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Museums always top our wish list when we plan a trip.

They are places where you can see precious, fascinating and
extraordinary things. But have you ever wondered how museums
evolved into the public treasure troves as they are today?

The origin of the word “museum” gives us a clue as to how
it all began. The ancient Greek word mouseion means “seat of the
Muses”, referring to a temple dedicated to the nine goddesses of
literature, science and the arts. Over time, it came to mean a place
for philosophical study, reflection and artistic exploration. An
example is the Museum of Alexandria founded in Egypt around
300 BC. It used to house scholars and a famed library, serving
more as a learning centre than a heritage shrine. While they were
unlike the ones we see today, the early museums were proof of
humanity’s urge to gather, protect and share knowledge.

The story of museums remains uneventful until the advent
of the Renaissance, when amassing collections of rare and exotic
objects from faraway lands became more and more fashionable.
Aristocrats, royalty and wealthy merchants displayed these
precious things in “cabinets of curiosities”, which ranged in size
from a piece of furniture with drawers to an entire room. The best
entertainment for venerable guests after dinner in 16th century
Europe was surely a tour of the wunderkammer—the room of
wonder. Every item in these opulent collections might tell a
different story, but they all shared the same purpose of reflecting
the taste, wealth and power of their owners.

The concept of museums as public institutions began to take
shape in the Age of Enlightenment in the 17th and 18th centuries
when the belief that knowledge was a powerful tool for the
betterment of society started to flourish. Private collections that
used to be the exclusive domain of the rich began to open their
doors to the public. Opened in 1683 after the wealthy antiquary
Elias Ashmole gifted his collection to the University of Oxford,
the Ashmolean Museum was widely recognised as the first
modern museum in the world. More public museums emerged
in the following century: the British Museum was founded in
London in 1753, the Museum Fridericianum in Germany in 1779,
and the Louvre Museum in Paris in 1793. Since the early 19th
century, museums have become cornerstones of communities,
serving as both educational hubs and symbols of civic pride.

Feature image: Art and Rarity Cabinet by Hans Jordaens 111

In our time, museums have diversified in both content and
form, offering an array of experiences far beyond traditional
art galleries and historical exhibitions. Some even push the
boundaries of what we expect from a museum. Created by Nobel
Prize-winning author Orhan Pamuk, the Museum of Innocence
in Istanbul curates everyday objects—cigarette butts, clothes,
jewellery, photographs—that tell the love story of the protagonists
in the eponymous novel. Here, the line between fact and fiction
is blurred. Visitors do not just observe objects; they step into a
narrative and experience the emotions of longing, nostalgia and
lost love.

The Museum of Innocence raises interesting questions
about the role of museums. Should they only display what are
real and historical? Or can they create spaces where imagination
reigns? Opened in 2022, the Museum of the Future in Dubai is
another example that redefines what a museum can offer. Its bold
shape and facade of intricate Arabic calligraphy are as futuristic
as its contents. Rather than looking back, it presents a vision of
tomorrow. Visitors can enter a world of advanced technologies,
from astronautics to artificial intelligence, and contemplate how
innovation will shape the future of humanity.

Not all museums, however, need to be serious. Some
embrace humour and playfulness, challenging us to rethink the
nature of art. The Museum of Bad Art (MOBA) in Massachusetts
is a celebration of artworks that have gone spectacularly wrong.
Instead of masterpieces, MOBA showcases works of askew
proportions, baffling colours and confusing perspectives with
immense charm. It offers a refreshing view of creativity and
invites us to appreciate effort and imagination, even when the
results are hilariously flawed.

Museums have come a long way from ancient temples
dedicated to deities to today’s cutting-edge institutions, and will
certainly keep transforming as the world changes. Yet, at their
core, they will always remain a place where we can wonder, think
and learn—with a seat for everyone.

| For great things do not just happen by impulse but

= are a succession of small things linked together.
’:T?? Vincent van Gogh
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At the turn of the 21st century, Neil MacGregor,
the then director of the British Museum, undertook
a fofmidable task: to-recount the million-year-long
human odyssey with just 100 objects culled from the

museum’s vast collection.

“The whole project is an absurd one, obviously,” MacGregor
admitted, “to try to tell a history of the world anyway, let alone in
100 objects.”

Nevertheless, 4 History of the World in 100
Objects—a series of 15-minute programmes first
broadcast.on BBC Radio 4 in 2010—became a

runaway success, garnering compliments like “perfect

radio” and “abroadcasting phenomenon”. Brilliant on
d air, its lavishly illustrated companion book of the same
title is equally mesmerising. As with the radio series,
five objects are grouped chronologically under 20 intriguing
topics such as “Ancient Pleasures, Modern Spice”, “Inside the
Palace: Secrets at Court” and “Meeting the Gods”. From the
two—miﬂion-year-old stone chopping tool from Olduvai Gorge

in Africa to 'the solar-powered lamp made in China

in 2010, these objects collectively weave a rich,

coherent narrative of human activity across cultures

and time.

If there is one thing that stands out in the book, it is the
breadth of the objects that come from almost every corner of
the globe. A few of them, like the Rosetta Stone or the statue of
Ramesses 1, are iconic and instantly recognisable. Some are less
known but no less captivating, such as the mosaic wooden box
from a royal tomb in the Sumerian city of Ur in Mesopotamia or
the mechanical galleon produced in the late 19th century in the
German town of Augsburg. Many are humble relics of everyday
life, including pot shards found on a Tanzanian beach, and a
ceramic roof tile from a temple in Kyongju, the capital of the
Unified Silla Dynasty of Korea.

With an exceptionally well-informed docent, even the most
mundane objects can be fascinating. In a clear and eloquent style,
MacGregor uses his expertise and storytelling skills to bring these
objects to life, shedding light not just on their historical

contexts but also on universal themes such as religious
tolerance, urbanisation, technological advances and

women’s rights. One particularly striking example
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7 A History of the World in 100 Objects

"/ is a suffragette penny—an ordinary British coin minted in 1903

with the slogan “VOTES FOR ' WOMEN” hand-stamped over
the profile of King Edward VI. In MacGregor’s hands, this
small act of defacement offers a window into the long and hard-
fought struggle for women’s suffrage in Britain,
inviting readers to reflect on the boundaries of

civil disobedience and the fight for equality.

The diversity of the objects and

MacGregor’s engaging narration contribute to
the success of this project, as does his choice of
contributors and collaborators. Each vignette features input from
experts across various fields—anthropologists, artists, writers, and
even lawyers—many of whom share cultural or racial heritage
with-the objects in question. In his presentation of a brass plaque
from Benin City, Nigeria, for example, MacGregor includes
commentaries-from Nigerian-born sculptor Sokari Douglas Camp
and Nobel laureate Wole Soyinka. These multiple voices and
perspectives add layers of meaning and offer personal reflections

on the cultural significance of the objects.

As the title suggests, MacGregor is presenting
“a”, not “the”, history of the world. Unlike

- conventional histories that focus on significant

) historical figures and events, this book allows objects to

speak for the defeated and forgotten. While written records
tend to skew towards the victors in wars, conquests and cultural
clashes, artefacts left behind by the vanquished inadvertently
take on the role of silent witnesses, reminding us of the people
and cultures that created them. MacGregor urges us to see how
these objects unite us together in our common humanity. He
concludes, “Above all, I hope this book has shown that the
‘family of man’ is not an empty metaphor, however dysfunctional
that family usually is; that all humanity has the same needs and
preoccupations, fears and hopes. Objects force us to the humble
recognition that since our ancestors left East Africa to populate

the world we have changed very little.”

It is with this broadened perspective that A History of the
World in 100 Objects becomes not only a journey into our past
but also a meditation on our future. The objects we leave behind

today will serve as testaments to our achievements

and failures tomorrow, telling our future
generations who we are, where we come from, and §

how much or how little we have learnt from history. ' m;

Photos: British Museum / Wikimedia Commons
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For many, a toy is just a plaything. But for Pablo
Neruda, there is an old worn-out toy which provides a deeper
attachment—a poetic thing that shaped the Chilean Nobel

laureate’s perspective on life and fuelled his passion for writing.

It all began in Neruda’s childhood in Temuco, Chile. One
day, while he was playing alone in his backyard, a tiny hand from
a hole in the fence caught his eyes. It was a little boy whom he
did not know. Before Neruda could react, the boy disappeared,
leaving behind a toy sheep as a gift. The toy was not in good
shape: the wool had already faded, and the wheels fallen off.
Still, in Neruda’s eyes, these imperfections only added to its
charm. The wear and tear gave the toy a certain authenticity that
made it feel alive. In return, he placed in the same spot one of his
treasures—a pinecone full of fragrance and resin—hoping that the

little boy would come back and find it.

Neruda never saw the boy again, and the woollen sheep
eventually perished in a fire. That brief and wordless exchange,
however, stayed with him. In 1954, the 50-year-old poet recalled
this encounter in his essay “Childhood and Poetry”, describing
how the occasion had opened his eyes to a profound truth about

humanity:

To feel the intimacy of brothers is a marvellous thing in
life. To feel the love of people whom we love is a fire that feeds
our life. But to feel the affection that comes from those whom we
do not know, from those unknown to us ... that is something still
greater and more beautiful because it widens out the boundaries

of our being and unites all living things.

This insight ignited within Neruda a flame he referred to
as the “poetry light”. He came to see poetry as a way of offering
“something resiny, earthlike, and fragrant in exchange for human
brotherhood”. Just as he had left his pinecone for a stranger, he

left his words for “people in prison, or hunted, or alone”.

This “poetry light” illuminated Neruda’s entire life, never
dimming. By the age of 13, he had already started publishing
his works in local newspapers. From Twenty Love Poems and

a Song of Despair, which explores love and longing with vivid

imagery and striking intimacy, to Canto General, a sweeping epic

that chronicles Latin America’s history, Neruda’s poetry captures
the joy and struggle of human experience. His works resonate
deeply with readers, not only for their personal revelations but for
their empathy and solidarity, establishing him as one of the most

significant voices in 20th century poetry.

In the same year that he wrote “Childhood and Poetry”,
Neruda published Elemental Odes (also known as Odes to
Common Things), a collection of poems celebrating the basic
things in daily life, such as fruit, clothing and furniture. This
shift was a deliberate effort to reach out to a wider audience.
He explained in the introduction to Elemental Odes: “1 wanted
to describe many things that had been sung and said over and
over again ... [ had to touch on everything, expressing myself as

clearly and freshly as possible.”

With Elemental Odes, Neruda honours the quotidian with
reverence usually reserved for the divine, connecting ordinary
things to extraordinary themes. In the poem “Ode to a Chestnut on
the Ground”, for instance, the chestnut’s fall is not merely a result
of gravity, but an act of its own will to embrace its destiny. Biding
its time in the soil, it will grow from a seed into another chestnut
tree. With just one chestnut, Neruda encapsulates the cycle of life,
reminding us that greatness can emerge from even the smallest and
humblest beginnings. As the way he transformed ordinary things
into “poetic things” touched readers and critics alike, three more

volumes were published in the following five years.

Though not all of us have the same talent as Neruda
for poetry, we can still learn a comforting truth from his
childhood story: while the things we cherish might not last, the
memories they leave behind can inspire something enduring and
meaningful. Through his words, Neruda has immortalised his
beloved toy sheep and the epiphany it sparked, moving readers
across generations. As we turn the pages of his poetry, perhaps we
may ask ourselves: what is the poetic thing in our lives that gives
us inspiration and insight? And how might we, too, find beauty in

everyday things?
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Language is a living thing. It evolves with every
conversation, adapts to technological shifts, and absorbs new
slang expressions, constantly growing in unexpected directions.

One of the most overlooked contributors to this growth? Brands.

Some brand names can take on a life of their own,
transcending their commercial origins to become part of
everyday vocabulary. Take “escalator” as an example. Originally
a trademark coined by the Otis Elevator Company around
1900, it used to refer exclusively to Otis’s own brand of
moving staircases. However, as these futuristic devices became
ubiquitous, the word was soon generically used to describe any
moving staircase, regardless of the manufacturer. Interestingly,
it even gave birth to the verb “escalate”, which now applies
to a broad range of contexts, ranging from rising tensions to

intensifying situations.

Let’s look at a few more examples. Do you say a vacuum
flask or thermos? A separable fastener or zipper? An adhesive
bandage or band-aid? A whirlpool bath or jacuzzi? Sticky notes or
post-it? You probably use, without a second thought, the latter—
which are (or used to be) trademarks—to describe goods or

services in a generic way.

Even more intriguing is the phenomenon of brand names
turning into verbs. This process—what some call “verbing”
and linguists refer to as “denominalisation”—fills gaps in our
language, offering a convenient and universally understood
shorthand for actions we frequently perform. Expressions like
“Just google it” and “It’s photoshopped” illustrate this perfectly.
While they might originally refer to using Google and Adobe
Photoshop specifically, they are now often used to describe
respectively the act of searching online with any search engine
and editing photos with any software. As these terms are already

embedded in our daily speech, they are often written in lower case.

At first glance, it might seem harmless, or even flattering,
for a brand to become part of the lexicon. But for businesses, it
can spell disaster. If a trademarked name no longer identifies a
specific brand and is instead perceived as an entire category of
products or services, it might face what is known as “genericide”
and lose legal protection.

Airfryer £

Cellophane

| - =

(TR EH
- X

8.5 i3

Laund

aspiri n Lmoleum

Dumpster

One of the most famous cases of genericide is Aspirin, a
painkiller developed by Bayer, a German pharmaceutical giant. In
the legal case of Bayer Co. v. United Drug Co. in 1921, Bayer lost
the exclusive right to use “Aspirin” as a trademark in the United
States. The court ruled that the generic status of a trademark
would depend on how the general public used the term, rather than
how specialists such as chemists and pharmacists perceived it.

To avoid a similar fate, many companies have gone to
Herculean lengths to educate the public about the proper use of
their trademarks. Xerox, for example, has long fought against
its name becoming synonymous with photocopying. A 2003
advertisement made the point in a humorous way, stating: “When
you use ‘Xerox’ the way you use ‘aspirin’, we get a headache.”
In 2019, the company published a notice in a Manila newspaper
to remind the public that Xerox is not a generic name: “As a
registered trademark, XEROX is also not a verb or common noun
and should therefore not be used to describe copying or copy
services in general. So please don’t use the word ‘XEROX"’ as

ERET)

another word for ‘copy’.

Some enterprises have taken it a step further. Velcro released
a playful music video titled “Don’t Say Velcro”, in which actors
playing lawyers sing about how Velcro is a trademark rather than
a generic term for hook and loop fasteners. Similarly, Johnson &
Johnson have tweaked its famous jingle from “I’'m stuck on Band-
Aid” to “I’'m stuck on Band-Aid brand” to reinforce the idea that
Band-Aid is a brand name, not a descriptive term. Companies
discourage the use of plural form for their brand names, favouring
“LEGO bricks” over “LEGOs”, for instance, and use distinctive

fonts to set their trademarks apart.

Companies pour millions into making their brand a
household name and, ironically, spend even more to avoid
suffering from their own success. While Juliet tries to tell Romeo
that a name is nothing but a name in her famous soliloquy, those

in the business world would have said, “A name is everything.”

| Things hard to come by are much esteemed.
Latin proverb

thermos
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Love is an eternal theme in literature, and it is shapeless and formless. Poets often turn to rhetorical devices to convey this abstract
concept. The following passage tells you how love is described in poems. Read it and fill in the blanks with words that best complete the

sentences. Some letters have been given to you.

With similes and (1) m
“A Red, Red Rose”, Robert Burns confesses his profound affection for his (2) b
h poet’s rich imagination, roses have become an enduring

r _, love can be illustrated by analogy with everything in the universe, such as roses. In his poem
d with a vivid simile: “O my Luve is like a

red, red rose / That’s newly sprung in June”. Thanks to the (3) S

(4)em _ of romantic love.

Emily Bronté also compares romantic love to a type of flower. Yet, she does not view it through (5) s - spectacles

like Burns does. In her poem “Love and Friendship”, Brontg likens love to wild rose-briars and friendship to holly-trees. Wild rose-briars
are more vibrant when in (6) b m, but the poet urges readers to consider their nature: while wild rose-briars (7) i in the winter,

holly-trees remain verdant in all (8) s.By(9)c t g the traits of the two plants, Bronté praises the endurance of

friendship and ridicules the fleeting nature of romantic love.

Bronté would probably find an ally in Christina Rosetti, another Victorian poet who shared the same fondness for hollies. Whilst

describing hollies as “bold and jolly” in a poem, Rosetti shows disdain for roses, writing: “A rose has (10) t as well as honey, / I’1l

not have her for love or money”. To her, roses are not a sight of (11) j _, but a potential source of (12)  n.

Please send your entry by fax (2521 8772) or email (csbolrs@csb.gov.hk) to the Editorial Board of Word Power by 27 February
2025. Watch out for our coming issue to see if you get all the answers right, and better still, if you are one of the lucky ten to win
a prize. The Editorial Board will have the final say on the answers.
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