, leveraging its plentiful donations to conduct more and larger
exchanges. On average, it exchanged 2,550 specimens in 31 transactions annually (average
83 specimens per transaction), compared with 651 items in 17 transactions by the QM
(average 39) and 296 items in 7 transactions (average 44) by the NMV. The AM transacted
with a total of 442 exchange partners, the QM with 213 and the NMV with 75.

The exchange trade fluctuated over time and each museum experienced significant
year-to-year vicissitudes and major peaks around particular events (Figure 2). For
example, the NMV’s exchange trade rose sharply in 1881 as a result of opportunities to
complete major deals at the 1880–1 Melbourne International Exhibition. The AM’s
trade peaked in the mid-1880s after the Sydney International Exhibition (1879) and
attempts to replenish the cultural-object collections after substantial losses resulting
from a devastating fire in 1882. Curator Edward Ramsay’s participation in the
International Fisheries Exhibition in London in 1883 also resulted in several extensive
exchanges. The QM experienced smaller peaks in the late 1870s, mid-1880s and
mid-1890s, mostly due to several large exchanges with European partners. Each museum
suffered a significant fall in exchanges during the economic depression of the early 1890s.
The exchange trade did not persist long into the twentieth century. By the 1920s
exchange was no longer a common strategic collection tool at Australia’s museums.

Specimen composition of the exchange trade

A wide range of specimens endemic to Australia was offered for exchange by the three
museums. Perhaps not surprisingly, the largest numbers were of shells and
insects – particularly Coleoptera (beetles) and Lepidoptera (butterflies and moths) – with

Table 1. The exchange trade by total transactions and total specimens.

Museum Transactions inwards Transactions outwards Total

Australian Museum (1860–99) 589 699 1,288

Queensland Museum
(1873–1900)

232 237 469

National Museum of Victoria (1874–1900) 88 93 181

909 1,029 1,938

Museum Specimens inwards Specimens outwards Total

Australian Museum (1860–99) 53,295 48,779 102,074

Queensland Museum
(1873–1900)

10,053 8,176 18,229

National Museum of Victoria (1874–1900) 1,061 6,931 7,992

64,409 63,886 128,295
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birds and birds’ eggs as a distant third (Figure 3). While shells were the most important
form of specimen traded by the AM and the QM, insects dominated the NMV’s exchange
trade, reflecting, in particular, the large Coleoptera and Lepidoptera donations to several
European governments after the 1880–1 Melbourne International Exhibition.

Figure 2. Exchange trade (inwards and outwards) for the Australian Museum, the National Museum of Victoria and
the Queensland Museum, 1860–1900 (number of exchange transactions).

Figure 3. Natural-history specimens exchanged (inwards and outwards), by type, by the Australian Museum, the
National Museum of Victoria and the Queensland Museum, 1860–1900.
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Australia’s iconic mammals and birds were always in demand alongside rarer animals
that had niche, and sometimes fleeting, high scientific exchange value. At the AM, pres-
tige items included Australian megafauna fossils and, for a brief period in the 1870s, the
sensational, newly discovered ‘living fossil’, the Australian lungfish, Ceratodus forsteri.22 For
the AM, the exchange value of these sought-after scientific oddities was in large part the
enhanced scientific credibility and the chance to form relationships with the Victorian
era’s most prominent men of science, including Louis Agassiz and Richard Owen. For
the QM, dugongs (marine mammals from its warm coastal waters) were a significant
exchange commodity, with at least eleven dugongs or dugong skeletons sent out between
1880 and 1888 when the late Victorian period saw a heightened interest in the creatures
in British popular-scientific circles.23 Large and diverse collections of species were
received from a range of local and overseas museums in return for these in-demand
items.24

Exchange geographies

More than half of all exchange transactions (59 per cent) took place within the
Australasian colonies. This comprised 23 per cent within the museum’s city, 7 per cent
elsewhere within the same colony (that is, intra-colonial), and 28 per cent with interco-
lonial exchange partners in other Australasian colonies (including New Zealand).
Interactions, movement and communications among the six Australian colonies and
New Zealand were substantial in the late nineteenth century, and colonists used the
term ‘intercolonial’ to describe such interactions. As such, it is useful to conceive of
Australasian exchanges as distinct from longer-distance trading.25 The remaining 41 per
cent of transactions comprised the broader intercontinental trade.

Many intra-colonial and intercolonial exchanges were with other museums, univer-
sities and educational institutions (particularly schools of arts and of mines) that were
keen to expand their collections for research, education and public-display purposes.
Within each museum, up to one-fifth of local exchanges were with museum trustees,
staff (past and present) and other close associates of the museum. That the first-
established AM conducted more of its local and colonial transactions internally reflected
its early appointment of scientific staff and the tight integration of the city’s networks of
science, power and politics into its governance functions through the appointment of
museum trustees. Partly, exchange was designed to circumvent a ban on staff trading
in natural-history specimens. It also provided an insider-trading opportunity for trustees
to acquire specimens newly received into the museum. By contrast, the younger QM had
to cast the collection net beyond its tiny professional and social networks of staff and

22 Vanessa Finney, ‘Dining on geologic fish: claiming the Australian Ceratodus for science, 1870–1880’, Journal
for the History of Knowledge (2022), 3(1), pp. 1–14.

23 Harriet Ritvo, The Platypus and the Mermaid, and Other Figments of the Classifying Imagination, Cambridge, MA
and London: Harvard University Press, 1997, p. 181.

24 Julius von Haast’s strategic use of highly sought-after moa bones to develop long-distance exchange rela-
tionships at the Canterbury Museum is a well-studied New Zealand example. Ruth Barton, ‘Haast and the
moa: reversing the tyranny of distance!’, Pacific Science (2000) 54(3), pp. 251–63.

25 There is a vast literature on continental and trans-Tasman mobilities and the economic, social and cultural
interconnectedness of the Australasian colonies in the late nineteenth century. See Yves Rees, ‘Reading
Australian modernity: unsettled settlers and cultures of mobility’, History Compass (2017) 15(3), pp. 1–13;
Graeme Davison, J.W. McCarty and Ailsa McLeary, ‘People moving’, in Davison, McCarty and McLeary (eds.),
Australians, 1888, Sydney: Fairfax, Syme & Weldon, 1987, pp. 228–53; Ian W. McLean, Why Australia Prospered:
The Shifting Sources of Economic Growth, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013, Chapters 5–6; James
Belich, Replenishing the Earth: The Settler Revolution and the Rise of the Anglo-World, 1783–1939, Oxford and
New York: Oxford University Press, 2009, Chapter 11.
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trustees. Outside themuseum itself, local exchanges also built social and political capital. Each
museum had tangled connections with prominent colonial figures with a stake in natural his-
tory, be they local collection holders, government officials, university professionals or the
growing community of enthusiastic amateurs.26 The Macleay and Waterhouse families were
prominent exchange partners in Sydney; the NMV’s exchange partners included government
entomologist Charles French Jr and Dudley le Souëf, director of theMelbourne Zoo.27 the QM’s
prominent colonial partners included colonial dignitary Archibald Meston, landowner and
historian Nehemiah Bartley and Toowoomba botanist Carl Hartmann.

Intercolonial exchanges provided the opportunity to develop professional networks
but were also motivated by specimen diversity across the expansive geographies of the
Australasian colonies. Regionally specific, often iconic, specimens that recur in the
exchanges included dugongs (Queensland), lyrebirds (Victoria and NSW), thylacines and
Tasmanian devils (Tasmania), and quokkas (WA). As early as 1858, when AM curator
G.F. Angas could not afford to send his own collector to Tasmania, he wrote to Dr
Milligan at the Tasmanian Museum, asking for ‘rare Tasmanian shells which we do not
possess … for Exchange with foreign Museums’.28 Although rivalry existed between the
Sydney and Melbourne museums, the example points to the significant cooperation in col-
lection building. Scientific circles were small and tight-knit, with professional staff mov-
ing between museums and taking part in the same scientific societies and international
exhibitions. Collectors often worked for several museums at once and traders operated
across the colonies.

The location of intercolonial exchange partners is indicated in Figure 4. Some differ-
ences emerge between the museums. New Zealand, with its relative proximity and well-
established network of museums and professional scientists and collectors, was the most
prominent location of intercolonial exchange partners for the AM and the NMV. Major
international exhibitions in New Zealand in 1882 and 1889 provided good exchange
opportunities, but, for the AM especially, trans-Tasman exchanges were continuing rela-
tionships. For the latecomer QM, NSW and Victoria were more important exchange loca-
tions. The AM was the QM’s largest exchange partner, reflecting the historic closeness of
the two colonies and their shared staff and collectors, in contrast to the more competitive
relationship between the AM and the NMV.29 Julius Haast’s Canterbury Museum in
Christchurch was one of the largest exchange partners for each museum, illustrating
just how important personal connections were for long-term exchange relationships.
The Tasmanian Museum and the South Australian Museum were also significant partners
particularly for the AM, which sometimes used these exchanges to bolster the range of its
collections of ‘duplicates’ for future sought-after international exchange. Specimens from
New Guinea can be found scattered throughout the exchange registers. Birds of paradise –
skins, feathers and living birds – had been highly valued and traded from the islands for
centuries, but British scientific interest in the islands of Melanesia grew rapidly with the
incursion of missionary, government and commercial interests from the 1870s.30

26 Tom Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors: The Antiquarian Imagination in Australia, Cambridge and Melbourne:
Cambridge University Press, 1996, Chapters 1, 6.

27 R.T.M. Pescott, Collections of a Century: The History of the First Hundred Years of the National Museum of Victoria,
Melbourne: National Museum of Victoria, 1954, p. 118.

28 George French Angas to Joseph Milligan, 25 May 1858, Outward Letters, Australian Museum Archives (AM
Archives).

29 An example of rivalry between Sydney and Melbourne was the quest to be the first to get a gorilla specimen
in the mid-1860s. Letter from Gerard Krefft to Richard Owen, British Museum, 21 October 1864 (letter 191),
Outward Letterbooks, AM Archives AMS o6; Sydney Morning Herald, 27 June 1865, p. 3.

30 Jeremy Beckett, ‘Haddon attends a funeral: fieldwork in Torres Strait, 1888, 1898’, in Anita Herle and Sandra
Rouse (eds.), Cambridge and the Torres Strait: Centenary Essays on the 1898 Anthropological Expedition, Cambridge:
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Queensland had a close relationship with the island territory to its immediate north for
reasons of geographical proximity, commercial shipping and geopolitics. Charles de Vis
maintained a close eye on the Melanesian territory, arranging for collections, transactions
and purchases with various parties throughout the 1880s and 1890s.31 Exchange partners
in this period included Charles Kowald (birds and ethnological specimens, 1889–94) and
administrator and lieutenant governor of British New Guinea William Macgregor (ethno-
logical specimens, birds 1894).32

The intercontinental trade was particularly with collectors in continental Europe,
Britain and the Americas. These were more complex transactions, requiring substantial
museum resources to negotiate and finance. They were also more risky to complete
and required greater reservoirs of trust, but they provided outstanding opportunities to
build both collections and connections. The longer-distance trades were frequently larger;

Figure 4. Intercolonial exchange transactions (inwards and outwards) for the Australian Museum, the National
Museum of Victoria and the Queensland Museum, 1860–1900 (%). Note: exchanges within the museum’s home col-
ony are not included. The y axis shows the percentage of the given museum’s total intercolonial exchange transac-
tions that were concluded with exchange partners in other colonies.

Cambridge University Press, 1998, pp. 23–49. Weber uses the example of birds of paradise to discuss Asian
regional networks of natural-history exchange. Andreas Weber, ‘Natural history collections and empire’, in
Andrew Goss (ed.), The Routledge Handbook of Science and Empire, Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2021,
pp. 80–6, 81–2.

31 Mather, op. cit. (16), p. 50.
32 Secretary’s Report on Correspondence, 3 June 1884 (Report 7/1884) and 17 June 1884 (Report 8/1884),

Queensland Museum Archives (QM Archives). See also Robin Torrence, Elizabeth Bonshek, Anne Clarke, Susan
M. Davies, Jude Philp and Michael Quinnell, ‘Regimes of value in museum practices: a networked biography of
the MacGregor field collection from British New Guinea’, Museum History Journal (2020) 13(2), pp. 111–31.
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measured by total specimens, the intercontinental share was the majority of the exchange
trade (63 per cent), with continental Europe being the dominant destination. European
exchanges accounted for 16 per cent of total exchange transactions and 35 per cent of
specimens. The largest and most important European exchanges took place with partners
in Paris, Berlin, Vienna, Brussels, Florence and Marseille. Despite the colonial connection,
Britain was less important, accounting for just 10 per cent of transactions and 6 per cent
of specimens exchanged. With their well-established museums and scientific societies,
London and Cambridge were the location for the majority of British exchange partners,
transactions and specimens exchanged. Exchanges with British colonies (Canada and
Newfoundland, India, Hong Kong, Singapore, the South African colonies, several Pacific
Islands) amounted to 5 per cent of total transactions and 10 per cent of specimens.

The geographic picture varied among the three museums (Figure 5). The AM’s global
trade was the largest and most geographically diverse. The QM’s exchange trade, while
also internationally diverse, relied more heavily on trading within the Australasian col-
onies. This might be explained by its being a more recent institution that was seeking
to establish local connections first, or because its directors did not have a specimen res-
ervoir from which to trade more widely. NMV’s geographic spread was the narrowest of
the three institutions since its European exchanges were mostly confined to trades follow-
ing the 1880–1 Melbourne Exhibition and it had no exchanges with the Americas, unlike
the other two museums. The Americas, especially the USA and Canada, provided a fruitful
zone of exchange for the AM and the QM. Here there were fewer but larger transactions.
Prominent exchange partners clustered around areas with reputable museums and uni-
versities, especially in New England, Washington, DC, New York and La Plata in Argentina.

Figure 5. Global exchange (inwards and outwards) transactions by the Australian Museum, the National Museum of
Victoria and the Queensland Museum, 1860–1900 (%).
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This complex pattern of exchange trading was driven by a range of motives to which
we turn in the following section.

The benefits of exchange trading

In economic terms, the main requirement of exchange is the double coincidence of wants.
In the absence of money as a common medium of exchange, each party must be able to
offer a good or service wanted by the other and of approximately equal value.33 Museums
seeking to build a natural-history collection and contribute to the creation of natural-
history knowledge were able to negotiate comparative value and exchange their reserves
of local specimens in return for different specimens located in the vicinity of the trading
partner. Their pursuit of negotiation was undergirded by contemporary theories of price
and value, which emphasized the subjectivity of buyer and seller preferences over the
earlier classicist notion that price reflected the inherent cost of production.34

At the transaction level, negotiating exchanges relied on personal connection, commu-
nication and a relationship built on trust. Trust-based relationships have been historicized
through the deployment and measurement of the concept of social capital, which evalu-
ates the manner in which individuals and organizations commit resources to building con-
nections. In nineteenth-century Australia, strong veins of social capital running through
close-knit rural communities were targeted by rural businesses seeking to build customer
loyalty.35

Cultivating museum network connections through exchange relationships was dis-
cussed at the very first meeting of the AM’s new independent body of trustees in
1836, although actual specimen exchanges were few for the next twenty years.36

Intention finally met systematic action when the museum’s first gallery opened in
1857 and a form letter was sent out to sixty potential exchange partners in museums
across Britain and its colonies, Europe and North America.37 The annual reports of the
NMV confirm that this kind of activity mattered for them too. In 1875, the NMV com-
mittee reported that ‘considerable progress’ had been made ‘in completing arrange-
ments with the trustees and directors of the museums in the neighbouring colonies
and New Zealand for exchanges of duplicate specimens’; the museum had received
‘assurance of kindly cooperation in all matters that can advance the knowledge of
Natural History’.38 In exchange, building and maintaining relationships with museum
peers was as important a goal as the creation of complete series of animals or display
collections.

A key benefit of the exchange trade was the direct monetary cost saving it promised
compared with purchasing specimens. Through exchange, museums could also bypass
the costs and complexities of the foreign-exchange and payments mechanisms of inter-
national trade, even though the introduction of the gold standard and the growth of inter-
national financial intermediaries had reduced the costs and risks of long-distance trading

33 Dalia Marin and Monika Schnitzer, ‘The economic institution of international barter’, Economic Journal
(2002) 112(479), pp. 293–316; Luca Anderlini and Hamid Sabourian, ‘Some notes on the economics of barter,
money and credit’, in Caroline Humphrey and Stephen Hugh-Jones (eds.), Barter, Exchange and Value: An
Anthropological Approach, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992, pp. 75–106.

34 Carl Menger, Principles of Economics, Vienna: Braumüller, 1871.
35 Simon Ville, ‘Social capital formation in Australian rural communities: the role of the stock and station

agent’, Journal of Interdisciplinary History (2005), 36(2), pp. 185–208.
36 AM Trust Minutes, 1836, AM Archives, AMS01.
37 AM Trust Minutes, 1857, AM Archives, AMS01.
38 John Ignatius Bleasdale et al., ‘Report of the sectional committee of the National Museum’, in Report of the

Trustees of the Public Library, Museums, and National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne: Government Printer, 1875, p. 40.

The British Journal for the History of Science 93

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087424000700 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087424000700


by the late nineteenth century.39 All the museums operated to limited budgets and were
particularly cash-strapped during the economic downturn of the 1890s. At the AM, bud-
gets dropped precipitously, from eleven thousand to four thousand pounds in just one
year, 1892. While the annual expenditure of the NMV had been £2,500 in 1870, it had
dropped to £1,800 by 1890.40 At the QM the 1890 chairman’s report lamented the
‘small sum at our disposal for the purchase of specimens’.41 However, exchange transac-
tions were not without cost, since specimen preparation, exchange negotiations and
organizing shipping and logistics could take up significant museum staff time and
resources. As the QM chairman’s report noted in 1898, ‘Exchanges have been almost pre-
cluded by the inability of our few officers to spare from more urgent needs the time
required for this mode of increase.’42

Exchange could also be a tool for collection management. As Catherine Nichols’s work
shows, tracking the practice of disposal is as important as studying acquisitions for a full
view of collection formation.43 Exchange could help manage growing, often overcrowded,
and poorly described collections by removing low-value, unwanted and duplicate speci-
mens, many of them donations. In 1871, the newly appointed NMV trustees were keen
to dispose of the extensive, uncatalogued, duplicate specimens that had built up during
Frederick McCoy’s long tenure. The Sectional Committee for the museum reported that
they had obtained the ‘power to exchange duplicates of specimens with other similar
institutions’.44 However, recognizing the high transaction costs of both donations and
exchange, the committee also resolved to limit the number of donations accepted, ‘unless
such as might appear desirable for making exchanges with similar institutions or, per-
haps, to fill up gaps in the scientific series’.45

While the exchange trade therefore came with clear benefits – low cost, complemen-
tary trading, reputation building and collection management – it was not without its chal-
lenges. Compared with commercial trading, where prices were rarely negotiable and
relative value was set through prices, achieving the variable and personal double coinci-
dence of wants in exchange was often quite challenging. Building major collections was a
complex business and museums around the world were in different stages of development
from one another and sometimes emphasized alternative collection preferences. Although
Australian fauna was in high demand, Australia’s colonial museums were not well known
internationally, and sometimes had to cultivate relationships with generosity and from a
weak bargaining position. This was especially true for trades with the British Museum
(Natural History Museum) in London. The British Museum rarely entered exchange rela-
tionships, preferring that supplicant colonial museums instead ‘present’ their treasures
for scientific assessment, classification, naming and storage. The AM sent a stream of
its best specimens to London, demanding little in return beyond access to important net-
works. In 1867 when Richard Owen suggested to the BM trustees that it would be ‘desir-
able and highly expedient’ to agree to a request from AM curator Gerard Krefft for fossil

39 Topik and Wells, op. cit. (2); Barry Eichengreen, Globalizing Capital: A History of the International Monetary
System, 3rd edn, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019.

40 Susan Sheets-Pyenson, ‘Cathedrals of science: the development of colonial natural history museums during
the late nineteenth century’, History of Science (1986) 25(3), pp. 279–300, 285.

41 Annual Report of the Trustees of the Queensland Museum for 1890, Brisbane: Government Printer, 1891, p. 1.
42 Annual Report of the Trustees of the Queensland Museum for 1898, Brisbane: Government Printer, 1899, p. 1.
43 Catherine A. Nichols, ‘Exchanging anthropological duplicates at the Smithsonian Institution’, Museum

Anthropology (2016) 39(2), pp. 130–46.
44 John Ignatius Bleasdale, ‘Report of committee for 1871’, in Report of the Trustees of the Public Library, Museums,

and National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne: Government Printer, 1872, p. 23.
45 John Ignatius Bleasdale, ‘Report of the sectional committee of the National Museum’, in Report of the Trustees

of the Public Library, Museums, and National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne: Government Printer, 1876, p. 22.

Henry Reese et al.94

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087424000700 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087424000700


casts in return for his thousands of Australian megafauna fossils, the trustees denied the
exchange and instead insisted that Krefft should follow the usual practice of paying for
the casts.46 But Krefft was a patient and creative user of specimen supply networks to
achieve his personal and museum goals. By 1871, British Museum curator Albert
Gunther noted that ‘it was through Krefft’s assiduous correspondence’ that the
Australian Museum ‘became the first to receive an exchange of specimens from the
British Museum, a reward for its many contributions’.47 Conversely, within the bounds
of the Australian colonies, the larger museums and their curators could use their relative
size, prestige and network access to drive a hard bargain with their less established local
peers. Amateur enthusiasts could be vulnerable too: in the early 1890s, the QM received
three times the quantity of minerals it sent to W.P. Tower of Toowong in Brisbane, and
twice the number of birds’ eggs it sent to W. White of Adelaide. Nor did all intercontin-
ental trades involve exchanging cheap local specimens given the existence of secondary
trading and the broad field-collecting reach of museums in Europe and North America
both via organized expeditions and through extensive, worldwide networks of individual
collectors.48 Delays in completing an exchange transaction were common. Sometimes, the
opportunity was missed entirely as the relative scientific rarity, popularity, availability
and therefore value of different specimens could shift quite rapidly.

Where possible, museums were prepared to be patient and wait for the opportunity for
an advantageous trade; building a collection was a long game and ‘dynastic’ curators
remained in office for many years.49 Just as they made lists of the most desirable exchange
partners, museums also kept wish lists of specimens they were seeking to acquire, known
as ‘desiderata’, and used their personal and institutional networks in the museum world
to make known the specimens they were targeting and what they might offer in return. In
1871, the NMV distributed lists of their available duplicates in order to stimulate
exchanges.50 Three years later, it reported that ‘[c]onsiderable progress’ had been made
‘in completing arrangements with the trustees and directors of the museums in the
neighbouring colonies and New Zealand for exchanges of duplicate specimens’.51 At the
International Fisheries Exhibition in London in 1883, AM curator Edward Ramsay was
so overwhelmed with requests from possible exchange partners that he kept an account-
style exchange journal ledger in an attempt to balance the specimen scales and record
desiderata for all parties.52 The correspondence registers of the Queensland Museum
are replete with reports of the museum exchanging lists of desiderata with prospective
exchange partners around the world. This sometimes occurred in conjunction with
exchange activity; for instance, in December 1887, Professor Enrico Hillyer Giglioli of
Florence’s Museo Zoologico di Vertebrata reported the safe arrival of a box of specimens
from Brisbane; he requested a list of desiderata from the museum in order to help him

46 Richard Owen, Report to the Trustees of the British Museum, 25 July 1867; British Museum Trust Minutes,
25 July 1867, British Museum Archives.

47 Kathleen Davidson, Photography, Natural History and the Nineteenth-Century Museum: Exchanging Views of Empire,
London: Routledge, 2020, p. 77.

48 Botanical gardens were the mostly tightly networked of the European natural-history institutions, with Kew
playing a dominant role in initiating collecting and managing collectors in the British Empire. Late-century
international survey and collecting expeditions to reach Australia included the Austrian Novara expedition
(1857–9) and the British Challenger Expedition (1872–6).

49 From 1860 to 1900, the AM had only three different curators (Krefft, Ramsay and Etheridge). McCoy’s long
tenure at the NMV stretched from 1856 to 1899.

50 Bleasdale, op. cit. (44), p. 23.
51 John Ignatius Bleasdale, ‘Report of the sectional committee of the National Museum’, in Report of the Trustees

of the Public Library, Museums, and National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne: Government Printer, 1875, p. 40.
52 E.P. Ramsay, ‘Dr. Ramsay’s exchange journal, 1883–1884’, AM Archives AMS061.
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compile an appropriate return exchange.53 Nine months later, Giglioli was still chasing up
this list.54 He eventually forwarded a box containing eighteen skeletons of European,
North African and South American mammals, birds and reptiles.

Negotiating exchange values was sometimes complex and time-consuming for natural-
history items, especially as trading was relatively thin, specimens were of varying quality,
and shifts in relative pricing occurred frequently. Museums did discuss prices and they
had information available to them from their commercial trading activities, scientific
expertise and knowledge networks from which to draw comparisons of value between
items. Since exchanges between international museums often involved large numbers
of specimens in each transaction, the problem of agreed value was amplified by the
need to derive a price or value for each of many items. This could be a substantial
task. Sometimes, field documentation and labels were missing or lost, reducing the
museum-scientific value of individual specimens. Large exchanges, therefore, usually
relied instead on a broader sense of ‘fair value’ across the transaction, rather than attach-
ing a precise price to each item. For example, the Queensland Museum negotiated a finely
balanced exchange of around five hundred specimens with the Canadian doctor and ama-
teur naturalist John Hutchison Garnier between 1883 and 1885.55 A lengthy correspond-
ence was required to determine a fair trade. Garnier ultimately sent 522 specimens in
exchange for the QM’s 489. There was a close equivalence of specimens: 249 Canadian
birds for 330 Australian birds, forty-four Canadian mammals for thirty-six Australian
mammals, eighty-seven Canadian reptiles for ninety-seven Australian reptiles. Even the
special rare items and quirky demonstrations of local colour were finely balanced:
Queensland sent three crocodiles, one kangaroo skull and a bowerbird nest in exchange
for an extinct gigantic deer, a set of antlers of the same, a rawhide lasso and a sample
of saplings cut by a beaver.

In some cases, exchanges were negotiated alongside donations and purchases, with
items switching transaction categories based on supply, demand and the progress of nego-
tiations. For example, over two decades from 1878 the AM managed a mix of transaction
types with collector and trader James Dall in New Zealand. Highly sought-after and high-
value Māori ethnographic objects had established commercial trade value and had to be
purchased by the AM but Dall was willing to enter exchange negotiations to build his per-
sonal ornithological collection and consolidate relations with museum curator Edward
Ramsay. Exchange was also used in this relationship to continue and conclude negotiations
when sale prices could not be agreed. Deftly switching between financial value systems and
symbolic valuation through exchange mechanisms, in 1887 the cash-strapped AM told Dall
that the monetary prices hewanted for his birds were too high, ‘but if you arewilling to take
exchanges for them theywill be accepted’.56When therewas nodouble coincidence ofwants,
nor agreement on values, exchange negotiations sometimes failed. In 1884, when he failed in
negotiating an exchange of Australian specimens with the Indian Museum in Calcutta after
the International Exhibition held there, AM curator Edward Ramsay donated the collection
to the museum to save the return freight costs to Sydney.57

53 E.H. Giglioli to Queensland Museum, 25 December 1887, Queensland Museum, register of inward corres-
pondence, 1887–1895, QM Archives, QM3 RB/M/1/1/Box 2 (subsequently QM inward correspondence register
1887–95), p. 9; B.J. Gill, ‘The Cheeseman–Giglioli correspondence, and museum exchanges between Auckland
and Florence, 1877–1904’, Archives of Natural History (2010) 37(1), pp. 131–49, 133–4.

54 Giglioli to QM, 8 September 1888, QM inward correspondence register 1887–95, p. 15.
55 Charles G. Roland, ‘Garnier, John Hutchison (1823–1898)’, Dictionary of Canadian Biography (1990), at www.

biographi.ca/en/bio/garnier_john_hutchison_12E.html.
56 Sinclair to James Dall, March 1887, Outward Letters, AM Archives AMS006.
57 The progress of negotiations can be traced through the ‘Secretary’s reports to the trustees’ for 1883 and

1884. AM Archives AMS026.
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As the examples of protracted negotiations with Calcutta, Giglioli and Dall illustrate,
while exchange promised lower direct costs, it also implied higher transaction costs –
those of searching, negotiating and completing a contract between seller and buyer –
compared with a commercial sale.58 The principal way in which exchange trade
addressed the transaction costs impediment was through a focus on personal and profes-
sional networks. By building stocks of social capital, these connections mitigated all three
elements of transaction costs. Search costs were reduced through enhanced information
dissemination and sharing in networks, negotiation was truncated by mutual trust, and
the need for close monitoring was therefore also unnecessary in many cases. Many
exchanges were based on personal and professional contacts, which created confidence
that the other party would provide an accurate description of the condition of the
goods they were trading over long distances, and especially in light of the heterogeneity
and variable quality of natural-history specimens.

Exchanges were often prolonged, with one party initiating the trade and relying on
good faith that the other would eventually reciprocate the exchange to complete the con-
tract. Avner Offer calls this the ‘economy of regard’, where the gift and market economies
interact, and where price signals are muffled by economies of regard, goodwill and trust.59

Sometimes, it was simply not possible to achieve a balanced exchange value for a trans-
action involving large numbers of specimens being traded in either direction and agreeing
the terms of exchange operated within far more flexible boundaries than price-based
trading. In these cases, an unequal contract occurred that introduced a ‘deferred obliga-
tion’ in the knowledge that one party was in debt to the other to be resolved through a
future transaction. For such open-ended arrangements to operate effectively, a high
degree of trust was needed among men and between their museums. This is what Offer
calls ‘the dynamics of reciprocity’. Exchange is not just an economic transaction but ‘a
good in itself’, usually in the form of a personal (and/or an institutional) relationship.60

In this museum exchange economy, even when an exchange failed, it might eventually
succeed. If a trade failed en route, such as through damage or destruction of the speci-
mens, the sender was often prepared to provide replacements, given the low cost of find-
ing a substitute and the desire to maintain the bonds of the trading relationship. In March
1894, for instance, the Queensland Museum responded promptly to send replacements
when several eggs exchanged with the Grafton naturalist and long-term trading partner
S.W. Jackson arrived broken.61 Newer bonds lacking the depth of social capital could be
more brittle; when T. Ryan of the south-east Queensland town of Kingston reported
that a collection of shells arrived in ‘worthless condition’, the exchange was called off
and no further transactions were recorded.62

Many of the features of successful exchange trading relied on a system of relational
governance embedded in the personal and professional networks of the natural-history,
museum and scientific worlds. Personal networks in the natural-history world were
complex and tangled. Many curators and trustees built their own collections and traded
privately with each other outside the formal business of the museums they represented.
Exchange, with its informality and lack of recorded financial transactions, provided the
ideal cover to reduce trading visibility and the risk that personal collecting might be
seen as conflicting with the best interests of the museum they represented. Krefft

58 Jeffrey T. Macher and Barak D. Richman, ‘Transaction cost economics: an assessment of empirical research
in the social sciences’, Business and Politics (2008) 10(1), pp. 1–63.

59 Avner Offer, ‘Between the gift and the market: the economy of regard’, Economic History Review (1997) 50(3),
pp. 450–76.

60 Offer, op. cit. (59), p. 451.
61 S.W. Jackson to QM, 17 March 1894, QM inward correspondence register 1887–95, p. 74.
62 T. Ryan to QM, 18 August 1893, QM inward correspondence register 1887–95, p. 69.
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knew that person-to-person exchange trading gave him a freer hand not dependent on
the approval of the AM’s trustees, of financial donors and of economic fluctuations. In
a carefully curated and tightly targeted exchange relationship, he could cultivate his sci-
entific networks and enhance his own scientific reputation at the same time as strategic-
ally adding to the museum’s collections. Krefft was a canny trader of the megafauna fossils
he excavated at Wellington Caves in the 1860s, using them to establish and enhance his
relationship with palaeontologist and Natural History Museum director Richard Owen
over the next decade as they debated the teeth and diet of the giant herbivores.63

However, Krefft’s circumventions of museum channels and his cultivation of personal
exchange relationships outside the purview and influence of trustees created tensions,
leading to the setting up of a committee in 1869 to tighten internal controls and monitor
and approve all exchange transactions.

More happily, the example of the marine biologist William Aitcheson Haswell demon-
strates the ways in which personal connections could cross institutional lines. Haswell
served as curator of the Queensland Museum in 1880. He returned to an academic post
in Sydney in 1882, but he continued to serve as an important broker of natural-history
connections for the institution, drawing on his extensive global connections.64 In 1881
he forwarded to the QM notes inquiring after exchanges of specimens from Harvard biolo-
gist Alexander Agassiz, Norwegian naturalist Hans Esmark, and the Hamburg Museum of
Natural History.65 At the AM, the institution’s well-travelled trustees, with their extended
business and scientific networks, were also conduits for exchange transactions. When
Cambridge-educated trustee Archibald Liversidge travelled to Europe in 1878 he took
with him museum funds for the purchase of books, specimens and models, and the
mandate to negotiate future exchange relationships with his English contacts.66

Not only did successful exchange trading draw upon network resources, but it also cre-
ated, promoted and strengthened such connections, for example where deferred obliga-
tions prolonged interaction, or the exchange of specimens was also an exchange of
scientific knowledge and prestige. The inference here might be that exchange trading
was motivated by several factors. Most obviously, it facilitated the building of scientific
collections and the knowledge associated with the acquired specimen since the under-
lying value of a specimen lay in knowledge of its provenance as well as its condition
and rarity. While some exchanges involved a cornucopia of different items with limited
information about each, others were infused with richer knowledge, particularly where
extended discussion ensued among museum scientists about specific items that were
being added to a collection. At the same time, exchanges could also be motivated by
the desire to build strong connections, networks and social capital, as an end in itself
that would enhance the reputation of the individual and the institution. In some cases,
the circle was completed when strengthened networks in turn facilitated future collection
and knowledge development. For the canny colonial curator, successful exchange transac-
tions expanded their roles outside the museum – as go-betweens, traders, negotiators,
balancers of scales and arbiters of value.67

63 Vanessa Finney, Capturing Nature: Early Scientific Photography at the Australian Museum, 1857–1893, Sydney:
NewSouth Publishing, 2019, pp. 69–75, 148–9.

64 Patricia Morison, ‘Haswell, William Aitcheson (1854–1925)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, Canberra:
National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, 1983, at https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/
haswell-william-aitcheson-6597.

65 Wm. A. Haswell to QM, 3 February 1881, QM inward correspondence register 1887–95, p. 2.
66 MacLeod, op. cit. (18), p. 183.
67 There is an extensive literature on the role and agency of colonial go-betweens, beginning with Simon

Schaffer, Lissa Roberts, Kapil Raj and James Delbourgo (eds.), The Brokered World: Go-Betweens and Global
Intelligence, 1770–1820, Sagamore Beach, MA: Science History Publications, 2009.
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An important example of the use of exchange trading to build connections and reputa-
tions took the form of exchange diplomacy. Leading museums were important demonstra-
tions of national institutions whose standing and international reach constituted a form of
soft geopolitical engagement between states. Some exchanges were facilitated through
formal diplomatic institutions, such as embassies and other consular bodies. The NSW
agent general in London for most of the 1880s, Saul Samuel, was able to assist through
his imperial-bureaucratic networks and his background in pastoralism, business and
trade. Mobile colonial bureaucrats moved around the world, creating transverse networks
across languages, empires and geographies.68 For example, colonial administrator William
Denison had a keen interest in natural history and set up and encouraged local scientific
infrastructures wherever he was posted, first to Hobart (Tasmania), then Sydney, Norfolk
Island and finally Madras. Officials at all levels of government were well aware that an
interest in natural history had a networking bonus.69

However, it was at international exhibitions – the Victorian era’s spectacular declara-
tions of imperial and national pride and power that also served as venues for popular
entertainment and commercial and scientific knowledge exchange – that most major dip-
lomatic specimen exchanges occurred. Participation in these exhibitions was
government-led, with museums asked to contribute local display content.70 A museum’s
treasures were on display before acquisitive eyes that assessed specimens in terms of
their comparative worth and exchange value. Exhibitions provided an opportunity for
naturalists, curators and colonial dignitaries to view representative specimens of the ter-
ritories that might contain future exchange partners. They were also important social and
diplomatic events, where scientists, agents general, politicians and commercial elites
rubbed shoulders in a convivial atmosphere.71 The AM sent collections and traded nature
at numerous European exhibitions stretching back to Paris in 1851. As noted above,
Ramsay’s participation in the International Fisheries Exhibition in London in 1883 was
the major exchange event for the AM in this period. The NMV, too, established relation-
ships with the delegations of various nations present at the Melbourne International
Exhibition in 1880, and sent large collections of Australian fauna to the governments of
Austria, Germany, the Netherlands, France, Belgium, Italy and Japan in the following
year. These seven exchanges comprised a total of 4,721 specimens, or 68 per cent of all
outgoing specimens from the museum over the years covered in this study. The fact
that many of these exchanges were imbalanced or not immediately reciprocated demon-
strates their use as tools of soft diplomacy alongside their collection gains.

Building collections and strengthening connections

The growth of the natural-history trade in the second half of the nineteenth century
occurred in the wake of the spread of public museums and popular natural-history pur-
suits, commercial dealing and even diplomatic intervention. Facilitated by empire and the
growth of international trading infrastructures, the trade took on global proportions, par-
ticularly in the exchange of zoological specimens. The ambitions of newly established
Australian museums were deeper than their pockets and therefore exchange became a

68 Zoë Laidlaw, Colonial Connections 1815–45: Patronage, the Information Revolution and Colonial Government,
Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2005.

69 Schaffer et al., op. cit. (67).
70 Australia hosted international exhibitions in 1879, 1880 and 1888, as well as regular smaller intercolonial

exhibitions. Louise Douglas, ‘Representing colonial Australia at British, American and European international
exhibitions’, reCollections: Journal of the National Museum of Australia (2008) 3(1), pp. 12–32.

71 Peter H. Hoffenberg, An Empire on Display: English, Indian, and Australian Exhibitions from the Crystal Palace to the
Great War, Berkeley and London: University of California Press, 2001, Chapters 2–4.
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key part of their collecting strategy. However, exchange trading was not only motivated
by economic and financial considerations, nor was its geography dictated solely by
empire.

The conclusions reached in this paper build on and extend the evolving literature to
examine a broad array of influences on the motivations and directions of natural-history
trading that expanded both collections and connections. By analysing a particular form of
natural history, in zoology, and a specific form of trade, in exchange, our work extends
and enriches the recent literature’s interest in the mobility of different specimens and
how they were traded.

In the process, we have provided the first detailed and comparative analysis of the
exchange dimensions of the trade in the nineteenth century, through the lens of the
three most prominent Australian natural-history museums of the period. The exchange
trade provided a series of benefits: lower direct costs, complementary demands for speci-
mens, and opportunities for collection management. But there were also costs, particu-
larly the complex negotiation of comparative values. The response to this problem
revealed another motive of exchange: making connections and strengthening reputa-
tions – personal, organizational and even national. Our study therefore brings the eco-
nomic, the anthropological and the colonial together with more traditional studies of
the history of scientific collecting.

This paper has suggested several directions for further research. The distinction
between collection-building activities in different areas of the natural-history trade is
an important point of debate and worthy of further investigation. The generation of
dense and active exchanges that we have outlined was comparatively short-lived. This
suggests the historical contingency of the phenomena under consideration: a temporary
era of economic globalization, the institutional development of colonial natural-history
collections, and the particular events (such as exhibitions) and personnel (for example,
the dynastic curators) that contributed to a period of particularly vigorous natural-history
exchange. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the era of hyper-mobile specimens
was ending. The status, meaning and use of museum animal specimens were changing,
affecting the sorts and volume of specimens available for exchange.

The legacies of the decades-long nineteenth-century boom in exchange transactions
are still felt at the world’s natural-history museums in the many unprovenanced and
poorly described specimens that flowed through the exchange system. Many of these spe-
cimens came into collections with little more than a species identification and the name
of the exchange partner. This was compounded by the limited and basic cataloguing done
within Australia’s museums until the end of the nineteenth century. Addressing these his-
torical data deficits is an important motivation for future research.
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