The Archltecture
of Access

From Private Curiosities to Public Commons:
The Evolution of the World’s Oldest Museums

An Exhibition of
Institutional History:

530 BC -1852 AD :
s Aoy h

T Germing Motebook



EXHIBITION CATALOG // SECTION A: THE ERA OF PRIVATE COLLECTIONS
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For millennia, the preservation of history
was synonymous with hoarding. Collections
of art, antiquities, and natural wonders
were the exclusive domains of royalty,
wealthy elites, and private scholars.
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The true invention of the modern museum
was not the accumulation of artifacts, but

the radical act of public access. This is
the timeline of how the world’s locked

vaults were opened to the people.
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The Ancient Anomaly: 530 BC
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The Founder

Princess Ennigaldi-Nanna devoted
a wing of her Babylonian palace to
ancient Mesopotamian antiquities.

The Discovery

Uncovered in 1925 by archaeologist

Leonard Woolley. The artifacts

spanned diverse eras and geogs, yet

were neatly organized and labeled.
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The Insight

Babylonians studied history. The collection

held wonders as ancient to the Princess as

the fall of Rome is to us—a monument to a
civilization consumed by its own past.
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Natural Objects Art & Antiquities
Rare flora, fauna, and 1" | Sculptures, ancient relics,
geological anomalies. i and crafted artifacts.
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Early museums began as private collections of wealthy individuals, families, or institutions. Housed in “wonder rooms” or

cabinets of curiosities, these eclectic hoards served as the foundation for the massive, specialized institutions of the modern era.
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Public Accessibility

The Democratization Timeline

Fully -
Public

Elite/Paying

» 530 BC - Elite Isolation

None -
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—» 1590s - Pay-to-Play Privilege
(e.g., Royal Armouries)

18th Century - The
Enlightenment Boom.

The majority of the world'’s
oldest public museums
opened their doors during
this concentrated burst of
democratization.
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Three Catalysts of the Commons

How did private treasures become public goods? The oldest surviving institutions
in Europe trace their origins back to three distinct acts of transference.

Civic or university Monarchs opening
acquisition of private imperial estates to
wonder rooms. their citizens.

Religious donations
to the public.
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Catalyst I: Papal & Religious Endowments

Capitoline Museums, Vatican Museums, Musée des Beaux-Arts,
Rome Vatican City Besancon
The oldest public collection of art Traces its origins to a publicly Established in 1694, Abbot
in the world. Began in 1471 when displayed sculptural collection begun Jean-Baptiste Boisot gave his
Pope Sixtus IV donated a group of in 1506 by Pope Julius Il. Now personal collection to the local
important ancient sculptures to holds world-renowned classical and Benedictines with a strict stipulation:
the people of Rome. Renaissance masterpieces. the museum must remain open to

the public two days every week.

T Cermin Motebook



Catalyst I1: Private Cabinets Expanded

Bought in 1661

Cabinet of
Elias Ashmole

Donated in 1677

Collection of
Nikolaus von Himsel

Acquired in 1773

University & City of Basel

Opened to the public in 1671. Marks
the opening of the first and oldest still-
existing public museum in the world.

Oxford University
(Ashmolean Museum)

Britain's first public museum.

Purpose-built building finished in 1683.

Riga Town Council

(Himsel Museum)

The oldest in the Baltics. Originated
from the art and natural sciences
collection of a local Riga doctor.




The Geography of Early Access
i

London Basel St. Petersburg
(Royal Armouries, (Amerbach) (Kunstkamera,
British Museum) Hermitage)
——» Riga
Oxford (Museum of History)
(Ashmolean) —
I
Paris (Louvre) " » \lienna !
' S | (Belvedere) |
Besancon (Beaux-Arts) \ |
- Sibiu (Brukenthal)
Madrid (Prado) Florence (Uffizi) Rome (Capitoline, Vatican)
|
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Catalyst I1I: The Imperial Palaces Open
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Belvedere, Vienna

Palaces of the Habsburg monarchs.
Opened with an Austrian art collection
in 1781. Now home to the largest

Gustav Klimt collection.
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4 35,000 objects over 652,300 sq ft.

Louvre, Paris

A former royal palace transformed into
a central public landmark. Opened to
the public in 1793. Exhibits nearly
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Museo del Prado, Madrid

Founded in 1785 by Charles IIl of Spain.
Opened to the public in 1819. Contains
masterpieces by Bosch, Titian,
Velazquez, and Goya.
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State Hermitage,
St. Petersburg

Founded in 1764 by Catherine the Great.
Opened to the public in 1852. Houses

over three million works of culture.
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The Gap Between Possession and Access

B Private/Exclusive Era | Public Access Era

Royal Armouries REEZAGEVIIRRTIEEEY 1660 (Public) Gap: 68 Years
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—— Kunstkamera

B Gap: 10 Years —

| Gap: ~27 Years
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Brukenthal ~1790 (Collections Established)

Prado B Gap: 34 Years

Hermitage




The Institutional Blueprint: A Comparison Matrix '

Institution Public Access || Benefactor/Founder | Anchor Collection
Capitoline Museums 1471 Pope Sixtus IV Ancient Roman sculptures
Amerbach Cabinet 1671 Univ. & City of Basel Private cultural heritage
British Museum 1759 Sir Hans Sloane Seven million objects of

human culture

P | Museum of Riga WL Récgir?;?gil:;ﬂ Art & natural sciences
1] Medici Family Primitive & Renaissance
-, Uthzi Gallery 1743 (Last Heir) paintings
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The Enlightenment Paradigm Shift
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The Uffizi Bequest, 1743 : The British Museum, 1753
<
Begun in the 15th century by Cosimo de’ Medici, Founded on Sir Hans Sloane's personal curios,
the immense collection was ultimately bequeathed It opened in 1759 with a radically expansive
by the last Medici heir with a revolutionary mandate: illustrating and documenting the story
instruction: it was left “to the people of of human culture from its beginnings to the
Tuscany and to all nations.” present, drawn from all continents.
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The 18th century fundamentally redefined the museum.
It was no longer a symbol of elite consolidation, but
a public instrument for universal education.
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The Enduring Commons

From a Babylonian princess curating a dying
civilization in 530 BC to the grand public
decrees of the Enlightenment, the oldest

museums in the world are united by a single

evolutionary triumph: the democratization

| ‘ of human memory. | -
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