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Among the useful and great ordinances promo-
ted by the King our Lord is the practice of the
Sciences. His Majesty conceived the wise idea

of founding at his Royal expense in this town a
Cabinet of Natural History; and in fact, a copious
portion of the curious products of nature has
already been placed in the rooms prepared for
the purpose located on the upper floor of the new
Royal House of the Academy of the Three Noble
Arts, and the Cabinet, located on Calle de Alcala.

Gaceta de Madrid 1, 2 January 1776
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THE MUSEUM AND ITS HISTORY

The history of the National Museum of Natural Sciences is a
brief account of the history of Spain from 1771 to the present
day. Created by King Carlos III, it was called the Royal Cabinet
of Natural History. It was located on Calle de Alcala in Madrid,
on the second floor of the Goyeneche Palace. A conspicuous
setting in which to admire the natural riches of the Old and the
New World.

At the beginning of the 19th century, the doors of the Cabinet
closed due to the War of Independence. They would reopen in
a time of peace. After the French were defeated. Then, in 1815,
the monarch Ferdinand VII ordered the creation of the Royal
Museum of Natural Sciences, which was to have an educational
mission. This function would be of paramount importance when,
in 1822, Madrid’s Central University was founded. The chairs of
the royal Museum filled the Madrid campus. Its rank increased
during the reign of Queen Isabel I when it was incorporated into
the Faculty of Philosophy. Over time, the Museum’s knowledge
constituted the Section of Natural Sciences. An essential official
school for studying the book of nature. Teaching and research
were always fundamental obligations of the Museum. A task
for which it was never fully prepared for due to the lack of a
suitable site.

In search of a better location, in 1895, it was moved to the
National Library and Museums Palace, where it remained until
the 20th century, under the direction of the eminent entomologist
Ignacio Bolivar since 1901. Bolivar perfectly understood the
idiosyncrasy of the institution, bringing it to modernity. His
diligent management of the Museum was responsible for its
move to its current site at the Palace of Industry and the Arts in
the area known as Colina de los Chopos, so named by the poet
Juan Ramén Jiménez. Just above the main street of Paseo de la
Castellana.

The Civil War disrupted the period of prosperity. Difficult
years were to come, though without a scientific pause thanks to
the courage and diligence of then director Antonio de Zulueta,



a renowned geneticist. The war years passed and were replaced
by post-war hardship. The Museum of Natural Sciences had
to reinvent itself, having become part of the Spanish National
Research Council. An institution created by Franco’s regime
to organize national science. The reconstruction was slow and
laborious. At the end of the 1980s is when the institution took a
leap in quality, having transformed into a museum and research
centre dedicated to the knowledge and dissemination of the
natural heritage. Since then, its naturalistic function has run
parallel to the development of the natural sciences in Europe,
and it has become an international point of reference.

The National Museum of Natural Sciences is today a
cardinal piece in the organizational chart of the Ministry of
Science and Innovation, a key player in our scientific objectives.
Its strength in the study of nature through the application of
practical knowledge is unquestionable. In 2021, the Museum
will be 250 years old. As Minister of Science and Innovation,
I can think of no better way to celebrate it than by recovering
its past. Because knowing its history is a fundamental act for
understanding it and imagining the institution of yesterday, today
and tomorrow. I am therefore pleased to present this luminous
account of the museum that reconstructs its bicentennial history,
mixing beautiful images with fitting words. A major book that I
personally celebrate as a great history of our National Museum

of Natural Sciences.
PEDRO DUQUE

Minister of Science and Innovation
Madrid, 10 June 2021



A MUSEUM WITH LIGHTS AND SHADOWS

“The historical trajectory of the National Museum
of Natural Sciences, as it appears to the readers of
this dense chronicle by Barreiro, is simply singular
and profoundly Spanish, like Goya’s Caprices and
Follies, flashes of light on almost implausible figures
in a domain of impressive obscurities.

Between the initial situation of one of the best
natural history cabinets of the 18th century, real and
powerful, and the ruinous one of two centuries later,
the fall was neither regular nor constant: it had its
ups and downs, and moments of recovery, scientific
achievement and museum activity, between sharp
contrasts and astonishing blunders. This impression
is inevitable when reading this brief account of the
Museum. However faithful the historian may wish to
be, and succeed, to the facts and the pure content of
the documents, he cannot always avoid conveying a
feeling of emotion and pain”.

These two paragraphs are part of the introduction I wrote for
the reprint of Barreiro’s book (1944) that was published in 1992,
also by Doce Calles. The account that you will find in the work
in your hands, A History of the Spanish National Museum: of
Natural Sciences, may also be the destination of these same
reflections. The narration of what has happened at the MNCN
leaves me, once again, with an impression that is more of dismay
and sadness than of satisfaction, as I realize that many of the
impulses that were intended for the Museum were useless so
many, many times. I end my reading of the book with the hope
that the next 250 years of the institution will be truly productive,
and that the Museum will be able to act, over a long period of
time, as the centre it has always wanted to be: a pioneer in the
study of the Natural Sciences, a giant in the conservation of its
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scientific collections and a centre at the service of its visitors,
with exhibitions and public programmes that allow us to better
understand the world in which we live.

I hope that, like me, you will enjoy reading about the unique
history of this Museum, one of the first of its kind in the world.
Read the short stories as keys to delve into past events, learn
more about its characters and situations and enjoy the many
images. I hope that this will bring you as close as possible to that
complex and mysterious natural world about which so much
remains to be discovered.

EMILIANO AGUIRRE
Madrid, 1 July 2021

Professor Emiliano Aguirre passed away on 11 October 2021.
He was one of the greatest palacontologists of the 20th century,
and founder of the Atapuerca palacoanthropological project.

With regard to the history of the Museum, as its director
between 1985 and 1986, he laid the foundations for the transfor-
mation of the institution that took place at the end of the 20th
century. Even before and also after this time, he collaborated
actively with management teams in the organization of the Mu-
seum and its exhibitions.

We would like to acknowledge his many years of work, his
dedication and interest, and for the text above—his last generous
collaboration with the Museum.

THE AUTHORS
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PRESENTATION

Two hundred and fifty years have passed since Carlos IIT found-
ed the Royal Cabinet of Natural History, the first name given
to what is now known as the National Museum of Natural
Sciences (Museo Nacional de Ciencias Naturales—MNCN in
Spanish). This institution has long marked the development
of natural science studies in Spain. Writing its history was a
debt we owed it.

Many are the protagonists who form part of the story. Re-
searchers, teachers, preparators, students, expedition members,
taxidermists, assistants, librarians, curators, archivists, admin-
istrative staff and visitors are all part of a history full of events.
Some are better known, others less so; many are important,
others modest. The offices they occupied, the institutions to
which the Museum was attached, ruling parties, specialists
from other centres, everything and everyone left their mark.
Exhibitions, renovations, refurbishments, moves, expeditions,
reports and memoirs, projects that came to fruition, others left
unfinished. Events that we have tried to summarize. It has not
been easy. We have left things unsaid. Some milestones, anec-
dotes, characters, and events were left out for the sake of clarity
and understanding. However, we made an effort to describe in
more detail those periods that are less well known. Such as the
period from 1939, when, after the Civil War, the Museum was
assigned to the Spanish National Research Council (Cozsejo
Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas—CSIC), to 1985, when a
major architectural, museological and scientific renovation and
refurbishment began. Finally, the years closer to the present
have also been a challenge but one that we have overcome
thanks to our direct knowledge of the centre at this time.

The result is A different History of the Spanish National
Museum of Natural Sciences. Why read it? The question is a fair
and necessary one. There are a few reasons. One will suffice.
Because we present a history of the Museum, transformed
into a tale of discoveries whose reading flows like a journey
through time. We present a simple, direct and entertaining



text. Well-founded. Enlivened by images. Knowledge on
the frontier of popularization, or vice versa. The intention
is unequivocal: to recover the history of this royal institution
founded in 1771. The events that followed are recounted below.

This story also serves to motivate those who wish to learn
more about the Museum, our Museum, a museum that belongs
to everyone. This is its history.

THE AUTHORS
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In the beginning




CABECERA



A HISTORY OF THE SPANISH NATIONAL MUSEUM OF NATURAL SCIENCES

In the beginning, the original name of the National Museum
of Natural Sciences was the Royal Cabinet of Natural History.
Created in 1771 by the monarch Carlos I11, it first opened

to the public on 4 November 1776. Necessary time for the
director Pedro Franco Dévila to shape the project. It was a
typical cabinet of curiosities. It occupied the second floor
and the attic of Goyeneche Palace, at what is now number

13 Calle de Alcala, in the heart of Madrid, next to the Puerta
del Sol. A mansion shared with the Royal Academy of the
Three Noble Arts, known today as the San Fernando Royal
Academy of Fine Arts. A monumental building completed

in 1725 according to the blueprints designed by Benito de
Churriguera. Fifty years later, another architect, Diego de
Villanueva, undertook the renovations necessary to house the

Page 15. Carlos ll,
King of Spain, Mariano
Salvador Maella,

|8th century. Royal
Academy of History,
Madrid



INTHE BEGINNING

new tenants. The palace loses its original Baroque appearance  View of Alcald Street in
Madrid, Antonio Jol,

18th century. Bank of
front facade that continues to welcome visitors. In such an Spain, Madrid

ostentatious manner, it fulfils the royal desire to unite nature
and the arts in the same place of public interest, as is declared
on a plaque located under the main balcony. The royal
Cabinet had three rooms in which to display animals, minerals
and plants. According to the records, the inauguration

and acquires a neoclassical air, as preserved in the Doric-style

attracted a large number of visitors. There was huge crowd,
so many that soldiers had to intervene to prevent people
from being trampled at the entrance of the building. Curious
people willing to stand in long queues to admire the beautiful
objects on display. A mixture of reality and fantasy.
(continued on p. 23)



Facade of Goyeneche Palace, 1773. Royal Academy of Fine Arts, Madrid

Coral from the Cabinet of Mounted fish from the Parra Collection, 18th century. MNCN
Franco Ddvila. MNCN

La osa hormiguera de Su Majestad, 1776. MNCN




Crystallized sulphur from Conil. MNCN

Hard-stone table, 18th century. MNCN

Minerals collected from different
locations belonging to the Museum's
collection. MNCN

Mineral collected by the Heuland
brothers on their journey to northern
Chile and Peru, 1795-1800. MNCN










The pages of this book offer the reader A different History of the
Spanish National Museum of Natural Sciences. An easy, direct, and
entertaining text enhanced by the accompanying images, it is a
story of discoveries whose reading flows like a journey through
time. Many events transpired within the four walls of the museum,
and many characters played leading roles in this story. There
were curators, department heads, directors, kings, journalists,
politicians, preparators, princes, professors, researchers, students,
and taxidermists. By invoking them, the intention is unequivocal: to
recover the history of an institution founded in 1771 by Carlos Ill.
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E INNOVACION

SOCIEDAD DE AMIGOS DEL MUSEO
NACIONAL DE CIENCIAS NATURALES
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