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Gilbert lecture 
Transcription 

Heike Zech: 

Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to the Victoria and Albert Museum, but most importantly welcome 

to the first ever annual Rosalinde and Arthur Gilbert Collection on the History of Collecting. My name 

is Heike Zech, and I’m the Senior Curator of the Gilbert Collection here at the V&A. And as such, I, 

first of all, I want to thank all of you for coming here today to listen to us. And just look around, it’s a 

really great turnout and, we quite, well it just goes to show what a hunger there is for this subject 

matter.  

Of course, as Curator of the Gilbert Collection, I also want to take the opportunity to thank the 

Gilbert Trust for the Arts for generously funding this new lecture series at the V&A. And as the word 

‘annual’ implies, this is going to be the first in what we hope will be a long series that soon will 

become a treasured tradition at the V&A in its own right. And of course I also want to take the 

opportunity to give you a bit of context on why the Gilbert Trust and the Gilbert Collection support 

this kind of venture. 

The Gilbert Collection was formed by the collector couple Rosalinde and Arthur Gilbert between 

London where both of them were born and Los Angeles where they choose to live from 1949. They 

started collecting in the 1960s. And I think it’s fair enough to say that the idea, the ideas of it that 

were around from the 1960s then gave rise to the entire area of the history of collecting as a 

research subject also influenced them in their collecting. 

Since 2008, the collection has been here at V&A. And the galleries have just reopened just around 

the corner from here. Some of you might already have been. If not, I would invite all of you to go in 

search of this lovely parrot just down as you encounter the silver galleries to the right, and then as 

you stand in front of the leopard, turn left and look for the swan. So, as you see it’s a lot of animals 

involved. And if you still can’t find it, the current V&A map also features the Gilbert silver swan. 

The collection is characterised by the collector’s great eye for exquisite craftsmanship, but also a 

passion for precious materials as you can easily see here, diamonds and gildedsilver, and their 

fascination with famous collectors who preceded them. So, they were actively looking for pieces that 

came from famous early modern collections. And some of the collectors who owned pieces that are 

now in the Gilbert Collection are Emperor Rudolf, for example, Frederick the Great of Prussia whose 

famous gold boxes are now in the Gilbert Collection.  

I've had also Randolph Hearst and even Enrico Caruso. So, it’s a really lavish mix, just as the 

collection is very diverse. They also had, and I think this is quite crucial, they had the support of 

experts, be it experts and scholars on the history of collecting, but also connoisseurs and specialists 

on the various materials they loved and went for. And as a result, the collection that has now found 

its long term home at the V&A comprises around 1200 objects, masterpieces in four categories, 

which some of them are more straightforward. Others are quite unique. 

Goldsmith work, and we have it here, gold boxes, in particular 18th century snuff boxes painted 

enamel miniatures. So, quite specific. And possibly the most idiosyncratic of them all,micromosaics . 

And if you go to the galleries, you will see how fantastic they are. They are shown here in four 

galleries. And the Gilberts I think, as you will see when you go to the galleries, exemplified very much 

a combination of the collecting efforts and ambitions that you would have seen in early modern 

collectors.  
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While at the same time, clearly aiming for museum displays and a museum context as we know it 

today. And this is very much exemplified in their collecting motto, “Not for us, but for everyone.” 

And this is very much what the Gilbert Trust has made its own purpose and is continuing to follow 

with a couple of curatorial staff working on the collection. But as we all know, any collection is more, 

or has the potential to be more than the sum of its parts. And it is that very reason that the Gilbert 

Trust and the V&A far wider work beyond the mere curatorial side.  

Even so, we even have an early career training post from the Gilbert Trust supporting the V&A. So, 

conservation is something the trust looks at, learning and of course research. And in particular, the 

support of the V&A’s Research Institute. Tonight is therefore a celebration of the Gilbert’s legacy, 

but also of the V&A as it goes into the future with the Gilbert Collection as part of it. And I’m here 

and very proud to see that months of planning for many, many colleagues around the museum and 

from all of you from outside the institution, our collaboration partners and the speakers are now 

coming to fruition. It’s very, very exciting. And I want to thank all of you, all of them who were 

involved, Bill, Lisa. And I now think it’s time actually to hand over to Lisa Skogh from our V&A 

Research Institute where she is leading a project with Bill I think which has the lovely title, ‘Opening 

the Cabinet of Curiosities’ and Lisa I think will do that for us just now with an introduction to the 

subject at hand tonight. Thank you very much.   

Lisa Skogh: 

Thank you Heike Zech for the introduction, and thank you so much for enabling this fruitful 

collaboration between the V&A Research Institute and the Gilbert Trust. Let me see, oops, no, oops. 

There we go. We’ll keep this one. 

Ladies and gentlemen, it is with great pleasure that I introduce to you the first Gilbert lecture in the 

history of collecting. In this new lecture series, we intend to celebrate the field of the History of 

Collecting, where it came from and where it will be going. We decided that this inaugural lecture 

should be focused on a ground-breaking publication called ‘The Origins of Museums: The Cabinet of 

Curiosities in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth- century Europe’, published by Oxford University Press in 

1985.  

Its first edition of 400 copies sold out in three months and reprinted about a year later, only to end 

up out of print soon again. This book with its international visionary approach focuses on varied 

cultural landscape and thematic approaches which ever since its first edition has been widely used in 

teaching at universities across disciplines and national boundaries. 

Very few scholars, however, own their own copy, and even though still 30 years later we are 

referring to this publication that stemmed from two very learned men, err, at the Ashmolean in 

Oxford, the late Oliver Impey and the still flourishing Arthur MacGregor. The publication was a result 

of a conference that took place over five, apparently exceedingly hot, days in Oxford in 1983 when 

celebrating the tercentenary of the Ashmolean.  

The concept of this conference came from Oliver Impey, Curator of the Japanese collections and 

Arthur MacGregor, Curator of Antiquities at the Ashmolean. The immediate scholarly success of the 

conference and its subsequent publication with the same name was in 1989 followed by the launch 

of the ‘Journal of the History of Collections’ founded by team Impey and MacGregor.  

The late Oliver Impey began his studies in the field of Zoology at Merton College, Oxford before 

starting a career at Sotheby’s in London where he remained until 1967 when he returned to Oxford 

then, as a curator for their Japanese collections at the Ashmolean. Oliver Impey himself was a 
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collector and a connoisseur, and his scholarship on Japanese ceramics and chinoiserie aimed for the, 

er, West is still today very much referenced.  

We are honoured here today to have Doctor Jane Mellanby, Mrs Oliver Impey, and Doctor Edward 

Impey with us here tonight. Arthur MacGregor graduated in prehistoric, er, archaeology from the 

University of Edinburgh and worked subsequently as Director of York Archaeological Trust, before 

spending almost 30 years at the Ashmolean as Curator for Antiquities.  

He has published extensively on various topics including the collections of Charles I, Sir Hans Sloane 

and most recently ‘The Cobbe Cabinet of Curiosities’. He’s also the co-general editor of the multi-

volume ‘Paper Museum of Cassiano dal Pozzo with the Royal Collection. He has just finished a new 

book titled, ‘Company Curiosities on the East India Company’ which we are looking forward to 

reading. 

To quote yet another important collecting historian who was today very much looking forward to 

this very event, um, the sadly recently deceased Giles Waterfield who said that, “There is very little 

that MacGregor does not know about historic collections.” And he continues and that, “He largely 

invented the idea of the history of museums together with Oliver Impey.”  

Now, about two years ago I asked Arthur if we at the V&A would have the honour to celebrate the 

30th anniversary of ‘The Origins of Museums’. The idea to celebrate the entire academic field of the 

History of Collecting from this, er, co-edited publication, as well as discussing the evolution of the 

field and where it in the future will lead.  

This event was also largely to celebrate Arthur MacGregor and his astonishing scholarship. Arthur 

and I had an ideal keynote speaker and we thought that this person has taken the field even further 

into new academic territories, and had equally become a source of inspiration for new generations 

of scholars.  

When approaching Professor Paula Findlen of Stanford University, she replied with enormous 

enthusiasm, “How could I resist such a wonderful invitation?” And she continued to say, thinking of 

the idea of celebrating the volume that played such a crucial role in her decision to enter this field, 

“Well it is just too wonderful” she wrote to me. I hope it was okay I mentioned it. I’m sure that many 

of you here today feel the same, that this publication opened up your eyes and made you take 

unexpected journeys down new and exciting paths. So, it’s therefore with great privilege that I, on 

behalf of The Ashmolean, can announce that in the spring of 2017 they will republish, um, ‘The 

Origins of Museums’ at the time of the 400th anniversary of the exhibition on Elias Ashmole.  

Paula Findlen is the Ubaldo Pierotti Professor of Italian History at Stanford University and Director of 

the Suppes Center for History and Philosophy of Science and Technology. She received her Ph.D 

from University of California, Berkeley and has held numerous posts at distinguished academic 

institutions such as Harvard University before she arrived at Stanford. She is the co-author of… She is 

the author of numerous prize-winning publications, amongst them, ‘Possessing Nature: Museums, 

Collecting and Scientific Culture in Early Modern Italy’ that came out in 1994, which is a book that 

has had a similar impact on scholarship as, ‘The Origins of Museums’. 

She has co-authored several books including, ‘Merchants and Marvels: Commerce, Science and Art 

in Early Modern Europe’ with Pamela H. Smith. And she has received, er, numerous honours, prizes 

and international recognition for her ground-breaking scholarship. Please give a warm welcome to 

Professor Paula Findlen. 
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Paula Findlen: 

Thank you so much for this wonderful opportunity. I, erm, I don’t believe I’ve ever actually given a 

talk in such a splendid lecture hall. And so, let me start by thanking all of the people who made this 

possible. Thanks to Bill Sherman. Thanks to Lisa Skogh. Thanks to the entire group at the V&A 

Research Institute. And of course to Arthur MacGregor for giving me this opportunity, ah, to give the 

first Gilbert lecture. 

This has offered me a truly wonderful occasion to think about how the subject of the History of 

Collecting has evolved. Since I first began to think about this as a graduate student in the 1980s, 

fresh from my own experience of giving tours in a small house museum in the town I grew up in 

outside of New York City that was then in the early stages of becoming a public museum.  

In retrospect, my experience of this Museum called Caramoor, a summer home to a New York 

banker named Walter Rosen and his wife Lucy Bigelow, whose style of collecting was inspired in part 

by Isabella Stewart Gardner and led them to create a lived environment out of museum pieces and 

emphasise the importance of collecting historical furniture, furnishings, and parts of buildings, even 

more than works of art, was the essential first step for me in falling in love with the early modern 

‘Cabinet of Curiosities’.  

And I should add anecdotally that the first time when I was a college student when I had a chance to 

come into London, the first museum I wanted to see was the Victoria and Albert, because I had 

understood from the experience of working at Caramoor that this was the largest of that kind of 

museum that was not a traditional museum and had very different kinds of things, you know, 

making this invitation all the more personally meaningful for me. Um… 

Giving tours of a Mediterranean inspired home that still bore the very personal touch of the people 

who had only recently lived with the artefacts in this collection - they had slept in a Barberini bed or 

alternately in a gothic room filled with Tyrolean peasant furniture; they had read books in a 

Burgundian library,;they had enjoyed musical performances beneath a carved Baroque ceiling;  they 

had dined in an 18th-century room possibly designed by Tiepolo, but certainly filled with Chinoiserie 

- I was struck at the very beginning of the 1980s by what it meant to turn the subjective, highly 

intimate, indeed lived experience, of things into a modern curated museum. As it turns out, I was 

not the only person thinking about these issues in that period. And in graduate school, I began to 

encounter the scholarship on the history of museums and collecting. So, what follows this evening 

are some reflections on what this subject looked like in the 1980s and its origins in a classical 

scholarship from the beginning of the 20th century which curators, art historians and historians 

rediscovered in the late 20th century. Um.. I also hope, though I may save more of this for the 

conversation we’re going to have after the lecture, to offer a few remarks on the state of the subject 

today, um, when interest in the historical phenomena of collecting and the modern museums 

indebtedness to a wide variety of pre-cursors has truly reshaped not only how we think about 

collecting and curating, but the very experience of the contemporary museum. 

From the vantage point that we have today in 2016, it is virtually impossible to remember a time 

when we could talk about the early modern Cabinet of Curiosities without mentioning Oliver Impey 

and Arthur MacGregor’s ‘Origins’… Have I gone in the wrong direction or…? Let me stop for a second 

here while we get the technology right. Okay, there we go. We will move here. Alright, there we go.  

Virtually impossible to think of that time where we could talk about this subject without mentioning 

Impey and MacGregor’s ‘Origins of Museums’. First published in 1985, based on the conference 

proceedings of a symposium, as Lisa was just saying, held at Oxford two years earlier to 
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commemorate the tercentenary of the Ashmolean Museum, and reprinted in 2001, it has become 

the touchstone and essential point of reference for the enormous amount of work on, and thinking 

about, cabinets of curiosities in the past 30 years.  

Well, Arthur MacGregor’s edited volume on ‘Tradescant’s Rarities’ which beautifully traced the 

origins of Elias Ashmole’s 1677 bequest to Oxford by reconstructing the history of the famous 17th -

century collection of the two adventurers John Tradescant, father and son. And here I just want to 

kind of point you to… I was able to find a photo of the way the Tradescant Collection was displayed 

in the lobby of the Ashmolean, and at least online the photo was dated 1922, it gives you a sense of, 

you know, the many stages of the collection within the cabinet within the cabinet within the 

museum. You know, that period were working within this period, right? 

So, you know, the starting point of this whole subject, you know, is what to do, you know, with the 

many lives and afterlives of this famous 17th century collection that first began in South Lambeth, 

the dubious means by which Elias Ashmole acquired it from Tradescant the younger. Erm, and here 

we have the story of, you know, the preface, right, to Arthur’s volume here, um, and the story of a 

suitable room becoming available in 1976, right, that led to the redisplay of objects and to things 

that Arthur could talk about much more knowledgably than I will that led to the 1983 publication 

prior to ‘Origins of Museums’. 

In short, what we’re talking about is the way in which the invisibility of these histories was becoming 

more and more visible in the 1970s and certainly by the 1980s.  

LAUGHING 

The story of The Ashmolean of course has become one of the canonical stories of what it means to 

have a private cabinet, um, become a public museum. As of 1683, even charging, for those of you 

who don’t know, visitors differential fees depending on their status to fully monetarise the value of 

seeing curiosities for a broad and diverse public.  

Now, all of this predated, briefly, ‘The Origins of Museums’ by these two short years. But again, what 

I want to point to you, turning to the volume that, that Arthur co-edited with his colleague Oliver 

Impey, is the scope and quality of the 33 essays in this second volume which offered late 20th 

century readers an unparalleled opportunity to see just how rich and diverse the history of the 

cabinets of curiosity was.  

Re-reading ‘The Origins of Museums’ for this occasion, which I was just doing over the last few 

weeks, I am still in utter awe of the breadth of vision brought to this project. With no effort to claim 

comprehensiveness, Impey and MacGregor’s volume presented 33 well-chosen case studies in 

different kinds of cabinets of curiosities in the 16th and 17th century. There were many instants also 

talking about their afterlives in a more modern era. Princely, mercantile, scientific, medical, religious 

cabinets, individual collections, institutional repositories between Oxford and St Petersburg, from 

the glittering Kunstkammer of Prague, Dresden, Kassel and Copenhagen, to the private studies of 

early modern scholars. 

All of these things were on display in this, and still are on display, in this wonderful book. But the 

volume did far more than that, it also explored why and how people collected many different kinds 

of objects. Including, for instance, the object that is mentioned by Oliver Impey at the end of his 

wonderful article. This last item here that I’ve shown up is a Japanese lacquer box created in the late 

1630s as a gift for the wife of a Dutch East India official, described by Impey as one of the treasures 

of the Victoria and Albert Museum. So yes, even a bit of the V&A was in this wonderful volume. 
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As a result, ‘The Origins of Museums’ was one of those unique kinds of books that took its readers 

on many different itineraries between the covers. Indeed, circumnavigated the globe following 

European merchants, missionaries, sailors, colonial settlers and scholars in the quest for curious 

things. Now, if I may offer a bit of a personal reflection on my own relationship to this volume. 

In 1985, I was in graduate school, mostly at Berkeley, but that particular year I was a visiting student 

at the University of Chicago, where I heard from a friend who was taking a course with an 

anthropologist on the history of collecting that this volume was about to appear. And I eagerly 

rushed to the Seminary Co-op Bookstore in Chicago to see if I could find it. It was too expensive to 

buy on a graduate student budget, but I returned frequently to the bookstore throughout that 

winter to admire its contents.  

Finally, the library required it after I made multiple requests, because after all it was a rather 

expensive library acquisition as well. At which point, I was the first person to take it out and I 

photocopied the entire book [laughing], being careful not to break the binding so they wouldn’t 

make me pay for it, and pored over its impressively encyclopaedic bibliography. Filled not only with 

a polyglot list of books and articles, there are few bibliographies in as many languages as this 

particular book. 

Erm, but also, and I think this is quite important, with numerous citations of manuscripts in archives 

that I and other scholars one day hoped to visit. It was like a roadmap through an entire subject. I 

looked at this book and I said to myself, there's not one but an infinite number of dissertations that 

could be made out of researching all of the different avenues that this book opens up. And this is still 

true today. In this audience, I am sure are people far younger than I am who are continuing to turn 

to this book as one of the resources, right, for thinking about how to dig into this or that particular 

story of the History of Collecting. 

Even this was not enough to sate my curiosity about Impey and MacGregor’s ‘Origins of Museums’. 

And so, as it turned out in that period, I had relatives who were temporarily posted working in 

London. Um. And I said to them, “If there's one thing I could have as a present,” when they asked me 

at some point for a birthday or a holiday, “It would be a copy of this book.” Well, they eventually 

were able to acquire a copy. I think it was of that you know, second reprint, you know, probably. And 

they said this had been the most challenging book they had ever tried to find because it was selling 

out so quickly in many places, it was in such high demand.  

Since even the 2001 reissue is now commanding exorbitant prices on Amazon, I am very pleased to 

hear that we’re about to have another reprint. Um, and again, I think this is a great and timely 

opportunity to be reflecting on the kind of scholarship in the history of museums and collecting that 

has emerged since its publication in 1985 and the numerous ways in which the cabinet of curiosities 

has gone in these three decades. 

From being a subject of scholarly and museological interest to a kind of modern avatar. A way of 

being, thinking and expressing one’s relationship to objects that has made the cabinet of curiosities 

nowadays not only a subject for an audience of the kind that’s in this room, but an icon of popular 

culture. To such a degree that even people who don’t know an aka of German nonetheless can talk 

easily of the Wunderkammer. 

If Impey and MacGregor’s ‘Origins of Museums’ was in its own way a cabinet of cabinets, the 

veritable flood of literature in many languages both during and since its appearance forms a vast and 

delightfully infinite cabinet of interdisciplinary scholarship. So, what was going on circa 1983? What 



7 
 

was in the water so to speak? And this is where I want to take you on a brief tour of other books that 

were also in the work at this time. 

A book that was discussed in the seminar I was at this afternoon very briefly, so I was pleased to 

hear somebody else who also knew the importance of the work of the Italian art historian Adalgisa 

Lugli who in 1983, the same year of the conference, published her ‘Naturalia et Mirabilia’, erm, an 

essay on encyclopaedic collections on the Wunderkammer of Europe, you know, alas, never 

translated. This was followed interestingly in her case only a few years later by her Wunderkammer 

exhibit at the 42nd Venice Biennale.  

Right, so, Lugli was the kind of art historian who understood something very presciently given what’s 

happened in the past 15 years about the relationship between artistic practice and art historical 

scholarship on this subject. In fact, the final chapter of her book, erm, takes us into a subject that 

was not part of the ‘Origins’but has become very much part of the subject nowadays because she 

talks about the interest in the Surrealist and also in Contemporary artists in the late 20th century in 

cabinets. Um, that was a subject that virtually did not exist, and it is very unfortunate that she is no 

longer around today to talk about this subject because she would have much to say on this. 

One year before her book appeared, in 1982 a young German art historian named Horst Bredekamp 

published a provocative but in that period obscure and little known essay, erm, on ‘Antiquities and 

the Machine’ that eventually became a short book in German, erm, and then 10 years after it 

appeared as a book in German, which was in 1985, then it was translated into English, has been 

translated into many languages. 

So, this by contrast to Lugli’s work is an essay on the world of the Kunstkammer erm and the 

Wunderkammer that is circulated widely. Erm, in contrast to someone like Lugli, right, or to the 

project of ‘Origins of Museums’, Bredekamp was much more interested in literally assaying, right, 

the conceptual world of the late Renaissance cabinet. He was very interested, for instance, in 

thinking about this relationship, as he puts it, between art, antiquities and machines, right, and 

trying to think about the assemblage of these things and the interplay between these objects.  

Again, this is a subject that has become quite important, and his work and the work of others has 

inspired a whole, you know, genre of scholarship that tries to look at the relationship between art, 

nature, technology, you know, and the world, you know, the world that both is inspired and inspires 

these technologies in this earlier period. So, this again was part of this wider scholarship that was 

going on of making the Kunst and Wunderkammer a highly interdisciplinary subject that seemed 

almost to define itself.  

Other, by now, essential scholarship written equally by historians and art historians, erm, was also in 

the making in this period, erm, and then began to emerge much more strongly in the late 1980s and 

of course the early ‘90s. And again, without trying in any way to be comprehensive but just as a 

touchstone I want to point to some of the other authors, right, who were working, had been writing 

essays again in the, you know, late ‘70s, early ‘80s, that then became books not long after ‘The 

Origins’ appeared.  

Erm, you know, for instance of course, you know, the French historian Krzysztof Pomian who dubbed 

this age ‘the age of curiosities’, right? Pomian was especially, again, interested in the conceptual 

aspects as well as the empirical reconstruction. Erm, he has theorised the historical phenomena of 

collecting indeed coined, erm, and used the term ‘semiofor’to describe the process by which certain 

objects become dynamic barriers of meaning and cease to become barriers of any meaning. 
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Erm, How do objects enter and exit collections? This was one of the questions that he asked and 

answered quite famously in his series of essays that eventually became, erm, his well cited book on, 

as it is titled in English ‘Collectors and Curiosity’. At the same time that Pomian was doing this work, 

a talented Italian historian whose work very much inspired my own and was the first essay in 

‘Origins’, Giuseppe Olmi, began to do his work. 

Excuse me, I put this in a somewhat different order, but I’ll go back to Filipczakin a second. Erm, 

Olmi, both on his own and in collaboration with an Italian art historian Lucia Tongiorgi Tomasi, who I 

was just talking with yesterday because I’m trying to get an image from the Pisan Collection, erm, 

were working on,  fascinated by the interplay between science and art in the Italian renaissance and 

began to write a series of essays on the Italian Renaissance Naturalists and their important role, 

much like the German Princes, in the collecting culture of this period. 

In the case of Olmi, this eventually grew into a book of essays much like Pomian’s that brought 

together his thinking over a couple of decades. His book, also unfortunately not translated into 

English, called ‘The Inventory of the World’. And finally, of course, although I put it in the middle 

here so I have to go back to this for a second, the American art historian Zirka Filipczakwas busy 

studying another subject that is not discussed in the ‘Origins of Museums’ though there is an essay, 

there is some discussion generally of Dutch collections but not of which she ended up discussing in 

great detail, right? 

Why the 17th century Dutch enthusiastically commissioned and inspired painted portraits of their 

collections. This has become such an important subject, and her book, also appearing in the late 

‘80s, was a very early and timely, erm, intervention in this subject. And finally, last but hardly least, 

erm, her French counterpart, also an art historian Antoine Schnapper assisted Pomian in remedying 

something that Impey and MacGregor lamented, I think because of something that had happened 

with one of their colleagues, they lamented the absence of discussions of French collecting. 

Well, Schnapper, like Pomian, remedied this, erm, by offering rich and detailed studies of Ancien 

Régime collecting culture, and also at the same time encouraging people to revisit the earlier art 

historical scholarship on the relationship between collections of paintings and the culture of 

curiosity, erm, that would become essential to the historiography of this field, to the revisiting of the 

scholarship at the beginning of the 20th century. And as Lisa mentioned, by 1989 the first issue of 

the Ashmolean based ‘Journal of The History of Collections’ appeared and the field was fully 

launched. 

Last but hardly least, I want to mention the exhibit catalogues that began to appear on the subject of 

cabinets of curiosities. This produced a profusion of lavishly illustrated visual encyclopaedias to 

accompany the curious things on display at various times in different parts of the world. These 

virtual museums have transformed the experience of the cabinet of curiosities, previously the 

purview of a handful of specialists who were connoisseurs of this somewhat rarefied subject, instead 

into I think what we see today, a process of continual rediscovery of our effective relations with 

objects throughout the centuries. This is one of the essential issues that I think launched the exhibit 

culture of the cabinet of curiosities. In the spirit of Impey and MacGregor’s seminal work, they make 

the history of museums and collecting accessible, engaging a broad public whose experience of the 

cabinet of curiosities often begins not inside the pages of books, but instead, encountering a modern 

exhibit whether permanent or temporary, physical or digital, historical or contemporary. 

Or interestingly, another impulse that I think has come to matter much more, how do people 

encounter the cabinet of curiosities? Because it responds to their personal desire to build one’s own 
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cabinet and fill it with curious and interesting things. I am now at this point reminded of something 

the American conceptual artist Natasha Nicholson said after her encounter with yet another 

publication at the end of the 1980s. Stephen Jay Gould and Rosamond Purcell’s ‘Finders, Keepers’, a 

study of eight historical collectors.  

She reflected upon the occasion of an exhibit of her work at the art museum at the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison in 2000 that, “Reading ‘Finders, Keepers’ gave me ideas and feelings about 

things,  a historical legitimacy, and made my eye more demanding and less easily pleased.” This is a 

very articulate example of an artist’s response to the cabinet of curiosities, both subjectively and 

objectively. 

As I hope these comments have demonstrated, the subject of the Cabinet of Curiosities was truly 

reborn circa 1983. As I’ve already hinted The Ashmolean symposium of 1983 did not create the 

history of the cabinet of curiosities out of thin air. It was a rediscovery in the fullest sense. An 

opportunity in fact to take stock not only of the historical materials from which one could write the 

early history of collecting, but also to provoke a reassessment of the foundational and forgotten 

scholarship in this field at the beginning of the 20th century. 

More tangentially as I’m beginning to allude to, and I’ll get to this at the end of the talk, perhaps 

even unexpectedly, it helped to stimulate new artistic experiments with the idea of the cabinet. 

Alright. So, we need to think a little bit about how cabinet mania began. And like any interesting and 

rich subject, the question is always, no matter what origin we point to, it’s never exactly right. So, I 

and others have rightfully pointed to this image as the first engraved image of a cabinet, but it’s 

hardly the first cabinet. As Imperato himself would tell you, this Neapolitan apothecary,  

nor is the crocodile, the iconic crocodile at the top, a work of art. This is how we know we’re in a 

cabinet, right? It’s not a work of art. But if we go to the rather strange writings, erm, of the French 

Symbolist and artist Alfred Jarry, what does he say in 1903? The work of art by definition is a stuffed 

crocodile. And I wish I could show you at this moment, there is a very bad painting by Jarry that the 

last I heard is in a private collection in Fresno, California, so, one day I will get access to it if it is still 

there.  

It’s a very… The reproduction I saw one time thanks to an art history grad student at Santa Barbara 

who had been studying Jarry, erm, you know, you know, probably does justice to the true awfulness 

of the painting. Er, but what I will say about the painting is that it is interesting to imagine, you 

know, this obscure guy on the edge, and really kind of ridiculous guy in many ways, who writes 

ridiculous things and makes bad art, but on the edge of this, he creates a phrase that nowadays, not 

when I first found this phrase, but nowadays is all over the web. People have actually discovered this 

guy all over the web, although not his painting as it turns out because it’s in a private collection. And, 

you know, in many ways we kind of see this story as, you know, being part of the story of that 

rediscovery, right, the rediscovery of this, you know, that the cabinet itself is a work of art and 

therefore so is the crocodile in some way. 

Okay, but let’s take another origin that we often point to. Indeed, it’s been the subject of a 

wonderful, long awaited critical edition and translation, Samuel Quiccheberg’s ‘Inscriptiones’ of 

1565 often presented as ‘The First Treatise on Museums’. Erm, but Quiccheberg himself would say, 

no, this is a treatise on a museum that never existed. It’s a treatise on an imaginary, utopian, 

hypothetical museum inspired by, by memory theatres, inspired generally by the fascination with 

the theatre in the late Renaissance. You know, it is again not a beginning but a codification of ideas 

about how to arrange a German Princely cabinet and what it might contain. 
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So, once again, you know, the illusion of trying to find the origins, you know, pushes us in many 

different directions, not only backwards but sideways, um, with all sorts of afterlives of each and 

every one of these things. So, let me return really briefly to Alfred Jarry’s singular pronouncement 

that the crocodile is a work of art. This iconoclastic idea did not emerge simply from his own rather 

fertile imagination. 

Indeed, we should remind ourselves that he composed this painting and the words that 

accompanied it in the exact same years in which the Scottish archaeologist David Murray published 

his ‘Museums, Their History and their Use’ 1904, and shortly thereafter the Austrian art historian 

Julius von Schlosser was completing his book on the Kunst and Wunderkammer of the late 

Renaissance which appeared in 1908, right? So, this is I think not at all coincidental. 

This is again a sign that not only did we have circa 1983, but we also had circa 1900 as the other 

formative moment in the modern history of rediscovering the 16th and 17th century cabinet. The 

beginning of the 20th century was an important moment as we now know, and the emergence of a 

new historical consciousness about the idea of the Museum and the objects it contained in its 

earliest incarnation as a Cabinet of Curiosities. 

At the dawn of the 20th century, as Jarry actually understood very well, there was nothing more 

obsolete and more curious than those old, musty, decaying crocodiles which were not in modern 

natural history museums but kept in churches and cabinets where no-one seemed to look at them 

anymore. Unless you were someone like Schlosser or Murray.  

Now to give you a brief sense, for those of you who’ve not looked at these books, about what these 

books are like, Murray’s book is two volumes of over seven hundred pages of dense bibliography. It 

is the most important bibliographic work of reference for the early history of museums. Not an easy 

read, but again a book full of profitable insights and wonderful trails to follow. In his 1897 

presidential address to the Glasgow Archaeological Society, Murray lamented the lack of interest in 

this subject, stating at that point that there was not even an Encyclopaedia Britannic entry on the 

word ‘museum’.  

This was soon remedied and grew to enormous proportions by the middle of the 20th century. 

Problem solved. He also reflected in this period about his own love of skimming early catalogues, the 

printed catalogues of the cabinets of curiosities and eventually the travellers’ narratives that 

describe them over and over again. So, these were the two principle resources that he put together, 

the two foundations for how we study this field. And he said in this address in 1897, “It seemed to 

me” and it reflected on this then when he published the book in 1904, “It seemed to me that from 

such sources one could learn something of the idea of what a cabinet ought to be.” 

Well, he was quite right. And seven years, seven hundred pages later, this book finally appeared. By 

the time Murray completed his monumental study, he was struck even more acutely by the absence 

of this subject from the modern museum. And I think we can simply say now in retrospect that it’s 

not surprising that circa 1900 is the time for this reflection when we think about what we know 

nowadays about the history and evolution of various kinds of modern museums, right? 

By 1900, they had reached a fairly mature phase in their evolution since the late 18th century. So, 

this was a very interesting moment not only to reflect on the history of that institution in its many 

varieties, but to ask yourself what lay before. And also, more to the point, to ask yourself how one 

might curate objects in these modern collections that had belonged in earlier cabinets.  
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So, in other words, Murray was right but he was also wrong. Because, in fact, Julius von Schlosser, a 

leading figure in the Vienna School of Art History, was meditating on precisely this issue as a curator 

at the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna. Schlosser was acutely aware of the historical artefacts in 

his museum and was experimenting with what he could learn from reading early modern 

inventories. So, he introduces yet another document that then became absolutely essential to what 

we have done nowadays because some of those documents were beginning to be published. 

Like think of  Muntz’s publication in the 1880s of Medici inventories from the 15th century as an 

early example of what people publish in inventories, beginning to provide access to an otherwise 

inaccessible documentation that intrigued curious minds like Schlosser’s as he came across these 

and began to think about what these lists, what these post-mortem inventories and other kinds of 

list making that went on around early collections might do for understanding the history of objects. 

The Imperial Jubilee of 1907 provided Schlosser with just the right occasion to assemble his 

thoughts, complete with pioneering photographic documentation of surviving curiosities from the 

German Princely collections. Most especially the Archduke Ferdinand’s famous 16th -century cabinet 

at Schloss Ambras. All of this became a path breaking essay, right, the one we see here today in 

1908, erm, that resurrected the Wunderkammer as a subject of art historical interest. So, this is the 

kind of material that both people like Lugli and Schnapper were referring to when they talked about 

a revival of a subject, because they, unlike the historians, had a very specific curatorial reference 

point, right?  Because Schlosser’s question was rather different than Murray’s. Schlosser did want to 

understand what the relationship was between the evolution of the art museum and the world of 

the Wunderkammer, right, because he saw these objects, he had examples of these objects that had 

migrated into his own collections, you know, and reflected on this and wrote very much like 

MacGregor and Impey as a Curator thinking about the artefacts in front of him. 

One of the people we often forget in this story that I want to mention, because this is actually the 

first book on the history of museums I ever encountered before ‘Origins of Museums’ was published. 

Some of the work I was doing around 1983/’84, um,  when I had just arrived in California, erm, I was 

just beginning to wonder if museums had a history that was earlier than the 19th century histories I 

could get some access to, and I came across this book, which is so not discussed that I couldn’t even 

find a good reproduction of it online and didn’t have time to see if I could find it in the library. 

This is Alma Wittlin’s ‘The Museum: Its History and Its Task in Education’, published in 1949 when 

she was here in the UK. Erm, she is a figure that we ought to study more, just like Schlosser. And I 

should mention for those of you who don’t know that this year is, by the way, the centennial of 

Schlosser’s death, so, this past month there was a major exhibit and conference. I expect to see 

publications on Schlosser that come out of the celebrations in Vienna.  

He’s a figure that deserves to be studied much more. Well, Wittlin, um, was a Vienna Ph.D, one of 

those rare women Ph.D.’s of the early 20th century. She got her Ph.D in Vienna in 1925, so she is in 

her own way part of this Vienna school. But as a politically active Jew in Nazi Europe, she moved to 

the UK in 1937 and eventually moved to the US by the 1950s.  

Erm, this book that I’ve put up here was a product of her involvement with the University Museum 

of Archaeology and Anthropology at Cambridge. Erm, and what she focused on much more was the 

pedagogical aspects of this. So, she saw the history of the museums was very important in a kind of 

post-war pedagogue in the beginning of what we might think of as the origins of the kind of 

professionalization of museum studies that has led the UK, among other places, to play a leading 
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role in the development of Masters, um, and other programmes, right, for curatorial training, you 

know, subsequent to this. 

So, this is the kind of story that I’m trying to sort of think about now as we’re in this very reflective 

moment about the history of these things. But I also want to talk a little bit about some of the things 

that ‘The Origins of Museums’ did not do, erm, that have become so important particularly in the 

last 10 to 15 years. So, one of the things that ‘The Origins’ did not do was to assemble the 

iconography of the cabinet. 

It is a book filled with many images, but not a book that focuses on them, unlike Filipczak’s ‘Picturing 

Art in Antwerp’. So, I want to give, for those of you who might be less familiar with this history, um, 

than some of us who’ve studied it a lot, I wanted to give you a kind of quick little tour of how we 

might think of some of the visual aspects of the cabinet that have so interested people in recent 

years, right. Erm, the collection imagined over and over again, this example by Frans Francken the 

Younger is one of, the painted cabinet that he does in 1636 is one of many, many examples, 

primarily Dutch and Flemish, um, but not only, you know, er, European wide eventually, but with a 

heavy concentration, you know, in, erm, in Flanders and The Netherlands, of what it meant to 

imagine the cabinet, to assemble cabinets, both actual cabinets represented in their literal detail and 

other ones that were represented and remade in a kind of imaginary and ideal way much like 

Quiccheberg’s ‘Inscriptiones’. Erm.. 

We also see a type of visual documentation that we’ve since paid much more attention to that not 

only allow us to delight in the interplay of many different kinds of objects, that essential aspect of 

the cabinet of curiosity is what it meant to look at these objects together and not separately. But 

also, to pay enormous attention to how they are displayed, not only on tables like this but also in 

this kind of purpose-made furniture which was the subject of one of the essays in ‘Origins’, the 

Kunstschrank as it’s called in German.  

You know, the cabinet that contains things. When the cabinet is not a series of rooms in your home 

but is actually a tiny physical space. This is a very idealised cabinet, right. It idealises in this 18th 

century, you know, late 17th/18th -century Florentine example, right,  of what a cabinet should look 

like, what a cabinet should contain, you know, how to think about these things.  

By the middle of the 17th century, the visual documentation of the cabinet of curiosities not only 

showed you what collections looked like in homes and inside purpose built furniture, but also 

showed you examples of where to go and how to negotiate with the curiosity seller if you wished to 

build your own cabinet.  

Increasingly, right, relative to the 16th century, the early phase of the history of cabinets, it is safe to 

say by the mid to late 17th century we begin to see a growing documentation not only in inventories 

and other forms of textual, you know, records but also in these images of the commercial aspects, 

the commercial value of a cabinet, right, thatit is not simply for glory and honour, right, or for power 

and prestige, but that the cabinet also has a commercial value and is created in a commercial 

marketplace that includes specialists who sell curiosities to those who want them, right. So, that one 

doesn’t have to be an active collector, you can also be a passive collector. 

In fact, you can have somebody assemble the whole thing for you if you don’t even want to go to the 

shops. So, this is one of the things we begin to see documented much more carefully. And I think in 

recent years, we have paid much more attention to these commercial aspects of collecting than we 

did in the earlier scholarship. I remember that was one of my questions I had when I was doing my 

dissertation in the late 1980s. I never found people who talked about the price of things and yet I 
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knew not everything was simply a gift, right? And so, this became one of the questions that led 

Pamela Smith and I to do ‘Merchants and Marvels’. We really wanted to answer some of these 

questions, right, about, the, you know, the role of merchants and the way in which the market for 

curiosities and the market for art were completely intertwined.  

Now this seems completely banal to say, but it’s something we really have only been working out, 

you know, for, you know, the past, you know, 15 or so years. Erm, similarly, by the 18th century we 

begin to see depictions of the cabinet that is auctioned, including these types of auction catalogues. 

The earliest examples of them, we can date back to the early 17th century in The Netherlands. But, 

as people begin to look at this highly commercialised Dutch culture of collecting, they imitate this. 

So, this sale catalogue of the cabinet of Joseph Bonnier de la Mosson, a very famous natural history 

cabinet, erm, in early 18th century France, was partly inspired by the auctioneer’s trip, Gersaint’s 

trip to The Netherlands where he saw the way they bought and sold curiosities. He came back and 

he imitated this in the way he did this catalogue. But this collection also brings me to another part of 

what I want to point to nowadays which goes back to the sort of occasion in 1983 and the events 

that led up to it, which is the reassembling of what remains of these kinds of cabinets.   

Because in this particular instance, we cannot only see this very idealised monumental Rococo 

portrait of the cabinet at the height of its original glory, right, you know, a kind of utopian portrait, 

you know, of a cabinet. We cannotonly see the printed auction catalogue, not a catalogue but an 

auction catalogue for sale, but we can also go to the library of the museum, the Musee de Naturale 

in Paris, and see a portion of the furniture and the objects of this cabinet because part of it was 

bought and ended up there and eventually was restored, like so many of these collections, and put 

inside, er,  this particularly appropriate space, a modern natural history museum that has its origins 

in the 18th century. 

Now, this brings me to one of the things I’ve already mentioned in talking about the many different 

kinds of scholarships. And I’ve just put up a couple of early examples of what I’m calling the 

‘ephemeral cabinet’, cabinets that are not permanently reassembled the way we see, right, in this 

previous one, but that are temporarily assembled in an exhibit space for some months, right? And 

the primary record that we have of these kinds of cabinets and their influence on our thinking about 

cabinets lie in these exhibit catalogues. Like the collectors’ catalogue of the exhibit that was done at 

the National Gallery of Art in Washington DC fairly early on that inspired a number of artists who 

saw this. Um, and it was so popular, they extended the exhibit. I remember seeing it more than 

once. 

But this was one of these early ones that was occasioned by having one of these portraits of an early 

modern cabinet inside their permanent collection and wanting to build something around it. Or in 

the case of Joy Kenseth’s exhibit and exhibit catalogue at the Hood Museum at Dartmouth College in 

New Hampshire, erm, the occasion was much more this, you know, kind of sense that the cabinet of 

curiosities was becoming exhibit worthy, right, in this period. 

In the same vein, I want to point to because some of you may have seen this, one of the most recent 

travelling exhibits of a cabinet, erm, was actually an exhibit not of attempting to assemble, you 

know, a kind of age of wonder or an ideal version of an early modern collector’s cabinet with 

historical materials, but instead, erm, the exhibit of Florence Fearrington’s collection of catalogues 

and other rare books related to early natural history cabinets that opened at the Grolier in 2012 in 

New York City, um,  entitled ‘Rooms of Wonder from the Wunderkammer to the Museum’.  
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Um, this exhibit in many respects looks a lot like a rare book dealer’s catalogue of six years’ earlier 

that assembled a sort of books for sale under the same title ‘From Wunderkammer to Museum’. I 

think it was here in London as a matter of fact. So, this idea of constantly restoring, and this gets into 

the material culture, the ways in which the scholarly project and the material culture, the material 

possibilities of what we can do with the cabinets have multiplied, you know, in, in these, in recent 

decades.  

And for those of you who have never had any reason to go to Halle, I hope that my images here and 

brief discussion of the Francke cabinet that was restored again in the 1990s in Halle will interest you. 

This is, you know, this is, you know, a cabinet, erm, in a foundation that was first created in  1695 by 

a German cleric, a pietist named August Hermann Francke. Inside, a state of the art orphanage to 

offer the state of the art education to the young, poor and deserving who then went on to be 

German pietist missionaries all over the world, producing a steady stream of objects into an intact 

cabinet that was rediscovered in the political aftermath, right, of the, er, reunification of Germany 

and restored. 

And so that nowadays, if you go to Halle to the Francke Foundation, or for those of you who want a 

virtual tour you can look online and you'll see, you know, even more than the images I’m putting 

here of what they have done, again with the ubiquitous crocodile of course, but also the 18th 

century furniture that has been restored that contains, yes, many, many 18th century specimens.  

So, there are many, many other examples of cabinets like this that have been brought back to life, 

either temporarily, or in the case of the Francke Foundation or the, er,  Mosson cabinet in Paris 

permanently. Erm, these have also inspired references to historical cabinets that never existed, 

saved through the referenciality to ones that did. And in this respect of course, I have to take you 

back to my home state of California and to a place that has for a long time been a kind of cult 

favourite in the museum world and generally in the world of people enamoured with the cabinets, 

The Museum of Jurassic Technology. 

This is the ultimate riff on the cabinet of curiosities. As any of you who’ve read Lawrence Weschler’s 

‘Mr. Wilson’s Cabinet of Wonder’ know all too well. Um, you go inside this museum and you see all 

sorts of artefacts, real and imagined, all presented with the utter seriousness, right, which each label 

deserves, right? The antlers over the head, the horn that grew out of, er, you know, of a woman’s 

head that suspiciously resembles the famous horn of the Tradescant Collection.  

You can also see my, the, the one exhibit there that I’ve had some involvement with, the permanent 

exhibit that reconstructs, erm, a bit of the cabinet of Athanasius Kircher in the Roman College 

Museum, um,  and gives you a kind of LA style creation of entering the magic theatre of a 17th 

century baroque collection, erm, and seeing some of the strangest of his baroque instruments. Um, 

here is the original 1678 exhibit catalogue, many of whose illustrations inspired these objects that 

were made from it.  

Erm, but you can also take home the cabinet of curiosities at the Jurassic, including this lovely 

pamphlet that when I first read this thought, I, have a, you know, like Arthur, like any of us who 

know about the story of the Tradescant Collection have an odd relationship to this because we 

recognise that the story of Owen Thum, junior and senior, the gardeners from Billings, Montana, is 

entirely based on the story of the Tradescant senior and junior in South Lambeth, you know. But 

we’re among a handful of people who know that. 

So, then I asked myself, and of course I asked David Wilson, the creator of the Museum of Jurassic 

Technology, what does the rest of the audience make? And as he often does, he smiled and said, 
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“Well, they recognise that this is the history of my cabinet.” Right? And he’s quite right to say that. 

Erm, and in the spirit of the history of his cabinet of curiosities, one can also buy the lodestone at the 

heart of Kircher’s 17th century museum and take it home with you, along with of course Lawrence 

Weschler’s book about his experience of entering the Cabinet of Curiosities. 

 

This leads me to a larger question that I want to end this talk with at this point. Who possesses the 

cabinet of curiosities today? I think in many respects, the people who perhaps possess it the most 

are the public and possibly also the artists who are so inspired by this. Perhaps even more than 

scholars like myself who’ve spent so much time looking at the manuscript and printed materials that 

allowed us to reconstruct the historic entity that was the cabinet of curiosities. 

So, I want to sort of briefly take you on a little bit of an eclectic tour of these things, of cabinets now 

and then. Of these artistic experiments with the idea of the cabinet that are proliferating in so many 

different directions. Of course, historians and art historians possess the cabinet. Curators too know 

that they possess the cabinet. Collectors certainly know that they possess the cabinet, and so do a 

number of dealers who also think of this as a highly saleable, the real historical artefacts, the 

simulated cabinet of curiosities as a highly saleable object much like the curiosity seller in 17th 

century Holland. 

But some of the most interesting experiments with the meaning of the cabinet of curiosities are 

emerging today and have been emerging for some time in the art world, erm, in this period. We can 

buy cabinet of curiosities books online ad infinitum, and we can also see modern cabinets of 

curiosities all over the world. To pick one early and iconic example that really pre-dates this new 

phenomena, think of the many, many shadow boxes of Joseph Cornell, the early to mid-20th century 

American artist, right, who was in part inspired by the Surrealists, but in part seems to have been 

possibly very much his own thing to constantly create exhibits. 

Is it inspired literally by the cabinet of curiosities? Is it a coincidence? Was it something already in 

the air? You know, this is a little bit hard to trace. It’s something I think we still need to tease out, 

what leads some of these isolated experiments with cabinets of curiosity on the artistic side in the 

earlier part of the 20th century. But certainly by the late 20th century, the relationship between 

artistic experimentation, erm, and the, the,the, er, the historical cabinet had been made quite 

explicit and concrete. And this is one of the reasons you can buy Joseph Cornell in a box nowadays 

and remake him yourself.  

You know, I just found this online recently and hope to get one fairly soon. Erm, I used to think that, 

that the main perpetual exhibits globally on display somewhere in the world at any time were a 

handful of artistic subjects that have become so canonical as to be objects of perpetual desire. We 

all know this list. Leonardo, the impressionist, your favourite Dutch painter and so forth. But I’ve 

come to believe in recent years that the cabinet of curiosities, the room of wonders, the chamber of 

marvels, has joined this elite group of ‘super exhibits’. And so, let’s take a little bit of a tour of this, 

with an important difference relative to these other kinds of perpetual exhibits. Because the cabinet 

is not one but an infinity of things.  

It is not a single artist. It is not a particular artefact, right? It is constantly an assemblage and a re-

assemblage of many different things. Its authorship lacks in other words the historical cache, right, 

of the great work of art. But it’s very historicity. It’s its historical form that makes it meaningful and 

constantly worth playing with. So, for example, the American artist Rosamond Purcell, right, 

described by the magician Ricky Jay as the doyenne of decay, right.  
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Her fascination with, and photography of, historical specimens is unparalleled. And of course, it’s 

inspired many other photographers and artists who have worked from her works, much like the one 

I mentioned who I’ll get to in a second, right. And of course, her own interest in historic specimens 

ultimately led her to do a full-scale reconstruction, right, reinterpretation of Ole Worm’s famous 

17th century museum in Copenhagen based of course on this very iconic image in his 1655 

catalogue. 

But this was long after she’d begun to do the kind of work that made her famous, of old objects 

largely in natural history museums and ethnographic museums. Some of them delightful, some of 

them disturbing, all of them old, musty, and seemingly forgotten until she brought this kind of 

nostalgic patina to them. Erm, but again not entirely forgotten because in the same period that 

there was this curatorial impulse to begin to clean up these objects and think of what to do to them 

was also going on. 

So, her dialogue between curators, scholars and artists has been absolutely central to her work, as 

she talks about in her numerous catalogues that she has done either singularly or in a number of 

cases co-authored with, er, Steve Gould. Natasha Nicholson who I quoted, the woman who fell in 

love with ‘Finders, Keepers’ by Gould and Purcell, erm, over quite a number of years in her studio in 

Madison, Wisconsin, erm, created her cabinet which has since been displayed in a number of 

different places and I think I found my interpretation of the source of inspiration which I’ll just give 

you a little bit of a taste of here. 

To go back to this image, if we think about this relationship here, she again is another person, 

reading deeply I first met her when she was working on this because she was reading all this work by 

people like me and Arthur and a number of us in the room and wanted to talk with us while she was 

doing her artistic work. Not because in her instance, unlike Purcell, she was putting any particular 

historic objects in the cabinet but because she wanted to understand this as a parallel story in the 

way she herself thought as a conceptual artist about objects and how she assembled objects, about 

her relationship to things, right? 

This movement from text to objects, right, seems to be absolutely essential not only to the artistic 

interest, but also to the kind of curatorial practices by both artists and by museum curators around 

this contemporary work. And of course, I absolutely have to mention, because he’s done more of 

these than anyone, is Mark Dion, right, another American artist who seems to be perpetually making 

a cabinet somewhere in some place, often  in more than one place at the same time in virtually 

every different part of the world. 

And I was really thrilled today to hear that in 2018 there will hopefully be, there will be an exhibit, of 

er, you know, here that will bring Dion into the V&A. So, stay tuned for this. We will all want to come 

back and see what he does in this particularly interesting space. But again, for those of you who 

haven’t spent time looking at Dion’s historical cabinets, you know, the first one here over on, erm, 

you know, on your right is, you know, from, the you know, the Thames, er, you know, the Tate 

Thames, you know, dig that he did. And I’m not going to go through each one as far as where it was.  

The other one is from MoMA in New York. Erm, you know, he has a lot of training in archaeology. He 

brings in this instance this very archaeological sensibility, right. He likes to dig things up. He likes to 

dig around, as he says repeatedly. He also is a big reader of this historical work that we’ve been 

celebrating today. Erm, but let’s just look in Paris. Erm, I forget where he did this one. He did various 

versions of this little miniaturised cabinet. Er, you know, this one that I think was, erm, in 

Montevideo, you know, fairly recently. 
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Erm, this one where he did something much more similar to Purcell, who has also inspired him, and 

incorporated and represented a very interesting historic collection of wood, right, that was made in 

the 18th century. It’s one of the very unique, you know, kind of specialised collection of a single 

artefact, right? Wooden boxes made of the material that then replicate all the different components 

of understanding, you know, these different woods, right, in a naturalistic way, but presented very 

artistically, right? So, designed a historical material that survives from the early modern period, 

designed to appeal to a contemporary artist like Dion.  

And the one I found most recently, I think is currently on exhibit at Vassar. So, this is the world of 

these perpetual exhibits. As Colleen Sheehy said at the Weisman Museum working with Dion, it was 

the bezoar I believe, that made all the difference. So, whether one wants to represent and focus on 

the objects in the collection, or whether the purpose, as Charles Willson Peale presented in his 1822 

self-portrait of himself, one wants to focus on the collector. The cabinet is not only around to stay, 

but thriving in so many different ways. 

I have often asked myself what Julius von Schlosser would have thought if he could observe the 

resurgence of interest in cabinets of curiosities in the 21st century. What would he have made of all 

this interdisciplinary work? The one thing I am certain of is that Schlosser, like us, would point to 

Oliver Impey and Arthur MacGregor’s ‘Origins of Museums’ as a landmark volume that truly drew 

attention to the subject in all its richness and complexity, giving it the new life that it deserved. And 

for all of these reasons, it is a special pleasure to have a chance to come here to London today and 

to talk about a book that has been so important to many of us in this field. Thank you very much. 

Bill Sherman: 

Thank you so much. Thank you very, very much Paula. Fantastic. And I’m Bill Sherman. I’m Director 

of Collections and Research here at the V&A. And I have the, er, pleasant task of thanking speakers 

etc. again while we set the table up for… Arthur, if you would join us up on stage as well. We’ll have 

just a quick conversation between Paula, Arthur and myself. And I would really like to give Arthur an 

opportunity just to say a few things, er, as we, er, join, er,  Paula here at the table. 

But let me just quickly thank everybody again for coming. It couldn’t really have been a better range 

of subjects for this first Gilbert Lecture on the History of Collecting and a better setting for that. Of 

course, we had last year the Alexander McQueen exhibition which for us set records. Er, most 

popular museum show in our history. And it had of course at its heart the cabinet of curiosities, and 

a very good example of the kind of contemporary museological riff. But at the same time, we were 

just finishing our reopened Europe, er, 1600 to 1815 galleries which also feature the cabinet based 

on Quiccheberg as well funnily enough. 

And now with the Gilbert Collection having just reopened the spectacular galleries just down that 

way, we’ve got a third cabinet within a cabinet. And so, it really feels the perfect, the ultimate. It will 

be hard to top this topic because it is the ultimate topic for us, but it’s also the perfect venture for us 

to discuss, the perfect moment for us to discuss this landmark publication. So, Arthur, first of all 

thank you. 

CLAPPING 

We will, we will keep this fairly brisk because we have drinks to celebrate the publication and the 

work and the lecture. And also, I’d like to open the floor in a minute to any questions that people in 

the audience might have. But, I mean the thing that I haven’t said of course, which is in some ways 

the elephant if not the parrot in the room, is it is hard to believe that it’s been 30 years, because it 

was for me also an absolute enabling landmark text. And, you know, it is one of those books that 
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both reminds us of our mortality and our trip through life, but also how fresh something can remain 

and how a book can be a companion all the way through your life. 

And I can think of a few of them that have enabled, Frances Yates, other ones that for me have that 

status,  but this is definitely on that very small shelf full of those enabling, er, accompany vade 

mecum books. So, thank you again Arthur. But do you wanna just start quickly with this question 

maybe that Paula introduced about what was in the water at that point? I’m just curious. Did she 

accurately capture all of the substances, er, and other things that were leading to the creation of 

this, this book? 

Arthur Gilbert: 

Yes. Well, I’m sure, I’m sure that er there was indeed something in the water because, erm,  I think it 

would be over much to claim that we invented everything. We simply, I think, capitalised on a kind 

of ground swirl that was just… We just arrived, we had the good fortune to arrive as the wave broke 

sort of thing. And so, when we were putting together the, the er, conference, er, we had no difficulty 

really in finding people who knew about, in great detail, about, er, individual areas. 

Erm, so I think the principle thing we did was to simply to bring them together and to, to provide a 

platform on which numbers of people who were already working, as I say, either in their own 

institutions or their own disciplines or their own, er, historical interests, to, to allow them to come 

together and to, erm, to share something of what they, what they had discovered. And I, I think 

that’s really the secret of the success of the book, to the degree that it was successful, is that you 

can go there, as you say, as a sort of vade mecum to introduce you to the, the landscape of 

collecting. 

Bill Sherman: 

I guess the next obvious question, and it’s really one that the two of you I suppose in your own work 

have, have answered. But the, the question really would be, looking back, it is extraordinarily 

capacious but it isn’t comprehensive, and as Paula said it was never meant to be. What do you think 

now is still the most pressing unfinished business in this, in this field that maybe the book opened up 

but hasn’t really started to, to address? I’d be curious what both of you feel. If we were doing 

‘Origins of Museums’ now, what would we need to have that we didn’t have then? 

Arthur Gilbert: 

Goodness me. Erm well I think, one of the things we would have already I think is rather more 

documentation than we had then. As Paula said, er, a great many of these documents were 

squirrelled away in middle Europe, er, where it was very difficult to get hold of them or they were in 

Latin or Danish or whatever it might be. And I think there has been,er,  in the meantime quite a 

movement towards making, it’s again it’s a question of accessibility, to make accessible a lot of 

these, erm er, a lot of these sources. 

And, erm, I would say that our own journal ‘The History of Collections’, for example, in the past few 

years we’ve started producing electronic appendices in which people can write forever about 

whatever, er,  subject they care that no self-respecting publisher would touch. But you. you can put 

it on the web and so, so sort of nerds like us can go there and recover so much more than was, than 

was possible only 30 years ago. [chuckles] Does that seem reasonable?  

Paula Findlen: 

No, I completely agree. And I’m thinking of what I would briefly add to that as far as things we might 

do now. Well, one would be, you know, when you think about the way the volume was set up then, 

you know, as you say, this was very much a story of Europe’s relations with the world, right the 
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European cabinets that had the world in them to differing degrees. And now, you know, doing a 

volume like that, how could we do a volume like ‘Origins of Museums’ without bringing into it the 

important work that Craig Clunas has inspired on Chinese collecting, for instance,right to mention 

somebody who has played an equally influential role in his series of important publications on 

collecting in East Asia, right? 

And, and similar other people I would point to as well. So, I think that we would also want to kind of, 

you know, the…the...the geography, right of…of… We would want to take the cabinet and situate it 

in larger cultures of collecting that have deep historic roots in many different parts of the world 

without having this term or necessarily even this arrangement. So, that’s one thing that occurs to 

me. And the second thing I would say comes from the enormous explosion of work on the history of 

material culture that the V&A Research Institute has played no small role in, I should add, along with 

many scholars in the UK at places like Warwick, erm, and of course at Cambridge as well. 

And, and I think that now when you think about one thing we also might do would be a project 

that… not only looks at objects because they are in the cabinet, but uses the survival of objects in 

the cabinet in the museum to do what say ‘The History of the World in 100 Objects’ does, right, to 

instead reverse the process,right, to use this to go somewhere else to tell that story. So, I think 

capturing the stages of the movement of things right, the mobility of things, is er, if you think about 

the volume in 2011 that Daniella Bleichmar and Peter Mancall, two of my colleagues at USC, 

University of Southern California, did, who both are historians of the Americas, right of different 

parts of the Americas, did. 

And their questions about objects were very much about reversing this process. These are two 

things I could also envision being part of the, the story. 

Bill Sherman: 

Well uncannily, you’ve both, erm, anticipated my other two questions which I’ll ask very quickly. The 

first one was I suppose inspired by the, the comment, only slightly tongue in cheek I think, about 

that you can dump, you know, anything you want into the digital or online appendices. One of the 

things if you think about what’s changed in 30 years, well the advent of digital technology would be 

very high on anyone’s list, and I imagine that it has changed the field and the approach to the history 

of collecting, but particularly the history of cabinets of curiosity. Because in some ways, you know, 

Google, the internet of things, you know, in some ways that’s where a lot of this, er, questing as 

gone. 

But I, I wonder if either of you are engaging, taking the field, or think it ought to be in any significant 

way in- into the digital? What is the digital change? To make a long story short, what is the digital 

change for the history of collecting? Another small question. 

Arthur Gilbert: 

Oh I, I was prepared to be slightly defensive about the fact that we, the journalists of ‘Collections’, 

Kate Heard and myself, erm, have not really ventured beyond putting the thing onto the web in the 

first place. We’re not much involved in tweeting and, um, whatever the other one is, vaping or 

something. [laughter] No…  

But it, I mean, I’m not running these things down because I know from other experiences that these 

are really important ways of getting your message out. And, erm I, I thought it was going to be one 

of our sort of, one of the points at which we fell down. But fortunately er, just very recently in 

London, er, Adriana Turpin and Susan Bracken and Silvia Davoli  have started a new, er ,  society for 

the History of Collecting, unconnected strictly with the journal, but fulfilling very admirably a lot of 
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that role in getting out, er, information to people who are working in either, in the middle of the 

field or on the periphery of the field, but getting, getting a lot more people involved in the, in the 

dialogue as it were than it used to be. 

And I’m sure, er, that there is opportunity there for, for all, all kinds of different interventions, both 

artistic and, and otherwise. There was an exhibition just last year at the, erm er, Barbican Centre 

with, that sort of 20 artists all with their own cabinets of curiosities. And every…there's so many 

different avenues that remain to be, erm, remain to be explored. 

Bill Sherman: 

Absolutely. And I guess the last, er, question, and we could talk about the digital one forever. In 

some ways, I was thinking maybe also this question about cabinets of curiosities are often thought of 

as just miscellaneous, er, interesting or curious things. Whereas in many ways, what’s most 

interesting about them is the structure that lies behind them or the structures that they serve. And I 

think in some ways the internet has that same feeling for us of something without structure, and yet 

more structured than a library. And so, I think that’s something that, that’s worth thinking about. 

But the other one was just more to come back to maybe the question Paula, er,inspired in the 

provocation about museums. I mean, now that I’ve gone from an academic, er, more historical, er, 

career to a museum career, I think about this on a daily basis. But what do you think the implications 

of the book are for what we should be doing in museums? Is there anything in particular that you 

have enjoyed or would like to see done growing out of the work on cabinets and the history and 

origins of museums, in museum settings now? 

Arthur Gilbert: 

Well, erm, I, I was very keen when The Ashmolean was redisplayed just a few years ago, I was very 

keen that the collectors themselves should be brought to the fore very much more. And it occurred 

to me then that the whole of the, er, pretty much the whole of the archaeology department could 

have been redisplayed in terms of who collected what. And not, not simply to, to sort of particularly 

advance their reputations, but they themselves represent a kind of evolving history of how, er, sites 

or material of whatever sort it might be was approached. 

And I, to my mind, erm, collecting, since the museums themselves are by definition a product of all 

of this, it ought to be perhaps a more, a more, erm, prominent feature. I mean it’s, I’m talking to the 

converted here. The Gilbert Gallery is exactly what I’m talking about. 

Paula Findlen: 

Yeah, no, I completely agree with that. I think, well in many ways, I mean the more we bring in, it’s 

not just sort of the subjective aspects of collecting, but the ways in which, you know, the, the history 

recaptures the humanness of this. And I’m thinking right now actually of a project one of my 

graduate students, who’s very interested in digital, you know, technologies in museums, is doing and 

she’s, she’s taken the Uffizi as her case study for this Master’s thesis and what she’s trying to do is 

to, to use the considerable amount of historical and art historical research inside because she is 

somebody who’s, I live in Silicon Valley, is a very techy person and she’s thinking, you know, I think 

she’ll be one of these people who will participate in this idea of different ways to activate different 

kinds of histories. You know, when you're in front of an object, we all know the sort of mantra about 

how much a label can contain as far as printed text on the wall, right? And this, you know, this limits 

and makes static aspects of what we can do when you do an exhibit of course and what people will 

take away from that. But I think rightfully, you know, her question, and she’s hardly alone in this, the 

question many people have going forward is sometimes people want a different experience, right. 
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Sometimes they want, they want something else. How might we be able to do that, right? I…there 

are a lot of experiments like this, you know, it’s my understanding several steps removed, since I am 

not a curator, I am still at a university even though we have a museum, so, I sort of watch it a bit 

there where I have, you know, some more intimate access. But we, you know, I can see different 

ways, right, in which we can take a lot of this material and over time, you know not, selectively make 

it available through different kinds of media. You know, as well as make collections more dynamic, 

even given the limits of what one can do physically with the collection. 

And this maybe briefly brings me back to the sort of, the cabinet of curiosities that is the web, right? 

It’s not surprising… I haven’t yet done a study of all the blogs, the online magazines that are inspired 

by cabinets, like Cabinet in New York, you know. But, but there has been a growing number of them 

that have just kind of taken this as the way to assemble things. And for me instead, what I most want 

to do which is much more kind of nerdy and banal, is, is I’m so happy I can blow up these images. 

You know, it drove me crazy in the 1980s and ‘90s where I’d get the best photograph I could and, or 

I’d look it up with a microscope in special collections and now I can really zoom in and see exactly 

what’s going on in the upper right, you know, and, and again that’s not particular to the 

documentation of cabinets of curiosities. But given the way these images are, you know, it’s, it’s 

especially important for the subject that we do that kind of work. 

Bill Sherman: 

Thank you. You’ve answered both of my last two questions in one go. So, we have a few minutes. I 

don’t want to wait too long to head out into, er, the galleries and have a drink and say 

congratulations, er, to everybody in person, but are there any questions from the floor that you're 

dying to ask? Er, we’ve got Antonia. There’s a microphone. 

Paula Findlen: 

Go for the microphone. 

Antonia 

Sorry, can you hear me? Ok. Thank you so much for these fascinating discussions and the lecture and 

now this discussion, um, carrying on. One thing I wondered was, erm, there have been so many 

reconstructions and restorations and rehabilitations of cabinets of curiosities which are not just the 

cabinet itself, well this is the cabinet itself as well, but also the whole environment of the [Unclear] 

or the Antiquarium in Munich, of, erm, well, even in Schlosser’s museum after all, the Kunstkammer. 

How much do those follow the research that your book and, you know, the research it started in a 

very concerted way in the ‘80s, are they reflecting that research? Are they parallel with it?  

Or is it all happening just by chance? Because it’s, it’s not just what’s in them but it’s the actual 

building itself and the whole sort of built environment. 

Paula Findlen: 

Would you like to? 

Arthur Gilbert: 

Yes…well I, I mean these are, these, as I say, these are the people who came to us in the first place. 

And so I, I’m sure they are, they have it in mind, er, just in the same way that they already had it in 

mind when they came to take part in our, in our symposium. So, erm, I think there's a, there's a 

probably a much, well there is certainly much more of a willingness to adopt a historical perspective 

when planning anything like that, rather than, er, going for the up-to-date, erm… I don’t think 

anyone these days would go for the sort of, er, er, single line of pictures around a wall, you know.  
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Er so, I think that those days are probably gone. And I think it’s now part, part of the, the everyday 

vocabulary of, of the way people think and talk about, er, about planning their exhibitions. I, I 

thinkprobably none would happen these days without taking that into consideration.  

Paula Findlen: 

Yeah, I agree. I mean, I think we’ve gone from, you know, that period in, you know, the, I’ll pick 

maybe the ‘90s especially, not only, but especially, where I was very struck by, you know, these 

conversations that I began to have with curators and, and artists who would come to me and say, 

“I’ve read your book or “your articles” and I think, I had no idea that it would be useful for you, but, 

and they would, at that point there was a real self-consciousness about ‘I’m reading this, this is really 

informing the way I’m going to do… and I’d like to talk with you further about this while I do this 

exhibit’, or ‘I’m working on my installation’. And now, as you say, I think we’ve naturalised this. I 

mean in this respect too, you know, one, one should say of course the other side that it’s become 

kitsch and therefore banal as a, as a result. So, one of the biggest challenges going forward is not to 

have it all become kitsch and banal because it’s not. I mean we don’t want this to, to, to simply, you 

know, live at the level of a kind of plastic avatar of wonder and curiosity. That would be an 

unfortunate, but of course one of the outcomes of the popularity of these things. 

But the other side is I think exactly that. That, the whole idea of what exhibits do and what museums 

are has changed so much in, you know, this period of the late 20th to early 21st century. We’re now 

in a, what, third generation? What would you say as a curator? Third generation, fourth, of people 

really thinking about this? 

Arthur Gilbert: 

Yes. It’s striking in that photograph of the, of the conference. Quite a number of people have gone 

I’m afraid, literally. And, erm, but there are still a healthy number of people still around who were 

useful presences in that photograph, who are the same curators today, or recently retired curators. 

And, erm, just as, the, in a way the, erm, the journal, the very first issue of our journal had an, a 

extremely useful article by Paula herself sort of bridging a generational gap, if that’s not an ungallant 

way of putting it, but er, so, I think, I think yeah, I think erm, I think we’re right up there. 

Paula Findlen: 

Of course, this is my opportunity to say that I have to thank Arthur personally for the enormous 

kindness to a grad student when he said, “You should really publish this in the journal.” And I said, 

“Oh, can I? This is fantastic.” This was the first thing I ever published, you know, was thanks to this 

brand new journal. 

Bill Sherman: 

Anyone else? We’ve got Mark up there.  

Mark Evans: 

I’ve got a question for Arthur about another, erm, hugely influential book, actually it’s about to 

appear in a new edition, which came out a few years before yours, also by Oxford authors, that’s 

Haskell and Penny, ‘Taste and the Antique’. And I wondered if that played a role in the prehistory of 

the conference and the book? 

Arthur Gilbert: 

Well, I think it played a sort of parallel history in that we felt we didn’t need to go there because, 

erm, Francis Haskell was still very much around and very supportive of the whole thing, I should say. 

He was entirely on our side all the way through. Er, but I think Haskell and Penny had done such and 

amazing encyclopaedic job on their volume that, er, we, we don’t have, as you will have noticed, a 
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chapter on art collecting as such because, well, a) I think it would have been slightly anachronistic, 

but we didn’t feel we even, we needed to treat it there, though of course it is part of the bigger 

story. And, er, once again, in the, in our journal it is entirely part of the story. So we’re, in a way the 

journal is really a kind of continuous appendix to the ‘Origins of Museums’ where we can go on 

talking about those things that we weren’t able to accommodate originally. 

Bill Sherman: 

That’s fantastic. I think that’s a really nice note, it’s a very short Q&A session, but you'll have a good 

hour now out in the galleries with drink in hand, always easier to ask questions in that kind of 

setting. So, two quick things before we break up and go and join us to have a drink. One is obviously 

to thank our speakers, and particularly to celebrate again Arthur and Impey families’ great 

achievement in launching this field, and we have a, er, token of appreciation which, erm… 

CLAPPING 

Thank you very much. And then the second is just to come on out and have a drink. And, er, to thank 

on behalf of the V&A and the Gilbert Trusts for your presence here. Very, very nice start to what we 

are sure will become a very treasured annual lecture. So, thanks, see you next year, if not before. 

 

CLAPPING 

END OF RECORDING 

   

             


