
Session Title: Surprising Lives and Unremarkable Ends? Two Dialogues on 
Working with University Collections 

Format: Alternative type session 

During the last two decades, scholars from a variety of disciplines have examined how 
curious and often random encounters with museum objects and collections may lead to 
novel insights. Their entanglements with a variety of issues range from subjective 
material/bodily experiences to nation/empire building and possibilities involving 
decolonization. Our session will draw inspiration from these arguments to explore the 
multifarious practices, processes, and valuations of scientific collections, from their time 
of acquisition to their collapse and subsequent resuscitation efforts. Our panel 
discussion will revolve around two collections at the University of Oslo, one featuring 
surgical instruments from the mid- to late-nineteenth century, and one comprised of 
psychometric tests from the twentieth century. Our aim is to investigate how practical 
and theoretical concerns emerging from our direct engagement with these two 
collections can enrich our understanding of their (after)lives and their relations to 
knowledge constitution and the formation of scientific specializations and disciplines. 
Our work, however, starts where collecting has long ended – with an unordered chaos 
in need of immediate attention, care, and decisions about the future. We understand the 
messy historical and contemporary realities of these two collections as exemplary of 
how collections are condensed sites of relationships and meaning making. Our approach 
will highlight how collections may facilitate a kind of openness to surprises in historical 
and museum work. The session will unfold as two dialogues between scholars working 
on the same collection, followed by a conclusion provided by a commentator.  

Dialogue 1: On the Cutting Edge, or How Collections Become Important: The 
Possible Histories and Futures of a Nineteenth Century Surgical Instruments 
Collection 

Ageliki Lefkaditou and Anne Vaalund 

Two catalogues from 1828 and 1896 are the only instances that fully document the 
existence of a collection of several hundred objects of surgical instruments. The 
collection itself has – over the span of the last century – been randomly split over three 
institutions in Oslo, all with different statuses, practices, and visions. What seems to be a 
common understanding among the various people who have engaged with this 
collection is that it is of great importance. After all, it had, in some way or another, been 
used in the preclinical teaching of all medicine students in Norway during the 
nineteenth century. In this dialogue, we will explore what this assertion of importance 
might mean both for the collection’s history as well as for its future. We will discuss how 
using this specific collection as a starting point may enrich our understanding of both 
the history of surgery, and medicine, in Norway, as well as the history of related 
teaching collections and interdisciplinarity in a young nation’s only university. We will 
also trace how collecting practices point to both unique, local circumstances and 
coincide with transnational moments in the history of medicine. Finally, we will 
examine what implications for conservation and display may emerge from 
understanding this scattered collection as one.  



Dialogue 2: The Strange Classification Systems of Dr. Choynowski or How I 
Learned to File Psychometric Tests and Love the Chaotic Collections in a 
University Basement  

Solveig Marie Siem and Gard Paulsen 

The basement of the Department of Education at the University of Oslo is full of 
arithmetic problems, quizzes, jigsaws, riddles, ink blots, unsettling images of distorted 
faces, glass slides featuring stuffed animals, dolls, blocks, toys covered in sand, mazes, 
vinyl records, tape cassettes, telebinoculars, racist action figures, and many other 
seemingly random bits and bobs. Together, these objects makes out a veritable 
avalanche of psychometric tests. The sheer volume of tests – and the challenge to 
organize and classify them –is nothing new. After being forced to leave his position as 
the head of the Psychometrical Laboratory of the Polish Academy of Sciences in 
Warsaw, the 62-year-old Polish polymath Miecysław Choynowski joined the Institute of 
Educational Research, at the University of Oslo as a visiting professor in 1972. For 
reasons unknown, this veteran of Polish science was tasked with creating a filing and 
classification system for the tests at the institute. Today, his classification system seems 
very much like the intelligence tests it aimed to sort out – complicated, cryptic, and 
chaotic. This conversation provides a meditation on how different technological and 
intellectual moments transpire in his attempt at organizing the collection of 
psychometric tests. Furthermore, we will observe how commercial concerns, cold war 
realities, and psychometric imaginaries seep out of this storage of historical tests and 
related archival material. We will also discuss how past struggles of ordering an unruly 
collection can be mobilized today when engaging with the contemporary management 
of a collection. 

Thomas Brandt will provide general comments to the two dialogues. 
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