
Biology Museum Curator
DALE PASINO

At Metcalf Science Center, eff orts to bring an 1800s 
biology collection to life 

Tucked away in an obscure corner of the Metcalf Science Center 
is a quiet room where old cabinets smelling faintly of mothballs 
line narrow aisles. The cabinets are filled with thousands of bird, 
mammal, insect, and plant specimens collected in the 1800s. Stuffed 
raptors stand in an open box on a countertop, the hawks and owls 
seeming to glare at visitors.

Welcome to what is unofficially 
known as BU’s Biology Natural 
History Museum.

Dale Pasino, the anatomy lab 
coordinator in the College of Arts & 
Sciences biology department and the 
museum’s de facto curator, opens 
a cabinet and slides out a drawer 
with dozens of cicadas, each pinned 
in rows and labeled in a meticulous 
hand. “An insect that was alive 
during the Civil War—that’s pretty 
neat,” he says.

In fact, most of the specimens 
in the room were gathered in the 
19th century by amateur scientists, 
members of the Boston Society 
of Natural History, a forerunner 
of today’s Museum of Science, 
Boston. By the early- to mid-20th 
century, financial problems and the 
museum’s new emphasis on public 
education led members to donate 
much of their early collection to 

Harvard University’s Museum of Comparative Zoology, and the rest to 
BU. The collection has been preserved and maintained over the years 
and is in remarkably good shape, considering that the room has no 
specialized climate control or dedicated staff.

Pasino says it’s impossible to know exactly how many specimens 
the museum holds because there is no complete inventory, and many 
records are missing.

For years, the museum remained largely forgotten. Now Pasino 
and Kathryn Spilios, director of instructional labs and a CAS senior 
lecturer of biology, have begun to oversee efforts to preserve the 
collection and make it more widely accessible to members of the BU 
community. (It is currently open by appointment.)

Students have been hired to help care for the specimens. The 
long-term goal is to create a thorough, searchable database of 
the collection. Headway has already been made in cataloguing 
and labeling the collection’s bees, wasps, and ants. One student is 
organizing the museum’s collection of bats. And efforts are under way 
to label all the New England plants in the collection for researchers 
at Yale, who have a grant to produce a digital collection of the 
region’s flora. JB
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kONLINE: See a slideshow of specimens in the Biology Natural History Museum at bu.edu/bostonia.

through a variety of events, such 
as general meetings, where we 
discuss current topics, or more 
formal events that are meant to 
celebrate the community.”

The club, with 30 or so active 
members currently (its events of-
ten draw crowds of 100 or more), 
meets twice a month, and general 
membership is open to all BU 
students. Discussions focus on 
issues from pop culture to educa-
tion and politics. Recent topics 
have included the dynamics of 
interracial relationships and the 
relevance and role of black music 
artists in society.

One of the club’s biggest events 
was a September panel discus-
sion cohosted with BU Students 
for Justice in Palestine about 
the connections between the 
Black Lives Matter movement 
and the Palestinian Liberation 
Movement. Featuring writer and 
civil rights activist Shaun King, 
the program drew more than 
300 people.

“Umoja” is the Swahili word 
for “unity,” so it seemed appro-
priate to kick off  the celebration 
of the club’s 50th anniversary 
with a week of events in February, 
dubbed Unity Week, focused on 
fostering unity among students 
of color at BU.

“As the black student union 
on campus, it was important to 
us that we showcased not only 
black history around our coun-
try,” Weekley says, “but also black 
history happening every day on 
our campus.”

For many club members, the 
anniversary has been a time for 
taking stock. “At the end of the 
day, I’ve had the opportunity to 
build on a 50-year-long legacy, 
and while it may have been chal-
lenging at times, it was truly a 
privilege to be a part of this dy-
namic community,” says Weekley. 
“I hope to see Umoja continue 
to expand and provide program-
ming that is meant to bring 
people together to smile, debate, 
discuss, and celebrate each 
other.” KYLER SUMTER (COM’19)JA
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