
 1 

Anna Marie Roose and Vera KellerCollec&ve Wisdom: Collec&ng in the Early Modern 
Academy 

 
Turnhout: Brepols, 2022.Pp. 325 ISBN 978-2-503-58806-3. €85.00 (hardback) 

 
 
Collec&ve Wisdom: Collec&ng in the Early Modern Academy is at once historical and 
contemporary. An output from a series of three AHRC funded conferences, ‘CollecSve 
Wisdom: CollecSng in the Academy’, this edited volume explores the moSvaSons, pracSces, 
and debates around collecSng at a Sme when learned socieSes were coalescing as vehicles 
for knowledge producSon. What makes this absorbing volume much more than a reflecSon 
on the way in which collecSng was carried out between 1660-1760, is the disSncSve lens 
employed to grapple with the noSons of public and private: who is doing the collecSng and 
why, the nature of the collecSons, and who is the anScipated public being considered to 
engage with the collecSons. The very themes museums are, yet again, immersed in 
centuries later. 
 The strongest chapter is the introducSon which comprehensively contextualizes the 
early modern academy as a period of immense change. Using the theories of philosophers 
such as Jürgen Habermas, it argues that museums moving from private to public echoes the 
late-seventeenth-century shi_ from ‘representaSonal culture’, centring the monarch, to the 
‘bourgeois public sphere’, centring the private individual. It states that this book will be 
relevant to contemporary museologists and historians of science alike, providing a much-
needed consideraSon of ‘how the collecSon was transformed in this period into a research 
vehicle that could bring objects and learned study ever closer together’ (p. 19). This is an 
enScing and ambiSous promise and a few of the chapters that follow are a liale uneven as 
they rise to the challenge. 
 Kelly J. Whitmer’s chapter ‘Pubng Play to Work’ ably picks up the threads laid out in 
the introducSon, unpacking the educaSonal reform that took place in Central Europe in the 
seventeenth century to highlight the way in which collecSons of ‘realia’ were mobilised in a 
new pedagogic approach. CollecSon objects made by arSsans # were used as tools for 
learning through play, enabling children to develop their wisdom by doing and making. 
Although not within Whitmer’s remit to state, the legacy of these reforms is easily traceable 
to the materials-based approached used in workshops with young people delivered by 
museums across Europe today. 
 Chantal Grell follows a more tradiSonal paaern, examining the work of ‘a relaSvely 
understudied early modern polymath’ Tito Livio Burabni (1617-1681) (p. 69). Although a 
fascinaSng account, including detailing an encounter between Burabni and the English 
astronomer and mathemaScian John Greaves in Egypt, the chapter does not fully engage 
with the ideas of transformaSon of the ways in which collecSons were then used. 
 In common with the most successful chapters in this volume, Georgiana D. Hedesan 
examines the ways collecSons were deployed in educaSon reform. Taking the Danish 
professor and physician, Ole Worm’s Museum Womarium as a case study, Hedesan analyses 
Worm’s instrumentalizaSon of his natural history collecSon in the development of pragmaSc 
medical alchemy knowledge. Like Whitmer, Hedesan casts Worm’s aaempts at university 
reform in the context of prevailing and compeSng philosophies of Paracelsianism and 
Roscicrucianism.  
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 The medical theme conSnues in Fabian Kraemer’s chapter on the publicaSons of the 
Academia Naturae Curiosorum (Leopoldina) and provides a refreshing addiSon, moving to 
considering journals instead of objects. Kraemer extends quesSons of classificaSon to the 
members of the learned society, idenSfying what it is about their recording and wriSng 
pracSces that made them variously authors or collectors. This definiSon hinges on the 
manner they engaged with their own collecSons. Kraemer argues that by working with 
observaSons, and separaSng their own experience from the literature, they became not only 
collectors but authors as well. 
 The chapter that follows stays with the Leopoldina, scruSnizing the vernacular 
knowledge that made its way into their published journals. Working with social technologies 
as a tool, Vera Keller invesSgates the quesSon of inclusivity and which knowledges got 
privileged. Through case studies of sirens and dragons, Keller unravels the interwoven 
connecSons between Leopoldina members, apothecaries, merchants, and vernacular 
collectors. She uses the metaphor of winnowing to describe the way vernacular knowledge 
was si_ed to decide what was worthy of publicaSon and disseminaSon and what should be 
discarded. 
 This quesSon of value segues into Philip Beeley’s chapter focusing on the Buda 
manuscript.  Beeley highlights the fragiliSes within the knowledge economies that 
determine whether or not wriaen works enter renowned collecSons or insStuSons. Beeley 
traces the ways these decisions are ulSmately built on a network of relaSonships. And, as 
Julia A. Schmidt-Funke explores in ‘Urban Fabric and Knowledge of Nature’, these 
relaSonships can be fraught. Schmidt-Funke looks at learned socieSes that emerged in 
Danzig and Frankfurt: ciSes that were thriving commercial centres with their own hierarches 
and structures that learned socieSes by turns courted and counterpointed by offering 
alternaSves. 
 The quesSons of enquiry and categorisaSon within learned socieSes as their 
collecSng pracSces moved to a more ‘scienSfic’ approach is captured in the next trio of 
chapters. They unpick the work of individual collectors, such as Sloane, while tracing the 
ideas about knowledge producSon and the shi_ from anSquarianism to natural philosophy 
and science. A shi_ that would not be possible without the consideraSon taken by learned 
socieSes, such as the EgypSan Society, to posiSon themselves within wider scholarship. 
 Overall, this volume skilfully maps out a history that remains directly relevant to 
contemporary quesSons in the use of history of science collecSons specifically and museum 
collecSons in general. It is therefore fibng that the final chapter addresses fragmentaSon in 
the digiSsaSon of early modern collecSons. Examining the Royal Society’s digital collecSons, 
Louisiane Ferlier gives a balanced account of both the potenSal and the hazards of digital 
collecSons in making collecSve wisdoms accessible to the public. She notes that the basic 
work of sorSng and categorising hasn’t changed in centuries, whether dealing with material 
or digital objects. Ferlier reminds readers that much like in the early modern academy, 
contemporary collecSon pracSces are also going through a period of transformaSon. 
Whether or not we choose to learn from the useful insights contained in this volume, 
remains to be seen. 


