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A career on display 
Outgoing director Cristián Samper reflects on his time at the Smithsonian Institution 
Museum of Natural History. 

• Susan Young 

10 February 2012 

Boasting 7 million visitors a year and some 126 million objects in its collection, the 
Smithsonian Institution National Museum of Natural History in Washington DC is both 
a world-class public attraction and a major research centre. This summer, conservation 
biologist Cristián Samper will step down as the museum’s director to become president 
and chief executive of the Wildlife Conservation Society in New York, which oversees 
the Bronx Zoo, the Central Park Zoo, Prospect Park Zoo and Queens Zoo and the New 
York Aquarium. Samper has led the museum since 2003 in the wake of controversy 



over spending practices. Here, he talks about life at the intersection of science and 
outreach. 

In a conversation with Susan Young, Dr. Samper speaks about scientific research at the 
National Museum of Natural History, now and in the future. He explains how the 
exhibits at the Museum have moved from the old paradigm of display cases containing 
one of everything to exhibits based on key ideas and concepts such as adaptation and 
evolution.  He also talks about his experience when, in 2007, he stepped in to run the 
entire Smithsonian Institution for 16 months after the previous head resigned. In the 
interview, Dr. Samper reflects on the Natural History Museum´s key challenges for the 
future, on his nearly ten years at the Smithsonian and on his reasons for moving to the 
Wildlife Conservation Society in New York. 

To read the complete interview, please go to (Para leer la entrevista completa por favor 
vaya al siguiente enlace): 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature.2012.9997 

Note: Permission to include this extract of the article on the Colombia National 
Academy of Science´s webpage (www.accefyn.org.co) has been granted by the 
publishers: Nature Publishing Group (Ms. Sarah Brooks, Permissions Assistant), on 
February 15, 2012. 

Nota: El 15 de febrero de 2012 se recibió autorización de los editores: Nature 
Publishing Group (Ms. Sarah Brooks, Permissions Assistant) para publicar este extracto 
de la entrevista en la página web de la Academia Colombiana de Ciencias Exactas, 
Fisicas y Naturales (www.accefyn.org.co)  

 


