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THE concept of the cabinet of
curiosity as the direct ancestor
of the present day museum is

universally accepted. Indeed, in certain
cases the direct descent of musem from
cabinet is well documented. However, of
the hundreds of cabinets which must have
existed comparatively few are well known,
though recent works1 have given more
details of various British and European
examples.

In Scotland, however, the true number
and distribution of these early collections
is unknown. Only those of James
(1600-57) and Andrew Balfour (1630-94)
and Robert Sibbald (1641-1722) are usually
cited as examples, though it is a
reasonable assumption that others were
amassed by the Scottish gentry and aris-
tocracy. The purpose of this article is to
report the existence of a cabinet which
was situated within the city walls of Perth
in the first half of the 17th Century.

The evidence is contained in a volume
of poems by the Perth writer Henry
Adamson (1581-1637). This was first
published in Edinburgh in 1638 and subse-
quently in Perth in 1774 in a much larger
and better known edition edited by James
Cant2, a surveyor of HM Customs. Cant
added a great deal of information about the
history of Perth to his edition in the form
of footnotes and appendices. So much in
fact that although the volume is entitled
The Muses Threnodie (the title of the main
poem) it is often also found with the titles
History of Perth or Cant's History of Perth
on the spine. It was published as two oc-
tavo volumes but these were often bound
in one.

The Muses Threnodie is prefaced by
eight shorter poems the first of which is
The Inventory of the Gabions in Mr George
Ruthven's Closet or Cabinet (Cant3 ex-
plains that 'Gabions' was a word coined by
Mr Ruthven himself and having the same
meaning as 'curiosities'). The Muses
Threnodie also contains passing references
to Mr Ruthven's cabinet and it is likely that
both poems were written at about the
same time. Cant states that the Muses
Threnodie was written ' 'about the begin-
ing"4 of the reign of Charles the First,
that is, c. 1625.

Little is known about the owner of the
cabinet. Again according to Cant, Mr
George Ruthven was about ninety-two
years of age5 when the poems were first
published. Archives in Perth give his pro-
fession as "chirugian"6 and in 1598 he
was "Decane of Wrytis, Boweris,
Couperis Chirurgianis Cafts and Burgess
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of the same"7. Even after the so-called
Gowrie Conspiracy (in 1600) when James
VI ordered the forfeiture of all the estates
of the Ruthvens, abolished the surname
and banned the surviving members from
holding or succeeding to any offices,
honours or possessions, we find George
Ruthven listed as a "Chirugian Burgess"
in 16038. Cant informs us that in 1601 at
the Cross in Perth ' 'Mr George Ruthven

kiss'd the King's hand, was received into
favour, and assoilzed from all suspicion of
treason"9. However, as Mr Ruthven was
not a member of the main branch of the
family it is unlikely that he was under any
real threat. In 161910 he is recorded as
occupying Little College Yard in Perth. The
date of his death is not known, ndither is
the fate of his cabinet. In 1638 when the
poems were published Scotland was about
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to enter a period of civil war during which
Perth was taken twice and saw the
passage of many armies. The chances are
that Mr Ruthven's cabinet did not survive
for long.

The poem is reproduced here in full as
printed in Cant's 1774 edition. See if you
can decipher the contents of the cabinet.
Good luck!
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