HOW DID MUSEUMS GET THEIR ANCIENT EGYPTIAN COLLECTIONS?

Many years ago, particularly from the late 1700’s to the early 1900’s people would travel to Egypt to see the pyramids and ancient temples. Like tourists who visit Egypt today, they wanted to buy souvenirs. Today, when we visit places, we might buy a T-shirt or a pencil case. Back then, you could buy things like a mummified animal, an ancient statue or a piece of ancient jewellery. People bought these things because they were pretty, because they were souvenirs of ancient Egypt, or because they were really unusual things to own. Sometimes, people kept these things for themselves and sometimes they would give them to a museum so other people could also see them. Sometimes these private collections were sold at auction and bought by other collectors or museums.

Museums would sometimes send people to Egypt to buy things for their collections. There were many people in Egypt who would dig things up to sell to tourists and museums without really thinking about where they came from.

Then, in the late 1800’s people began to realize that, although these objects were interesting or pretty, there was much information about how the ancient Egyptians lived that was missing. This was the start of modern archaeology. People began carrying out archaeological excavations and recording what they found in much more detail. While in the past, people had been happy to see a pretty jar, now they wanted to know where in Egypt it came from. Did the jar come from someone’s house or from their tomb? Was the person who owned it a man or a woman? Were they rich or poor? 

The early archaeologists often brought back what they found in Egypt and gave or sold a lot of it to different museums all over the world. In those days, travel was expensive and difficult and very few people could travel to big cities or foreign countries to see ancient objects so these collections were very special.

Today, very few of the objects excavated in Egypt leave Egypt. Egypt, like many countries, is very proud of its ancient history and wants it to be preserved for modern Egyptians to see and appreciate. Instead of selling the objects and removing them permanently from Egypt, the Egyptians loan the objects to museums for special exhibitions. Many people now travel to Egypt each year to see the ancient remains for themselves.

This means that what museums in our country now have in their collections is extremely important and should be treated with great respect. We are very fortunate to have them. We are much more aware that if the objects now in museums are damaged, they cannot easily be replaced.

