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The private collections of the late Middle Ages often consisted predominantly of 

prestigious items. For many representatives of the nobility and wealthy citizens, a collection of 

rarities, books and works of art was associated with he increase in their, often initially low, social 

status, as it ennobled the owner of the collection. Rich merchants, financiers and entrepreneurs 

invested capital in art works that could be sold and bought. The premises for storing and 

representing objects that have lost their utilitarian value and received a special socio-cultural 

status were called differently, most often "studiolo" (i.e. a small room for scientific studies and 

reflections) and “Kunstkamera” (“Cabinet of curiosities”). 

Studiolo was initially used as a study room and library, and then as a small private 

museum. The name and functions of studiolo attest to the intellectual qualities of the ideal ruler 

of the Renaissance period. Humanists represented such ruler as the opposite of the illiterate 

medieval robber baron, and the title of the internal inviolable place in his “studiolo” indicated 

that the composition of such an ideal image of the ruler included the idea of him as a scientist-

researcher similar in interests to the humanists themselves. 

The term Kunstkammer denoted a private collection both objects created by man 

(primarily works of art) and natural objects. For the first time this term was mentioned in the 

source of 1550 in the description of the Viennese collection of the Emperor Ferdinand I of 

Habsburg (Ferdinand I, emperor: 1558 (formally) – 1564, also the archduke of Austria). The 

collection included paintings, expensive goblets and natural objects. The term Wunderkammer (a 

collection of wonders, curiosities, rarities) as terminus technicus appeared somewhat later in the 

so-called Zimmerische Chronik or, another name, Chronik der Grafen von Zimmern. 

The term Wunderkammer denoted a room in which natural objects were located, 

generally unusual (corals, skeletons or stuffed animals, plants, for example, mandrake, which 

was attributed to magical properties, minerals, antlers of fanciful shape, etc.). 

In the context of my topic, the first Kunst- und Wunderkammern created by the European 

rulers (in Fontainebleau, Munich, Florence, Ambras, Prague, Rome and London), and 

accordingly the famous treatise by S. Quichelberg Inscriptiones vel tituli theatri amplissimi, 

which many researchers consider as the first (or at least the first survived) guide to museology, 

will be of primary interest. In this work, the author, based on the study of various collections, 

proposed the model of the ideal ruler of Wunderkammern as an orderly and comprehensive 

collection of naturalia and artificialia (and also scientifica or instrumenta, i.e. collection of all 

kinds of scientific instruments), a kind of microcosm or theater of the world (sometimes, also a 

"theater of memory"). Of course, for the rulers Kunst- und Wunderkammern served primarily as 

means of their self-affirmation (self-promotion, as we say today) and increasing their prestige 

(political and intellectual). However, regardless of their intentions and goals, these 

“protomuseums” also performed other functions. 

It is important to note that objects of the mineral, vegetable and animal kingdoms were 

shown on a par with the works of human art, with great skill samples made by man in dealing 

with the source of natural materials and the visualization experience contributed to a blurring of 

the boundaries between natural objects and artifacts, between the creations of man and the 



creations of nature and also (due to the fact that exhibited subjects or their description, or 

models, belonged to different epochs and regions) forming historical view at the objects and 

subjects of the world (both natural and man-made), the realization that both nature and human art 

has undergone a certain evolution in time, and in different parts of the world this historic process 

had its own peculiarities. 

The blurring of the boundaries between naturalia and artificialia then, in the first half of 

the 17th century, lead to a “collapse of the art-nature opposition in the study of nature” (Daston 

L., Park K. Wonders and the Order of Nature: 1150 - 1750. New York: Zone Books, 1998. P. 

260) in the context of reformed natural philosophy, which will be clearly manifested in the 

works of F. Bacon, R. Descartes and their followers. In this case, Bacon will refer to the “natural 

wonders” to show the deep connection between natural and artificial objects, and Descartes will 

present “automata”, demonstrated in the Cabinets of Curiosities, as models of microscopic 

machines that form all natural objects. And although both of them will categorically reject the 

cult of miracles of Kunst-und Wunderkammern that was fashioned from the middle of the 16th 

century, nevertheless, these philosophers will constantly refer to the exhibits of these storages to 

emphasize the commonality of objects of nature and artifacts, as well as to personalize nature as 

“an elevated kind of artisan” (Ibid., P. 261). At the same time, nature will be understood not as a 

humble assistant to the master, a supplier of material and ideas in the manufacture of tools, 

utensils, furniture, ships and other mundane (everyday and other) objects (as Aristotle wrote 

about it), and not as a creative (almost divine) master, inspired by Neoplatonic ideas (a 

representation typical of Renaissance thinkers), but as a mechanism acting on the same 

principles as the ingenious inventions of skilful masters (the example of the Strasbourg clock 

that was common in the 17th century). 

Synoptic representation in Schatz-, Kunst-, Raritäten- and Wunderkammern of 

heterogeneous objects of natural and artificial origin made it possible to compare them, to note 

similarities and differences between objects of different types. 

Sometimes authors of the descriptions of rarities’ collections tried to somehow classify 

the exhibits, but further that their distribution based on materials from which these objects were 

created, it did not go. (In this regard, the collection of Kunstkamera in St. Petersburg, created in 

the 18th century, with its clear emphasis on “monsters”, for all its paracultural significance, was 

still a step back, not so much to the Kunst- und Wunderkammern of the 16th century , as to the 

medieval treasuries (Schatzkammern)). 

Such collections can, of course, be characterized as “encyclopedic”, and they can be 

simply called as miscellanea (sundries). The first characteristic is hardly appropriate, since 

Wunderkammern did not represent the world around in a miniature. As it was written on the door 

of the “Cabinet of Curiosities” of the French physician and naturalist Pierre Borel (P. Borel 

[Petrus Borellius]; circa 1620 – 1671), “this is a microcosm or a compendium of all rare and 

unusual things”. That is, the overwhelming number of objects, both natural origin and artifacts, 

was not represented in such collections because of their (objects) ordinariness. In addition, 

according to the principles and methods of selecting exhibits and their representation 

Wunderkammern did not correlate with the best works of the 16th century (and even more of the 

next century) on natural history, for example, with the fundamental works of the Swiss scientist-

encyclopeadist Conrad Gessner (also Conrad Gesner or Konrad Gessner (Geßner), Conradus 

Gesnerus; 1516 – 1565), devoted to the systematics of plants and animals. 



Naturally, the sense of astonishment that arises by the visitor when he saw cases, shelves, 

walls and ceilings occupied by various rarities, as L. Duston and K. Park noticed, it was «neither 

contemplative nor inquiring, but rather dumbstruck» (Ibid. P. 273) 

And yet, beyond the originality of  all described above collections and emotional 

reactions of to which they gave rise stunned viewers, these motley collections of heterogeneous 

subjects willy-nilly led to reflections on the fragility of the boundaries between naturalia and 

artificialia. 
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