
Why do people collect things?

Most people collect and display something in their lives. 

It might be a collection of family snaps stuck into an

album, or holiday souvenirs arranged on a mantlepiece,

assembled and displayed without any thought of being

a 'collector'. Other people form collections for a

specific purpose: Old Masters for investment, or

memories 'collected' on tape to preserve a changing

way of life, for example.

Sometimes people give their collections to museums where they are professionally cared

for and made accessible to everyone. In the past, and occasionally today, private collections

often form the basis of new museums. The Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, opened in 1683, is

the oldest museum in Britain. It was originally a collection of ‘rarities’ amassed by royal

gardeners, John Tradescant and his son, when they were sent abroad to collect plants in the

17th century. The collection was acquired by Elias Ashmole, an eminent antiquarian, alchemist

and astrologer, who presented it, together with his own collection, to Oxford University. 

The British Museum, one of the largest and most visited museums in the world, was

established by Sir Hans Sloane, a scientist born in 1660. He collected rare books, fossils,

precious stones, birds, plants, pictures and ancient remains from all over the world. When he

died in 1753, Parliament granted money so that the collection could be bought and displayed

and become accessible to more people.

Mary Anning (1799-1847) was born in Lyme Regis,

the daughter of a poor carpenter. She earned money,

as a child, by finding fossils and selling them to

gentleman collectors. Mary attracted the attention

and admiration of the scientific world after discovering

and correctly identifying spectacular specimens, most

of which were previously unknown. Today, many of

the fossils that Mary found, form the nucleus of the

collection in the Oxford University Museum, and there is a special exhibition about her life at

the Lyme Regis Philpot Museum in Dorset.
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Teaching ideas

You may like to start the project by discussing the idea of collecting:

• Do your pupils collect things?

• What do they collect?

• Why do they collect?

• What will happen to their collections in the future?

Development

• Visit your local museum and ask the curator to talk about why, when and how the collection

was formed. Ask him/her to talk about the functions of a museum (conservation, research and

education)

• You may like to invite pupils (or other local collectors) to bring in their collections, display

them and talk about them 

• Find out whether your local museum has ‘People’s Shows’ when amateur collectors can

bring their objects to museums for identification and display.


