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Lucy could join ranks
of top museum draws

# 940 daily
visits on average
tops predictions
by nearly 200

By ALLAN TURNER

HOUSTON CHRONICLE

With more than 53,000
tickets sold and the lucrative
holiday season yet to come,

, Lucy — the 3.2 million-year-
“-old skeletal remains of an early
human ancestor — may prove

to be one of the most popular
exhibits ever mounted by the
Houston Museum of Natural
~—R§" of Monday morning,
more than 43,200 visitors had
viewed the exhibit, which
opened Aug. 31, and an addi-
tional 10,045 had purchased
advance tickets for later view-
ings. Museum spokeswoman
Latha Thomas said average
daily attendance stood at 940
— almost 200 more than mu-
seum officials had anticipated.

If such trends continue, Tho-
mas said, Lucy may join last
year’s Body Worlds 3: The Ana-
tomical Exhibition of Real Hu-
man Bodies, a creative presenta-
tion of polymer-infused cadav-
ers created by German scientist
Gunther von Hagens, in the
golden circle of the museum’s
top attractions. The wildly
popular exhibit drew more than
500,000 visitors, roughly dou-
bling the attendance of the next-
closest contender.

The Houston display of Lucy
marks the first time the Aus-
tralopithecus hominid fossil has
been exhibited outside Ethio-
pia, where it was discovered 33
years ago. The exhibit brought
acclaim for the Houston science
museum, which is among the
most visited museums in the na-
tion, but also criticism.

Famed paleontologist Rich-
ard Leakey accused the museum
of using Lucy as a “prostitute”
to sell exhibit tickets, and oth-
ers worried that the fossil might
be damaged while on tour.

Museum officials have as-
sured that special measures
have been taken to safeguard
the fossil.

“I do think it’s affected at-
tendance positively,” Thomas
said of the controversy. “Most
people realize that this is their
one chance to see the original
fossil. This may be a once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity.”

Although no longer believed
to be the world’s oldest hominid
fossil, Lucy, standing a mere 3
feet 8 inches tall, continues to
fascinate the scientific world.
Lucy, whose body likely re-
sembled a chimpanzee, clearly
walked upright. Her small brain
cavity undercut the scientific
belief that a large cranium

up to 65 percent of attendance
of some other exhibitions.

Last year, more than half a
million people viewed the Body
Worlds exhibit, which featured,
among others, corpses posed as
poker players and gymnasts. Six
weeks into the exhibit, average
daily attendance exceeded
2,300 — more than double the
daily traffic for Lucy at the same
point. Body Works closed in Au-
gust 2006 with an around-the-
clock showing.

Six weeks into its run, the
second-ranking draw, Titanic:
The Artifact Exhibit, drew an av-
erage of 1,390 people a day.

With more than 3 million
paid admissions in 2006, the
Houston museum was the na-
tion’s third-most-popular. For
more than a decade, it has been
among the nation’s five-best-
patronized museums.
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Thomas said of the exhibit.
“Bringing Lucy to Houston was
an accomplishment not just for
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100 artifacts of ancient Africa.
Thomas said visits during
the coming holiday season
likely will make Lucy one of the
museum’s top exhibits.
contributing will be school
tours, which have accounted for
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