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Welcome to topic # 022… today we will be 
looking at the British Museum, among the 
largest and most comprehensive collection 

of artifacts in existence.



Four different stories in the Sherlockian 
series reference the British Museum: twice to 
serve as location markers, and twice as the 
source of information to help solve a crime.



In “The Musgrave Ritual,” you 
identified your first London 

lodgings as “around the corner 
from the British Museum.”



The institution’s role as a repository for a wide 
array of artifacts and knowledge, however, 
suggests that my selection of this address 

might have been more than just a coincidence.



In the two other narratives, I consulted 
the museum’s collections and experts to 
learn the man known Jack Stapleton in 

The Hound of the Baskervilles…



…had been a well-known authority on 
entomology under another name and the 
odd remains found in the Wisteria Lodge 

kitchen came from a Voodoo ritual.



Merriam-Webster’s definition of a 
museum is “an institution devoted to the 
procurement, care, study, and display of 

objects of lasting interest or value.”



While the common concept of the 
“objects” in a museum involve 

paintings, sculptures, or items of 
historical or scientific interest…



…the origins of the British 
Museum involves books and 

manuscripts as well as 
antiquities and natural 

history specimens, making 
it a “universal museum.”



Three private collections (bequeathed 
by Sir Hans Sloane; Robert Harley, 
1st earl of Oxford; and Sir Robert 

Cotton) formed the original catalogue.



They willed them to 
the king, and through 

him, the British 
nation.



In 1753, Parliament established the 
British Museum from these estates, 
adding to them the British monarchs’ 

Royal Library in 1757.



When the institution opened at 
Montagu House in 1759, it created 
the first national museum, open to 

the public and belonging to all.



The collection continued to grow, 
adding objects from the James 

Cooks’ travels to the South Seas, 
antiquities from Egypt, Rome, and 
Greece, and the excavations from 

Asia Minor.



The institution quickly outgrew its 
original building, and it was replaced 
by Greek Revival style construction on 

the same site in the early 1800s.



Despite the additional space, the 
facility was continually short of 
room, and several wings were 
added to relieve pressure.



One of the most famous 
adjustments was the cast-iron 

circular Reading Room built in an 
originally empty quadrangle.



The room opened on May 2, 1857
and for one week (May 8–17) the 
public was allowed to inspect the 
structure. 62,000 visitors passed 

through during that time.



Those actually interested in using the 
room to consult the written materials 

had to apply to the Principal 
Librarian for a reader’s ticket.



Among those requesting the privilege were 
Karl Marx, Vladimir Lenin, Bram Stoker, 
and, of course, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.



Edward Ellis compiled a listing of 
all the references to the British 
Museum in fiction, and published 
179-page tome of such citations…



…which includes Doyle’s Sherlockian 
pieces and one more non-Sherlockian 
piece, “The Leather Funnel” from 

Round the Fire Stories.



The constantly growing holdings forced the 
museum to move its natural history collection 

to a new building in South Kensington in 
1881, forming the Natural History Museum.



In 1973, the library 
collection was moved to 
help create the British 

Library.



In 2000, the original Reading 
Room reopened to the general 

public after undergoing 
reconstruction and restoration.



More than 25,000 books and other 
written materials, primarily about 

the cultures on display at the 
museum, are available for review.



It is still the most visited 
attraction in the United Kingdom 

with more than 6.5 million 
visitors each year.



Given my proximity to the museum and the breadth of 
its collection, it can be certain I had my own reader’s 

ticket and made much more use of the information 
stored there than mentioned in the stories.



What better means to fill your brain attic 
than through the ever-mounting holdings 

that make the British Museum the 
attraction it continues to be.



Yes, but we’ll be back 
with another topic 

soon…

So we have completed 
topic # 022 in our 

series… 



References for this topic:

• Doyle, Arthur Conan; Ryan, Robert. The Complete Sherlock Holmes
• http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/museum
• https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Museum
• https://www.britishmuseum.org/about_us/the_museums_story/architecture/reading_room.aspx
• https://www.britishmuseum.org/about_us/the_museums_story/general_history.aspx
• http://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-31877819

https://www.britishmuseum.org/about_us/the_museums_story/architecture/reading_room.aspx
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