
005 MODERNA_ENGLISH_Maquetación 1  21/02/14  11:53  Página 98



History of the Museum  
The Repository of Our Past

005 MODERNA_ENGLISH_Maquetación 1  21/02/14  11:53  Página 99



100

The Repository of Our Past

The galleries dedicated to the history of the museum illustrate the origins of
the institution and the formation of its collections in the 19th century, but
they also review the internal transformations and changes it has undergone
over the years and the different ways in which it has acquired artefacts. 

The location of these rooms is the result of a deliberate decision to use the fi-
gure of Isabella II as a bridge between the chronological end of the exhibi-
tion and the origin and founding of the museum. In the same way, this area
concludes with an explanation of the museum’s non-Spanish collections
right before visitors pass into the galleries dedicated to the Near East, Egypt
and Ancient Greece.  

Coin cabinet of Infante Don Gabriel de Borbón. 18th century

<
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The Founding of the Museum: From Mansion to Palace (1867-1895)

This area opens with vintage graphic
documentation showing the original
appearance of the mansion known the
Casino de la Reina or Queen’s Retreat,
the museum’s first home, inaugurated
by Amadeus I in 1871. This building
was too small to accommodate the mu-
seum’s collections, which were displa-
yed in accordance with the prevailing
exhibition criteria of the day, as an en-
graving of the galleries published in La
Ilustración Española y Americana clearly
shows. 

The photograph of the curators and
museum staff at the entrance to the Ca-
sino, taken between 1876 and 1880, is
the oldest photographic document of
the institution and its employees in the
museum’s possession. 

A second space contains a selection of
pieces and documents that illustrate
how the newly founded museum acqui-
red its first pieces. Some were provided
by three institutions: the Museum of
Medals and Antiquities of the National
Library (archaeological and numisma-
tic artefacts, like the coin cabinet of
Philip V), the Museum of Natural
Sciences (archaeological and ethnogra-
phic objects from the Royal Cabinet of
Natural History, created by Charles III
in 1771), and the School of Diplomatics.
Another important source of artefacts
and documents, a selection of which are
shown here, was the scientific commit-
tees created by the museum to augment its collections. The painting of the
frigate Arapiles and several Cypriot pieces illustrate this ship’s travels around
the Mediterranean in 1871 to gather archaeological artefacts for the museum,
a common and widely accepted practice among European nations in the late
19th century.

Cypriot Sculpture <
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Finally, a number of graphic documents show how the Palace of the Natio-
nal Library and Museums, the museum’s new and definitive home inaugu-
rated in 1895, was built and distributed. Another set of images in the digital
frame document the display arrangements of the exhibitions to commemo-
rate the 4th centenary of the discovery of America, held in this building in
1892-1893.    

A Century on Display 

The artefacts and graphic documents shown in this area take visitors back to
an older version of the museum, which today exists only in images. Even so,
we have preserved a few of the old display elements, such as support struc-
tures, labels and frames, which make it possible to recognise or recreate some
of the details shown in the photographs of the five major exhibition layouts
the museum has had over the years, from the late 19th century to 2008. These
images testify to how trends in museography, the needs of audiences and his-
torical events conditioned the ways in which artefacts were displayed. 

The Egyptian room of the Museum as a warehouse during the war<
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The important, little-known efforts of the museum to protect invaluable
assets during the Spanish Civil War deserve special mention and are docu-
mented in an audiovisual production. Documents from the archives of va-
rious institutions situate these efforts in a broader context of protecting
Spain’s heritage during that conflict. 

A second audiovisual walks visitors through the different architectural pha-
ses of the museum’s history, featuring a wealth of graphic material that do-
cuments past remodelling and expansion projects as well as the process that
shaped the museum we see today.

The Road to the Museum

This gallery contains two large
display cases. The first explains
the principal ways in which
museums acquire their collec-
tions, with pieces illustrating
the different methods of acqui-
sition. Particular importance is
attached to excavations, as the
primary source of this museu-
m’s artefacts, represented by
several objects obtained from
archaeological digs along with
an enlarged photograph of the
Marquis of Cerralbo excavating
a tomb circa 1911.

The objects and documenta-
tion in the second display case
attempt to explain how cultu-
ral assets from outside Spain
made their way to the mu-
seum. This case is divided into four sections: Greek artefacts, most of which
came from private collections; Near Eastern objects, primarily from the
Santa-Olalla Collection; pieces from Nubia and Egypt, where archaeological
campaigns are conducted; and the results of scientific expeditions to the Sa-
hara. A carefully chosen array of graphic documentation –field journals, in-
ventory files and registrar logs, along with photographs of archaeological
sites, monuments and expeditions– accompanies the objects that prepare vi-
sitors to discover the next galleries in the museum.  

Horse headstall<
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