
HOUSE  OF  HOARDS  —  COLLECTING  TREASURES  IN  ANTIQUITY. 
EARLY  PRECIOUS  COLLECTIONS  AND  THEIR  CULTURAL  

HERITAGE  AS  PREDECESSORS  OF  EUROPEAN  KUNSTKAMERAS
 

 
In einer durch Medien und Werbung ständig auf die angeblichen Vorteile 

des Allerneuesten hingewiesenen Öffentlichkeit wird der Konsument, der am 
„Gestrigen“ hängt, zum Sonderling und Muffel abgewertet, der eigentlich dort-
hin gehörte, wo Altmodisches abgestellt wird: in die Rumpelkammer. Dort, an 
„seinem Platz“, kann das „Neueste von gestern“ sogar wieder einen gewissen 
Kuriositätenwert bekommen. 

Robert Jungk, Zukunftsforscher, 1981* 

                                                           

 The idea to write this essay from point of ancient history and archaeology began during a common walk through Delphi tem-
ple area in sunny June 1993 and was remembered in the year 2003 on occasion of tercentenary celebrations in Saint Petersburg. 
The exchange of thoughts with my colleague and friend Prof. Dr. Efim Rezvan concerning the special human motivation to collect 
objects finally led back to the roots and etymology of key-terms and archaeological definitions which will also open a glance to the 
future of art collections and exhibitions. 

* Citation of Robert Jungk, see ann. 54. 

Since prehistoric times and until ours, human beings in-
cline to collect objects from their near or far environ-
ment. Such objects were made from stone, wood, ebony, 
bone, animal skin or precious metal. The reasons to col-
lect them are such manifold like the objects themselves: 
because of their value in trade, because of their religious 
or magic power, because of an individual sense for aes-
thetic style or special beauty. In addition, such objects 
can be a symbol of their owner's power and wealth, 
dreams and fears. 

From prehistoric periods, mostly non-writing cul-
tures (e.g. Stone Age, middle European Bronze Age and 
Iron age), we know hoards of weapons [1], gifts close by 
or into rivers (e.g. River Rhine) or into the earth (e.g. 
Celtic traditions). 

During the periods of Early Mediterranean and Near 
Eastern cultures one can trace back the beginning of a 
special culture of cultivating treasures to mythical 
spheres (e.g. the tale of Midas; see below and ann. 9), 
but mostly as a symbol of states whose political roots 
based on the culture of settlement, written law and social 
hierarchies defined by sacral axioms. 

As the Egyptian ruler's title, pharaoh (“great 
house” [2]), imagines, such a ruler was keeper of all real 
and religious symbols of power. Pharaoh in his function 
as representative of celestial and eternal power was 
keeper of the granaries (he was granting the food to his 
people), he was owner of the treasuries, and the believers 
worshiped pharaoh's imagination (deity) within the tem-
ples. The last-mentioned, too, were huge estates with an 
effective management in order to enlarge their property. 
In Egypt, such temple economy survived until Late An-
tiquity when Emperor Justinian in the beginning of 6th 
century CE gave order to close all non-Christian sanctu-

aries (also 529 CE the Academy in Athens was closed by 
Imperial legal act). 

In ancient Greek and Roman Culture, where temple 
areas were the centres of religious cult, political meeting 
and communication [3], a widespread economic system 
participated in these early East Mediterranean traditions 
by various attempts to produce and copy, to collect, to 
buy, or to rob precious objects from their original place 
of dedication (e.g. from the sanctuary in Delphi [4] or 
Olympia [5]). Many ancient collections originally have 
their origin in war booty (see below). It is a well-known 
fact that esp. Alexander the Great's war activity in Persia 
was connected with the wish to take back to Greece for-
mer Persian war booty from the Persian king's collec-
tions [6]. 

Today, common visitors of art exhibitions recognize 
only the “citations” of such cultural “secrets”, which are 
now “imprisoned” into museums' exhibition cases. How-
ever, in many cases we are unable to feel the invisible 
ribbon between the isolated objects in the exhibition's 
“glass-coffins” [7] and the wish to pay for a copy in or-
der to bring a glance of wealth to their private home, 
notwithstanding the fact to cross the border between cop-
ied art and “kitsch” or tinsel [8]. Beside pharmaceutical 
or cosmetic products or perfumes named after famous 
persons or places (e.g. Cleopatra, Roma), the extreme 
examples of taking copies of ancient art or remains can 
be defined as eating-up-object, which partly is close to a 
new type of abstract “nekrophagia” [9]. 

Less the Greeks, but more the Romans at all, had a 
similar psychological “problem” with their attempt to 
create collections of art and objects. Therefore, it is in-
teresting to have a look to terminology and juridical def-
initions. 
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I. The Names of Valuables 

In the ancient Greek language exist two terms for precious things and for the places where their owners kept 
them [10]. 

A .  G r e e k  N o u n :  

Roots not defined or perhaps by a root from verb τίθημι 
(tithêmi)?: “setzen, legen, stellen; zur Aufbewahrung 
niederlegen; gestalten, schaffen; wohl ordnen” and simi-
lar meanings: 

1. θησαυρός, m. (thêsauros) 
1.1. place to keep the object (cf. GEL 800): 
a. Vorratskammer, Schatzkammer, Schatzhaus; 

store, treasure, magazine;  
b. Behältnis, Schatzkästchen, Geldkasten, Spar-

büchse, Opferstock; receptable for valuables, safe, cas-
ket; 

c. Speicher, Magazin. 
1.2. the object itself: 
a. gesammelter Vorrat, niedergelegter Schatz (teurer, 

wertvoller Besitz, kostbare Beute, wertvoller Fund, Ge-
winn; 

b. ‛ικτήριος (hiktêrios): Schatz oder Darbringung der 
Schutzflehenden; in coherence with god Zeus (GEL 
800). 

1.3. θησαυρίσμα, f. (thêsaurisma), poetic: Aufge-
speichertes, Vorrat, Reichtum, Kostbarkeiten; store, trea-
sure. 

B .  G r e e k  V e r b :  

θησαυρίζο (thêsaurizo): ansammeln, aufhäufen, aufspeichern; aufbewahren, aufheben; to store, treasure-up, hoard, 
to lay up treasure. 

C .  G r e e k  A d j e c t i v e :  

θησαυροποιός: Schätze sammelnd (lit.: Schätze ma-
chend); to make stores, laying up in store. 

The θησαυροφύλαξ /thêsaurophylax), m.: Wächter 
der Schatzkammer, guardian of the treasury (see below), 
treasurer. 

The Latin word thesaurus (m.) has a special addi-
tional meaning: Greek or Barbarian temple [11]. 

D .  G r e e k  N o u n  b y  G r a e c o - P e r s i a n  C u l t u r a l  M e d i a t i o n :  

1. γάζα (gaza), f.: Schatzkammer, königlicher 
Schatz; treasure, large sum of money (GEL 335) [12]. 

2. γαζοφυλάκιον (gazophylakion), n.; Schatzkam-
mer; Gotteskasten (esp. in Christian meaning); treasury. 

3. Greek geographic names with Oriental roots: 
Γάζα, f. (Hebrew: the strong; also with Persian root in 
Hebrew?, arab. ġazze), name of a City in Philistea, 
south-western of Jerusalem, harbour from 3rd millen-
nium BCE until Arab conquest 635 CE. The most impor-
tant time of Gaza was during Persian rule in the 5th—4th 
centuries BCE. [13] Possibly on such places the Persians 
stored the collected taxes or tributes from their provinces 
or from the subdued people. 

4. Greek geographic name with Sanskrit (Bhārukac-
cha) or Persian root (?) or by phonetic transcrip-
tion/phonetic association (?): Βαρυγάζα (Barygaza): the 

most important Indian harbour (export of precious stones 
and other goods to the Mediterranean) mentioned in the 
Periplous Maris Erythraei (1st century AD) [14]. 

It seems worth to mention that a big treasury house 
belonged to the residences of Persian kings [15]. The 
title of the chief of Jewish treasury in the temple of Jeru-
salem was γαζοφύλαξ (gazophylax). During mid of the 
1st century CE such persons could be elected for diplo-
matic missions to Rome [16]. Obviously a little bit ear-
lier (around 48/49 CE) there was another official and 
traveller, who was warden of a royal treasury, as men-
tioned in the Acts of the Apostles (8,27 sq.): the eunuch 
of the ruling Meroitic king's mother (Kandakê) [17]. 
Such persons and their official duties were parts of the 
sacral legitimating of power in Antiquity. [18] 

E .  W o n d e r f u l  T h i n g s :  

The two terms — θαυμασία-thaumasia in Greek and 
in mirabilia-wonders in Latin — define a human per-
spective of admiration (lat. noun admiratio f. from the 
same root like mirabilia, nom. pl. n.). 

Greek thaumasia and a huge group of relative terms 
from the same Indo-European root (dhāu) describe the 

individual feeling when recognizing something wonder-
ful. The term finally contains both: the object of admira-
tion and a person's feeling. The Greek word for 
god/goddess (θεός/θεά, theos/thea) [19] is also con-
nected with the same Indo-European root. Finally, the 
thaumasia are very close to a sacral sphere, too. 
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The Latin word mirabilia differs in some points from 
the aforementioned examples. It belongs to a huge group 
of verbs, nouns and adjectives from an Indo-European 
root smei-lächeln (eng. “to smile”) [20]. The term can be 
interpreted as “to watch something extraordinary [21] or 
wonderful (with a good feeling that makes someone 
smile) [22]”, e.g. objects from nature, arts and crafts, 
philosophical ideas and discussions, or precious things of 
all kind. 

With a special meaning and beside of any sacral 
sphere, Romans preferred to define Greek vases, paint-
ings, statues and other objects of artificial crafts as mir-
abilia. 

A museion (dedicated to the muses) was the institu-
tion, where the thaumasia/mirabilia of the world could 
be admired, studied and discussed; such was the general 
type of antique university: e.g. the Academia in Ath-
ens [23], the Museion in Alexandria/Egypt, the library in 
Pergamon. We have to mention the famous libraries (e.g. 
the Apollon temple in Rome as meeting point of diplo-
mats during audience, the Greek and Latin libraries of 
the Emperor Trajan, Hadrian's library in Athens) [24] 
including the copies of their books, esp. in Alexan-
dria/Egypt and also the many temple libraries and state 
archives (e.g. tabularium at the Capitol/Rome), which all 
represent the collective memory of ancient Mediterra-
nean states. Although their original materials mostly are 
lost, such collections and the knowledge about them are 
part of the treasures of human culture in general [25]. 
We have to take into consideration that all later literary 

sources — including the Oriental descriptions and adap-
tations of antique records — continue less or more this 
tradition of written cultural memories. Al-Qazwini 
(ca. 1203 — 1283) as well as other Muslim authors de-
scribed and summarized the thaumasia/mirabilia-
wonders of earlier époques and tried to find new knowl-
edge by using the possibilities of their own time. How-
ever, sometimes they omit the main themes of antique 
authors. Therefore, the stories about Alexander the Great 
(including important Oriental literary traditions) were 
connected with excerpts or samples mostly from He-
rodotus [26]. Herodotus tried to describe the reasons of 
the Greek-Persian war in the 5th century BCE and not 
the world's mirabilia or ethnographia. Authors like al-
Qazwini [27] interpreted their subjects from another lev-
el and defined them as a part of the wonders of crea-
tion — this was not the main aim of antique writers (e.g. 
because of individual reasons or when in the 6th century 
BCE Greek philosophy beginning with ingenious Par-
menides who defined the difference between reli-
gious/mythic and physical interpretations). On one hand, 
later Oriental authors protected important antique re-
cords from being forgotten; on the other, they bound 
them under another religious i.e. monotheistic system 
(Islam, or Christianity, cf. Kosmas Indikopleustes), 
mostly without any later renaissance tradition. To my 
mind, this is the main difference between Antiquity and 
later reception within the context of collecting and heri-
tage. 

II. Greek and Roman Treasures and Collections 

During Greek and Roman antiquity, the main type of 
a precious collection was that of a temple or a small 
treasure house, both situated in a holy area and protected 
by sacral law. Hurting or destroying such places was an 
act of Barbarian violence [28]. 

The most important treasure houses were dedicated 
in the sanctuaries of Delphi and Olympia. Others, like 
those in Lindos/Isle of Rhodes were of the same impor-
tance. Early Greek written records — literary and epi-
graphic — are delivering the objects of such holy collec-
tions and inventories [29]. 

Important temples contained also the money hoards 
of a State and the financial security of a community of 
citizens: the famous Parthenon in Athens was built to 
keep the money of the Attic Sea Alliance and the huge 
temple of Jerusalem was the temple bank of the Jewish 
state. Roman temple of Saturnus was a similar banking 
treasure hoard under the control of Roman government 
and Senate. After Cleopatra's death in 31 BCE, the (ho-
ly) hoard of the Egyptian pharaohs — one of the most 
outstanding collections in Mediterranean Antiquity — 
was brought to Rome, where gold and silver vessels 
firstly were melted and then minted for Emperor Augus-
tus's new currency: nearly no single vessel from the 
Pharaonic treasure collection survived (only those from 
the grave areas) [30]. The money treasure from Jerusa-
lem arrived as war booty in Rome after Emperor Vespa-

sian had besieged Judaea in 70 CE. With this money, 
Roman government made payment to finance the Co-
losseum in Rome and to pay the debts of the Roman 
state. In addition, the precious stones (esp. the very ex-
pensive emeralds from Egyptian mines and the pearls 
from the Red Sea) [31] where taken from Egyptian ob-
jects or directly from the mining areas in order to be-
come the ingredients of typical Roman jewellery. 

Smaller hoards belonged to many Hellenistic rulers 
and their local successors in the Eastern Mediterranean. 
Roman sources mention such hoards and their former 
owners after the precious objects became the war booty 
of Roman commanders [32]. Criminal individuals organ-
ized raids, too, in order to obtain precious objects for 
private collections, such as the Roman Catilina and offi-
cial Verres and others in the 1st century BCE had 
done [33]. Latin records contain summarized inventories 
of many private or public collections (cf. Cicero's lists 
published on occasion of the trials; descriptions in Pliny 
the Elder, Naturalis historia). 

Like modern states, too, Roman government owned, 
stored and displayed a special collection of diplomatic 
gifts. All official presents, which provincial or foreign 
envoys brought to Rome (to the Senate or to the Em-
peror) were stored in the Temples of Peace (templum 
pacis). In Rome, too, existed a collection of huge paint-
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ings, which were of diplomatic importance [34] and such 
traditions caused literary topics in ancient literature [35]. 

It is interesting to notice that in the Western prov-
inces of the Roman Empire an equal tradition is less 
known with the exception of paintings from archaeologi-
cal layers under the dome in Trier (Germany) that show 
a box with jewellery. For sure, important provincial tem-

ples (e.g. the sanctuary in Lugdunum / Lyon, France) 
possessed their precious inventory. Outside the borders 
of Imperium Romanum such objects are known as Ro-
man diplomatic gifts to local tribal chiefs [36]. However, 
during the migration period between 3rd and 6th centu-
ries CE, Germanic warriors took private collections 
away from farms [37], estates and temples [38]. 

III. Late Antiquity and Medieval Traditions 

During the period of Late Antiquity between 3rd and 
6th century CE there are several records about private 
hoards. In the Near East, we know about private treas-
ures to finance merchandise projects, esp. to organize the 
expensive long-distance trade (Arabian Peninsula) [39]. 

In the Western part of the Roman Empire, there ex-
isted the other types of hoards. Mostly coin depositories 
(containing bronze, gold and silver currency) are typical 
for the territories west of River Rhine [40]. For this pe-
riod archaeological investigations located collections of 
private luxurious goods or inventories of smaller provin-
cial sanctuaries (cf. Weißenburg/Bayern) [41]. The re-
cently discovered hoard from Rülzheim (Germany) with 
precious objects and the hoard from Neupotz (from Riv-
er Rhine, near city of Speyer, Germany), partly repre-
senting the inventory of a public or private sanctuary, 
surely was a part of an Alamannic booty cart, which the 
Germanic warriors lost into the water when they crossed 
River Rhine [42]. Other typical hoards from Late Antiq-
uity contain expensive Roman weapons (e.g. the parade 
weapons [43] from Straubing/Bayern, Germany) or pre-
cious household equipments (e.g. from Kai-
seraugst/Switzerland [44]). 

One of the most well-known literary reflections of 
the migration period is Siegfried's mysterious hoard in 
Worms (Germany) and its medieval description in the 
German “Nibelungen Lied”. According to the legend the 
hoard was dedicated to River Rhine [45] and until now 
people are trying to find the hoard that obviously was a 
literary reflection on the many transports during early 
Middle ages [46]. Similarly Gregor of Tours (Historia 
Francorum) and other early medieval authors mention 
very precious aristocratic collections as remains from a 
former queen's treasure); such precious treasures were 
excavated from graves of Merovingian queens or aristo-
cratic women [47]. 

Many precious objects from Western Roman prov-
inces are gone their way to Germanic artisans, who melt-
ed them in order to obtain raw material for their tribal 
jewellery or for decoration of their weapons. 

In early medieval times, many antique jewels be-
came parts of royal crowns and symbols as well as parts 
of reliquaries. In such a way, a new type of treasury ap-
peared: that of Germanic rulers (cf. the royal hoard of 
Medieval Emperors at Trifels castle in Germany [48] 
that still is an important place of official German Heri-
tage protection) or the collection in Vienna/Austria [49]. 
The crusaders war activities enlarged collections in 
Christian cathedrals. 

Especially during the period of crusades in the 12th 
century CE Christian relic hunters rummaged through 
Byzantine churches, imperial and private collections in 
order to rob both: the relics and their precious recepta-
cles [50]. 

There was obviously a change of thinking during the 
beginning of Renaissance period, when the first edition 
of Greek and Roman records led their readers back to the 
world of Antiquity. Such new knowledge stimulated 
wealthy individuals, bishops and popes to create and 
interpret their own world of Antiquity; they started to 
collect special precious objects or they paid artisans to 
produce them [51]. From such tradition, it was only a 
small step to the private aristocratic “kunstkameras” of 
the 17th century CE [52] followed by a special culture of 
collections and museum activities since the time of 
French Revolution [53]. 

Modern states are now mostly the possessors and 
successors of the former aristocratic collections. These 
collections are displayed by permanent or special exhibi-
tions to educate modern visitors and to make them ad-
miring with a “smile”. 

*** 
The history of early collections leads to a natural 

human wish of possessing extraordinary objects. Like 
the early Mediterranean history shows, such collections 
mostly belonged to sacral rulers or sanctuaries. After 
more than 2500 years passed since ancient Greek under-
standing of the coherence of the religious and political 
relevance of art-objects, nearly all known objects of pre-
cious antique art are available now as copies, which can 
be bought not only by the rich. Such objects, including 
cheap-made plastic copies of religious objects, are no 
longer parts of sacral rituals or public identification, be-
cause they are taken to decorate every kind of house or 

room. Modern culture of “buying and possessing” [54] 
caused a new quality of collecting art as the modern art-
auctions imagine (e.g. Christies, Sotheby's, Cahn). In 
addition, the public discussion about preserving the orig-
inal collections has also a new quality [55]. However, 
the more and more minimized financial budgets for mu-
seums since 2008 [56], libraries, too, and archives get an 
increasing problem to fulfil the projects aimed for public 
education and cultural identity or to protect one of the 
most basic traditions of European culture.  

Recently an increasing number of private collectors 
and art-galleries open their special collections only for 
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the happy few of their friends and clients. In the same 
time, public collections are closing periodically their 
doors because of financial problems: a mirror of the civil 
society’s declining and dissolving [57]. The majority 
visits the huge international shopping malls, which show 
them the inventory of the recent world under one roof 
and at one place. Why to concentrate mind on energy-
taking art, if the miracles of the world are offered to 
nearly any level of private budget? Style and very attrac-
tive presentation in modern shopping malls e.g. MyZeil 
in Frankfurt am Main, KaDeWe (“Kaufhaus des 
Westens”) and “Lafayette” in Berlin, Gostiny Dvor in 
St. Petersburg and many others represent the rapidly 
changing world of luxurious goods, and they seem to 
become the public-commercial counterpart of former 
academic “Kunst- or Wunderkammer”. A new definition 

mostly influenced by marketing strategies of “order and 
sell” now dominates the world of θησαυρός (thêsauros) 
and mirabilia. Finally the most important concurrence to 
any kind of cultural activities are open-shop Sundays and 
seasonally shopping nights. 

The long lasting line of handling and cultivating col-
lections once began with collecting sacral objects, taking 
war booty and displaying private art by upper-class or 
aristocratic owners whose dominance later was replaced 
by public protected collections and exhibitions. The 
modern road leads to the mentality of commercial use 
and modern sponsorship that replaces step-by-step the 
passing world of a true Maecenas and his inclination to 
collections as a symbol of true lifestyle and knowl-
edge [58]. We should not accept such way into loss of 
cultural and public identity! 
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