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After reading the first two chapters of Eilean Hooper-Greenhill’s Museums and the Shaping of
Knowledge, the question ‘How critical do you think we should be of museums, their collection, and the
knowledge they convey? To what level?’ propelled our discussion during the first seminar of “History of
Collecting and Exhibiting (1500-present)”. Interestingly, answers varied. Some students said we should be
very critical of museums, and we should always evaluate their actions with a fresh perspective. Others
said we should allow museums to convey dialogues and narratives according to their subjective interest.
Afterall, many museums must rely on the profit they derive from showcasing certain objects over others.
We specifically discussed whether museums should have the right to showcase objects related to
culturally-sensitive or historically-controversial topics. Some students argued that museums should not
censor collections, and that it’s important to remember dark historical events. Others argued that museums
should be respectful and sensitive when discussing these events. Overall, there was consensus that
curators must be mindful when choosing the story they tell, and aware of their power in shaping public
opinion.

A large portion of our class was facilitated by guest speakers Jaap and Mies Kamp, two notable
collectors of nécessaires, or travel cases. They brought in some of their nécessaires, showing us their
intricacies by opening them and revealing how countless components (jars, containers, grooming tools,
candle holders, dining utensils, etc), all luxuriously made, folded in and fit perfectly together. One of
these nécessaires belonged to the caretaker of Napoleon’s son, and we were delighted to see the painting
materials used to entertain the boy. One must wonder: ‘Why are Jaap and Mies Kamp so interested in
these travel cases?’ They spoke about how these nécessaires open up a window into the past. Seeing
everyday objects, albeit those used by the wealthiest members of society, sheds light into their lives – how
they groomed themselves, entertained themselves, and what they considered important enough to carry
while traveling. These nécessaires reveal other aspects of history as well. For example, one nécessaire’s
mahogany wood, which is found in the Caribbean and Central America, bears the mark of Imperialism.
The nécessaires are extremely heavy, which also leads us to consider the lives of the workers appointed to
carry them. In short, these luxurious objects are not only windows into the lives of their owners, but can
also be critically read from Marxist and Cultural perspectives to reveal broader histories.

As a means of introduction, students brought in one of their own objects to share with the class.
These included familial and found jewelry, Moldavian and Kodak cameras, a coke bottle, a florentine
coin, a toilet sign, a babushka doll of Russian leaders, and a fossil stone. For some students, these objects
brought them closer to home, to their friends and families. For others, they served as a reflection of the
world both present and long past. Although their “purposes” varied, each object told a memorable story,
providing insight into the values and backgrounds of their owners. Overall, from this exercise and our
discussion with Jaap and Mies Kamp, we saw that there is an intrinsic interest in learning about the past,
and in some cases the present, via the objects people use. At the core of collecting, it seems, is a desire to
learn.








