british museum history of the world in
100 objects

British Museum History of the World in 100 Objects is a fascinating
initiative that offers a unique perspective on global history through the
lens of artifacts housed within one of the world's most revered institutions.
This project, launched in 2010, sought to connect the past with the present
by highlighting significant objects from various cultures and epochs, each
telling its own story about human civilization. The objects selected span
thousands of years and come from diverse geographical regions, illustrating
the interconnectedness of humanity through trade, culture, and shared
experiences.

Background of the British Museum

The British Museum, established in 1753, is one of the oldest museums in the
world. It was founded with the mission of collecting and preserving artifacts
from around the globe, driven by the Enlightenment ideals of knowledge and
education. The museum's collection has since grown to include millions of
objects that reflect the history and culture of humanity.

Founding Principles

— Universal Knowledge: The British Museum was designed to be a repository of
human knowledge, making artifacts accessible to the public.

— Enlightenment Values: The collection reflects the values of the
Enlightenment, promoting reason, science, and cultural understanding.

— Global Representation: The museum aims to represent the world's cultures,
showcasing artifacts from various civilizations.

Significant Developments

— Early Collections: The museum's initial collection was based on the
personal collection of Sir Hans Sloane, which included books, natural
specimens, and antiquities.

- Expansion: Over the years, the museum expanded its collection through
various means, including colonial acquisitions, donations, and purchases.

— Public Access: The museum opened its doors to the public in 1759, becoming
a model for museums around the world.

The Concept of “History of the World in 100
Objects”

Launched as a BBC Radio 4 series and subsequently published as a book,
History of the World in 100 Objects aimed to distill the vast narrative of
human history into a manageable format. Each object was chosen for its
ability to illustrate significant themes in human development, such as



technology, art, culture, and trade.

Selection Criteria

— Cultural Significance: Objects had to represent a pivotal moment or aspect
of human culture.

— Diversity: The selection aimed to encompass a wide range of cultures and
historical periods.

— Storytelling Potential: Each object needed to tell a compelling story that
would engage and educate the audience.

Structure of the Project

— Chronological Approach: The objects were arranged chronologically, giving a
sense of the timeline of human history.

— Thematic Groupings: Some objects were grouped by themes such as trade,
religion, and power.

— Narrative Format: Each object was accompanied by a narrative that provided
context and explored its significance.

Highlights of the 100 Objects

The selection of 100 objects offers a rich tapestry of human history. Below
are a few notable examples:

1. The Rosetta Stone (circa 196 BC)

— Significance: This artifact was crucial in deciphering Egyptian
hieroglyphs, unlocking the language of ancient Egypt.

— Cultural Importance: Represents the intersection of different cultures and
the importance of language in human communication.

2. The Standard of Ur (circa 2600-2400 BC)

— Significance: This Sumerian artifact is thought to depict scenes of war and
peace, showcasing the duality of human civilization.

— Cultural Importance: Illustrates the complexity of society in ancient
Mesopotamia.

3. The Lewis Chessmen (circa 1150-1200 AD)

— Significance: These chess pieces, carved from walrus ivory, offer insight
into medieval culture and the game of chess.

— Cultural Importance: Reflects the artistry and craftsmanship of the time,
as well as the spread of chess as a cultural phenomenon.

4. The Iron Age Sword (circa 500 BC)

— Significance: A representation of technological advancement in weaponry and
warfare.

— Cultural Importance: Highlights the significance of iron in shaping
societies and power dynamics.

5. The First Book Printed with Moveable Type (circa 1455)

— Significance: The Gutenberg Bible exemplifies the revolution in
communication and education.

— Cultural Importance: Marks the beginning of the mass production of books,



leading to the spread of literacy and knowledge.

Impact and Legacy

The British Museum History of the World in 100 Objects project has had a
significant impact on how history is perceived and taught. By offering an
accessible narrative through tangible objects, it has helped foster a greater
appreciation for cultural heritage and the stories that artifacts can tell.

Educational Outreach

— School Programs: The project has inspired educational initiatives, allowing
students to engage with history in innovative ways.

— Digital Accessibility: The museum has made many of the object descriptions
and audio guides available online, reaching a global audience.

Public Engagement

— Exhibitions: The 100 objects have been showcased in various exhibitions,
drawing visitors to the museum and enhancing cultural tourism.

— Media Presence: The accompanying radio series and book have reached
millions, igniting interest in history and archaeology.

Criticism and Controversy

While the project has been widely praised, it has also faced criticism,
particularly regarding the provenance of certain artifacts. The British
Museum has been at the center of debates over the ownership and ethical
considerations surrounding items acquired during the colonial era.

Key Issues

— Repatriation: Many countries have called for the return of artifacts taken
during colonial rule, arguing that they should be housed in their countries
of origin.

— Cultural Sensitivity: The selection of objects has sometimes been viewed as
Eurocentric, prompting discussions about the representation of non-Western
cultures.

Conclusion

The British Museum History of the World in 100 Objects stands as a testament
to the power of artifacts in telling the complex and multifaceted story of
human history. By distilling the vastness of our past into 100 carefully
selected objects, the project not only educates but also invites reflection
on our shared heritage. Through its ongoing initiatives, the British Museum



continues to play a crucial role in fostering cultural understanding and
preserving the stories that shape our world. As we move forward, it remains
essential to address the challenges of representation and ownership, ensuring
that the narratives of all cultures are honored and respected in the telling
of our shared history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the British Museum's
'"History of the World in 100 Objects' project?

The 'History of the World in 100 Objects' project aims to tell the story of
human history through a curated selection of 100 artifacts from the British
Museum's vast collection, highlighting cultural diversity and the
interconnectedness of civilizations.

Which object is featured in the 'History of the World
in 100 Objects' that represents early human
technology?

One of the notable objects is the Olduvai Stone Chopper, a simple but
revolutionary tool used by early humans, symbolizing the beginnings of human
innovation and technological development.

How does the British Museum's project address themes
of cultural exchange?

The project showcases objects from various cultures and time periods,
illustrating how trade, migration, and conquest facilitated the exchange of
ideas, technologies, and artistic influences across the globe.

What role do the accompanying narratives play in the
'"History of the World in 100 Objects'?

The narratives provide context to each object, offering insights into its
creation, use, and significance, thus enriching the viewer's understanding of
the artifact and its place in human history.

Has 'History of the World in 100 Objects' been
adapted beyond the museum?

Yes, the project has been adapted into a BBC Radio 4 series, a book, and
various educational programs, making the content accessible to a wider
audience and encouraging public engagement with world history.
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