Are museums institutions of cultural and collective memory? Discuss if this assumption would be correct or not. How did this idea change over time?

Introduction
Museums are institutions of cultural and collective memory. This essay will discuss this assumption and how the concept of a museum has changed overtime. This discussion will begin by looking at the origins of the word ‘museum’ and how the idea has been used, altered and adapted over the subsequent centuries. It will also explore the first concept of ‘the museum’ and how the idea developed into what we now recognised as a modern-day museum. This work will also explore the different purposes within the museum institutions. 
It must be mentioned that ideas on what museums are may be considered subjective depending on the society that they are found in and their purpose and objective may vary from country to country.
What came before the Museum? 
The concept of an institution that records and studies information is a rather ancient one. It goes as far back as ancient Egypt where archaeological sites such as Amarna and Edfu where referred to as “the houses of life” in English translation. These institutions essentially worked as a mix of temple, library, administrative building and school in order to educate the scholars, administrators and priests who ran Ancient Egypt on behalf of the Pharaohs. These institutions did a very similar job that many museums do today which is to record information and teach. It must be mentioned however that these were still not museums as modern eyes would see them. This is because museums in the modern world are open for public use whereas the majority of these institutions in Ancient Egypt were there to service the educated elite. They also reinforced the head of state’s policies through the medium of information and religious teaching.
These institutions that existed more than 1000 years before the first museums were established in Greece. Like many things the Egyptians did, they were well ahead of their time and can be appreciated for the innovation of the people that lived and worked within them. 
These “houses of life” were places of cultural and collective memory but, as outlined above, they also had many other functions. This means they would be considered museums under the definition given in the essay title. 
Where do they come from?
Museums originated within the Hellenistic states which are now modern-day Greece. It must be mentioned that Greece, as it existed during the classical period, was made up of much of the land that is now modern-day Turkey. 
The word ‘museum’ was originally first used by the Hellenic people when they placed collections of art and trophies of war in temples dedicated to the muses who are goddess's and patrons of art, history, and literature. 

Classical Concept and imitations 
As mentioned above, the Hellenistic people were the first to coin the term museum or ‘mouseion’. These early museums held many treasures and spoils of war that were put on display for citizens of the various poleis to admire and to help them recognise the achievements of their cities. A prime example of this is a Spartan shield taken from a captive hoplite (heavy infantrymen) during the Peloponnesian wars (420BCE). This is mentioned in Thucydides works on the Peloponnesian wars. The shield is now on display in the Agora Museum in Athens. To put such an object on display can be seen as both boastful and as a threat to those who came to observe the trophy. This would have included foreign dignitaries that came to do business or participate in politics. 
These displays were designed to impress and intimidate the viewers and therefore created an advantage that put outsider on the backfoot. 
This idea of treasury in trophy rooms has subsequently been mimicked through the centuries in varying degrees since the museums in Hellenic Greece. Even today people try to impress others or stroke their own ego by hunting, killing and subsequently stuffing animals or mounting their heads on walls. Others collect and display objects as normal as coins, types of bottles and even teddy bears. 
In answer to the title question, museums in Greece were places of learning and study but their primary purpose seemed to be a display of strength rather than to honour goddesses of culture. However, part of their purpose was still to educate and act as repositories of collective memory. This is because the displays that were collected still marked points of significance in the past of the various city states.

The Library the Alexander built
The Library of Alexandria was a legendary institution of learning and a repository for world knowledge but it is still highly thought of today with a mixture of awe and reverence. Not only did it hold hundreds of thousands of books (or millions as some would say) but it also held exhibits and displays of significant cultural and historical value. 
The library/museum was founded in Alexandria by Ptolemy I (305-285 BC), the founder of the Ptolemaic dynasty. He was also a companion and general of Alexander II of Macedon, more commonly known as Alexander the Great. Ptolemy was also a student of the one of the premier philosophers of the age whose works are still studies today, Aristotle. Aristotle is credited with the founding biology as well as several other teachings. 
The destruction of the library is considered to be one of the great tragedies of history. While this is subjective, the idea of the library being a place of great teaching and a repository of world knowledge has ultimately been an inspiration for many of the great learning institutions that now dot the world. These include the Smithsonian in Washington D.C and The Museum of London.
Although the Library of Alexandria has been held up as a Paragon of intellectual virtue, much of this may be propaganda or perhaps overinflated as there were no institutions like it at the time. Either way, because of its practice of copying books that came to Alexandria either by accident or through design, it was still a repository for knowledge unequalled at the time and a centre of culture that would not be seen for another 1000 years once it was destroyed. However, the legacy of the Library of Alexandria is the attempts by people during the enlightenment to try and equal this marvel of antiquity. 
[bookmark: _Hlk41079705]Medieval Hoard
The difference between a hoard and a museum is a matter of perspective as they are similar as they are both collections of objects that are held to be valuable to the people that collect them. The main differences between the two is that a museum is (according to the modern interpretation) meant to be shared with the public so that people can learn or understand something new and even be entertained in the process. On the other hand, a horde is more of a random collection of objects with no intension of being stored or displayed with care. In the process they become stagnant, and untouched.
Another big difference in how the objects are displayed. For instance, the museum uses systems of museology and taxonomy in order to organise their displays into a logical flow. This is done so that the information is more accessible to the viewers and easier for them to absorb. Furthermore, collections, like those held by the Royal family of Great Britain, are organised through use of a system or list. This is not necessarily for ease of viewing but rather to ensure all of the objects are accounted for.  
Many monarchs after the fall of Rome and religious institutions such as the Vatican did their best to preserve knowledge from what was then considered to be the classical period. In some cases, they tried to repress knowledge that did not fit in with the cosmology that was being taught at the time. It is because of this that these collections could be classified as Hoards, however the act of preserving this knowledge left a nucleus from which the Renaissance and Enlightenment were able to emerge. 
A Monarchs Duty to Collect 
Monarchs throughout the world and in history have collected jewellery, gold and antiquities to represent their power and wealth. In the modern-day Britain, the Royal Collection including the Crown Jewels are just as accessible to the public as most exhibits that can be found in the British Museum. They are usually able to be viewed apart from when they are being used or included in historical study or, in case of the Crown Jewels, ceremonial events.
How to show off with Heads 
In many places around the world, particularly in Europe, there are stately homes or other palaces and castles which have been converted. While they were originally used for domestic and military purposes, they are now historical monuments that display the history of the area. One of the hallmarks that can be found in many of these places are trophy heads of animals that have been hunted and stuffed on hunts in Europe or Africa. Heads of deer, antelope, lions and tigers, bears and elephant tusks. In plenty of museums such as in the previously mentioned Smithsonian and the Pitt-rivers museum in Oxford, collections of animals that have been similarly hunted and stuffed (although for different purposes) can be found. 
If museums are repositories for cultural and collective memory, Then the question is, are these two different methods of displaying animals still a display of cultural and collective memory? The answer here is, yes, they both are, however for different reasons. 
The first reason they are displayed are as a social statement and display of power. It is also a sign that the people that once owned the property were able to afford to go to other counties. These displays show visitors that the owners had the money and leisure time to go to these exotic places and subsequently hunt the animals displayed in their home. Today these historical buildings are places to be visited and are museums in their own right. People can gain an understanding of social norms of the rich and affluent at the time of the original owners. 
Some museums hold these stuffed animals on display for more scientific purposes. The animals on display are part of this world and have interacted with humanity for thousands of years. Humans have been killed by these animals and have killed them in turn and subsequently been worn as clothing. This is why it is a necessity that we learn and understand more about the natural world as we are both apart and a part of the same biosphere.  
Enlightenment or power by another name
The Enlightenment in the 17th 18th and 19th centuries was the time when peoples’ perception of the world was becoming increasingly secular. With that came an increasing desire to self-improve and to better society as a whole through education and new services for the lower classes. Part of this movement was allowing admission of the masses to museums for the first time therefore enabling them to see objects they would otherwise have not been exposed to. These ideas were the foundation of what we now consider to be the modern museum. 
One of the main ways in which artefacts, antiquities and other exhibits were obtained during this was through the tradition of the more affluent classes where young men would go on ‘the grand tour’. This referred to when the young men would travel around Europe and often brought or send back objects and items which they had procured while abroad. These artefacts included items such as marble columns or Grecian or Roman pottery. These collections would be go on to be donated or sold to a museum.
The other method of obtaining exhibits for museums during this period was through military and colonial occupation. This is where typically officers while not necessarily on campaign would send back collections to their families. Two examples of this are the collections at the Cyfarthfa Castle Museum and the Elgin Marbles.
This period of innovation, progressive ideas surrounding education and the values of the Enlightenment was the beginning of what is considered to be the modern museum. Although its objectives were to create a place of learning and collective/cultural memory, it was also a place to show off to the public in order to present the power of the people that donated to the museums and overtly present the benefits of colonial expansion. 
Victorian ideals or manifest destiny 
The Victorians colonial practises of the 19th century and the westward expansion of America brought a rather dark period of scientific expansionism through a mixture of the ideas and ideals of ‘manifest destiny’. Through the use of Darwinism, the strange and exotic ceased being something to study and marvel at because of the uniqueness of their existence and instead became things to be held up and compared to one another. In some cases, this was necessary for the furthering of biological and historical knowledge however it also produced a lot of pseudoscience. An example of this is phrenology which “was a nineteenth century endeavour to link personality traits with scalp morphology, which has been both influential and fiercely criticised” (Parker Jones, o Alfaro-Almagro, F Jbabdi, S: 2018).
Continuing on through this trend, many shows were advertised as museums. These eventually became known to the public as “freak shows”. The most famous example of so-called “freak shows” is that of the American showman P.T. Barnum who displayed many people who were considered to be ‘freaks’.
Another example of this sensationalism was the ‘Buffalo Bill Wild West Show’ which presented a mythologised idea of the western United States during the expansion into Native American territories. 
These were shows rather than museum exhibits which are meant to educate. The connection between both museums and the aforementioned shows are that they are both meant to entertain, even if the factual information in the latter has been sensationalised. They both taught people about places and other societies that they had never seen and probably never would. This was valued even if the information they were teaching was incorrect and would today be considered reprehensible. 
Conclusion
Museums our institutions of cultural and collective memory. Every organisation throughout history that has housed and displayed anything has some relevance to a society’s cultural narrative and the collective memory. Whether or not that memory is correct or not is neither here nor there it is a part of this society that values or valued it. A museum on the other hand is not just this place of learning it is also an organisation that displays power and Majesty and often the message that is on display is not necessarily Morally clean. Regardless of this, museums still strive in the modern world too conserve cultural and collective memory.


References
Bennett, T (2004) Pasts Beyond Memory: Evolution, Museums, Colonialism. London: Routledge.
Henning, H (2006) MUSEUMS, MEDIA AND CULTURAL THEORY. Maidenhead: Open University Press.
Jones, O. P. Alfaro-Almagro, F, Jbabdi S 2018 ‘Historical paper An empirical, 21st century evaluation of phrenology’ Vol 106. pp 26-35.
Lee. P.Y. 1997 ‘The Musaeum of Alexandria and the Formation of the Muséum in Eighteenth-Century France’, The Art Bulletin, Vol. 79, No.3, pp. 385-412.
Macdonald, S (2006) A companion to museum studies. Malden Mass: Blackwell Pub.
Mansky, J 2017 P.T. Barnum Isn’t the Hero the “Greatest Showman” Wants You to Think. viewed 21 May 2020<https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/true-story-pt-barnum-greatest-humbug-them-all-180967634/>.
Sorg, E (1998) Buffalo Bill: myth and reality. Santa Fe: Ancient City Press.
The Royal Household 2020, The Royal Collection. viewed 21 May 2020 <https://www.royal.uk/the-royal-collection>.
Thucydides. Finley, M. I. (Introduction), Warner, R (Translator) (2000) The History of the Peloponnesian War. London: Penguin Books.
[bookmark: _Hlk41079602]University College London 2003, Ancient Egypt Knowledge and production: the House of Life. viewed 21 May 2020 <https://www.ucl.ac.uk/museums-static/digitalegypt/museum/museum2.html>.







