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On the cultural origin of modern public art museums

Kei TANAKA

This paper reconsiders the cultural origin of modern public art museums. The
birth of art museums dates back to early-modern or modern Europe, when the idea of
the museum, which means collecting and displaying artworks in a space and making it
open for the public to appreciate, emerged. The first significant event towards this was
the beginning of curiosity collections consisting of singular objects, both natural and
artificial. Later, criticisms against the curiosity and the tendency to classify objects gave
birth to ‘pure’ art collections built by a new type of collector, the art lover. They
gradually came to study each work closely and thus formed a new attitude of looking
at, appreciating, and talking about art. This way of enjoying art in closed circles that
included artists, their patron-collectors was followed by the widening of the art world,
which involved the development of the art market, the regular free Salon exhibition of
the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture, and the publications on art including
descriptive texts, critiques, and prints of artworks. These new phenomena allowed
people who were neither rich collector nor educated to take part in the art world. As
the class of art spectators spread from a handful of the privileged to the wider range of
the public, the habit of appreciating art in the public space, the future museum, was
established.

Keywords : art museum, history, public, France, early-modern and modern
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