
Ernest-Michel Vlasto (1848-1900) was a French civil engineer who was best known 
as the manufacturer of undersea cables that allowed France to communicate with 
countries and colonies overseas.
But Vlasto’s interests were eclectic and, in addition to being a leading proponent of 
telephony, telegraphy, photography and other emerging technologies, he was 
passionately interested in all the materials, natural and man-made, that made up the 
world around him.
In order to share this enthusiasm with his children, as well as with French school-
children generally, he wrote a small, well-illustrated book called ‘Leçons des Choses 
Usuelles’ (Lessons about Everyday Substances). The book was a companion to small 
portable museums, about the size of a chest of drawers, filled with drawers and a 
display case. These ‘Musées Vlasto’ were used in classrooms to teach children about 
the scientific nature of raw materials and their products.
Each cabinet contained 350 samples that children could handle and explore. The 
concept was not unique; there were other interesting teaching aids available at the 
time. Consequently, as the reviews on this page show, teachers were quick to 
explore their uses and potential but unsparing in their criticism!
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