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Abstract
This thesis considers how the stories preserved in Greek and Roman texts have
been used in British museums from the early nineteenth century to the present.
It explores the tendency to prioritise textual over visual information which is
easy to overlook when dealing with object-based institutions. It demonstrates
the pervasive effect that ancient texts and the narratives they convey have had
on the way museums think about individual objects, wider history and their
own role as public institutions.
A series of case studies offer snapshots of the relationship between object and
text at different times and places: how ancient texts were used to articulate a
political and public role for the Elgin marbles; how public and academic interest
in myth inspired innovative museum interpretation in the work of Charles
Newton, Jane Harrison, Heinrich Schliemann and Arthur Evans; how collecting
at the Fitzwilliam museum demonstrates the difficulties of escaping ancient
narratives, even for those committed to object-based approaches; and how an
exhibition of Greek Art in World War Two used ancient images and texts
alongside each other in ways that idealised Greek art and freedom, while also
revealing unease about the relationship between image and text in ancient
sources. By looking at these through broader intellectual and social themes it
develops a history with continuity as well as contrasts.
Several of the case studies visit completely new ground for the history of
museums, but even the most familiar moments in collecting history can be
understood in new ways through an awareness of how deeply our
understanding of ancient objects has been shaped by ancient narratives. I build
on contemporary interest in the active role of museums in constituting our
understanding of the past by treating the museum as a site of textual reception
and an active participant in a tradition.
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1. Introduction: narratives of the museum
In the Enlightenment gallery of the British Museum is a framed picture of some
fish. If visitors look closely (which they tend not to, since it is displayed in a low
wall case, just above the floor) they might see that the picture is not a painting
but made of thousands of tiny stone tesserae. There is an inscription that runs
around the outside of its gilt frame:
Discovered in the ruins of the palace of Pope Leo 12th at the villa
Chichignola. Presented by Pope Gregory 16th to Sir Edward Thomason
in the year 1832. The mosaic contains 20,000 silicious pebbles is [sic] the
work of Sosus Pergami who flourished 320 years before Christ and is
mentioned in the writings of the Elder Pliny1
This gives many of the pieces of information we might expect to find on a
museum label: artist, date and collecting history. These are more than neutral
facts; they are designed to shape viewers’ evaluation of the mosaic. Everything,
from the fact it once belonged to the Papal collections to the sheer number of
tesserae, is meant to impress on us the importance of this small picture of sea
life. But nothing is more impressive than the mention by Pliny the Elder.
The inscription’s slightly awkward grammar makes it difficult to tell whether
Pliny mentions this mosaic or only Sosus. Pliny described two works by Sosus:
one depicting a dove drinking and the other (called the asaroton oecon) designed
to give the impression of an unswept floor, still strewn with debris. It is possible
that the framed picture was understood as a very fishy bit of the unswept
pavement but, since Sosus is the only mosaicist mentioned by Pliny, he may
simply have been chosen because there were no other options.2 A mention by
“British Museum Collection Search, Museum number 2009,5005.1” Last accessed, January 13,
2013 http://www.britishmuseum.org/system_pages/beta_collection_introduction/
beta_collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=3200097&partId=1&searchText=2009%2c5005.1.
1

2
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The section on mosaics which mentions Sosus is: Plin. HN 36.60-64.

Pliny was widely deemed a guarantee of quality but, in this case, observed
quality seems to have been enough to earn a Plinian pedigree.

!
Figure 1. A Roman mosaic in the Enlightenment gallery of the British
Museum, framed like a painting.
The difficulties of making sense of this image in the British Museum are
compounded by the fact that we are no longer meant to be impressed with the
picture as the work of an unusually skilled mosaicist. In the Enlightenment
gallery, the fish mosaic stands for a particular kind of connoisseurship, typical
of the Enlightenment values that brought together the British Museum’s
collections. The reference to Pliny places the mosaic in a canon of art derived,
not from extant works, but from the writings of ancient authors. Pliny’s
approach to art saw it as a small aspect of natural history. Mosaics were dealt
with in the section on stone - hence the stress on the “20,000 silicious pebbles”
in the framing description. In this sense, the mosaic reflects the
multidisciplinary aspirations of the gallery. But the force of post-Enlightenment
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departmental and disciplinary boundaries remains - these fish made of stone
are in the Art and Civilisation theme, kept a safe distance from the natural
history specimens that represent The Natural World.
Enlightenment: Discovering the World in the Eighteenth Century is a refurbishment
of the King’s Library of the British Museum, completed in 2004. It is a space that
aims to show the ideas that structured the museum in the eighteenth century
and to evoke historical forms of display without being particularly concerned
with reconstructing any actual past layout of the room.3 The fish mosaic’s place
in the Art and Civilisation section makes it is emblematic of the relationships and
values that led to this mosaic being taken from its ancient context and framed
like a painting. In this, the inscription is as important as (if not more so than)
the image itself. The frame around the mosaic has transformed its meaning
from a piece of interior decor to a masterpiece. But the way this is presented in
the Enlightenment gallery transforms it once again into a piece of art history.
The museum is a framing device that shapes how we see the objects in it and in
turn has an effect on our ideas about the past.4
Despite standing for an aspect of the British Museum in the Enlightenment, the
mosaic was not owned by the museum until 2009.5 It is there, not as an artefact
of that history, but because of the stories it can evoke of collecting, travel and
the desire to connect with the things mentioned by ancient authors. The interest
in its own history that the British Museum displays in the Enlightenment
gallery is part of a much wider self-reflexive impulse in museum displays in
which museums explore their own histories as well as those of their collections.

Beth Lord, “Representing Enlightenment Space,” in Reshaping Museum Space: Architecture,
Design, Exhibitions, ed. Suzanne Macleod (Abingdon: Routledge, 2005), 146–157.
3

Donald Preziosi “Brain of the Earth’s Body: Museums and the Framing of Modernity,” in The
Rhetoric of the Frame: Essays on the Boundaries of the Artwork, ed. Paul Duro (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996), 96-110.
4

5
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“British Museum Collection Search, Museum number 2009,5005.1”

This is the result of a boom in the study of museums over the past couple of
decades that has undermined the idea that the museum is a neutral background
for its contents. An ancient artefact can be presented as evidence in a timeline,
an aesthetic icon, a symbolic evocation of a lost past or within an immersive
reconstruction. Each of these approaches gives a particular impression of the
object, its place in the past and the role of archaeology, and closes off other
possibilities for interpretation.6
Deepening analysis has shown that museum interpretation is seldom just about
the past and has increased awareness of the inequalities that museums present
and perpetuate.7 The antique display cases and apparently old-fashioned
arrangement of the Enlightenment gallery are, paradoxically, the product of
some very contemporary anxieties. In a context which sees museums as a
cultural practice in their own right, their history and approaches need
explaining. Introductory galleries that tell collection histories offer a way to
provide visitors with necessary background information and acknowledge that
museums are no longer seen as self-explanatory cultural practice. The British
Museum’s role in working out the knowledge systems of the Enlightenment,
and its continuing ability to represent these developments is an important part
of its history in its own right, but is also used to argue for the collection’s
importance and against restitution claims.8 Exploring the collection as a product
of a particularly important time, place and intellectual climate presents it as
greater than the sum of its parts. The museum’s Enlightenment display needed
to balance celebrating the museum’s roots and justifying it in the present with
Michael Shanks and Christopher Tilley, Re-constructing Archaeology (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1987), 68-99.
6

Caroline Duncan, Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums (London and New York:
Routledge, 1995), 54-55; Richard Sandell ed. Museums, Society, Inequality (London: Routledge,
2002).
7

Mark O’Neill, “Enlightenment Museums: Universal or Merely Global?” Museum and Society 2,
3 (2004): 190–202.
8
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the growing awareness that the expansion of intellectual horizons in the
Enlightenment is inextricably linked with imperialism.9
The fish mosaic example raises a lot of themes that will recur in this chapter and
the thesis as a whole: the influence of Pliny, competing value systems, the
Enlightenment, the interest in museum histories both in scholarship and on
display in public galleries and the question of whether ancient objects should be
thought of as “art” in our terms. The mosaic is also a classic example of what
we expect ancient texts to do in a museum - if we see them at all. The mosaic is
literally framed by a very art-historical narrative, focused on dates, creator,
owners, facts, figures and a mention in the literature. In this study, I want to
look at how not only texts, but also the narratives behind them operate in the
museum environment. I will build on contemporary interest in the active role of
museums in constituting our understanding of the past by treating the museum
as a site of textual reception and an active participant in a tradition.
There is a broad variety of textual sources from the ancient world that can be
made relevant to objects in museums: relating to artists, collectors, the subjects
represented by figurative art, historical developments in which objects played a
role, the mode of material consumption, the objects’ original context and so on.
Given how much there was to choose from, I want to look at what was selected
and how it was used. For this reason, I have chosen to focus on ancient
narratives, rather than ancient texts, since the narrative contents of the text are
often picked up on and re-told in the museum independently of the text itself.
Narrative has emerged in recent years as an important theme for understanding
the past and improving the way it is presented. Post-processual approaches in
archaeology have adopted narrative form to reflect the importance subjective
interpretation at every stage of archaeological investigation and combat the
Kim Sloan, ed. Enlightenment: Discovering the World in the Eighteenth Century (London: British
Museum Press, 2003), 13.
9
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myth of objective readings of the archaeological record.10 Narrative has also
been adopted as a major theme in the study of museums. It appears in critiques
of museum displays that present history as a monolithic linear process that
supports the dominant ideology, and in attempts to propose better approaches.
Narratives in museums today are seen as a way to cross disciplinary
boundaries, reflect something fundamental about the way humans experience
the world and present many possible readings of objects, while still producing
coherent interpretation.11 In practice, narrative can be an extremely difficult
term to pin down, ranging from being simply synonymous with story
(including both fact and fiction), through to the ideologically-loaded grand
narratives that constitute official histories and identities. In this thesis, I have
used a deliberately loose definition of ancient narrative, spanning notions of
political identity, literary tradition, myth and storytelling to reflect the diverse
possibilities. This will offer greater historical depth to current discourse on
narrative in museums.
Some of the examples which I will explore, such as recurring uses of Pliny’s “art
history” (this chapter) and the various nationalistic appropriations (chapters
two and five), fit well with standard accounts of museum histories. But I also
want to explore some of the more awkward territory uncovered by
acknowledging that museums cannot make sense of the past by their collections
alone. We will see museums searching for truth in myth (and debating what
kind of truths can be found there), grappling with previous generations’ very
personal approaches to the ancient world and exploring the difficult
relationship between image and text in ancient sources. These sorts of
engagement with ancient texts are often treated as somewhat peripheral to the

10

Gill Andrews and John C. Barrett, “Interpretation Not Record: The Practice of Archaeology”
Antiquity 74, 285 (2000): 525.
11

Suzanne Macleod et. al. ed. Museum Making: Narratives, Architectures, Exhibitions (Abingdon:
Routledge, 2012).
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museum’s core functions of understanding objects, but I want to show how
they have shaped not only the understanding and display of ancient objects but
also the idea of the museum itself.
Museums were an important site for working out disciplinary boundaries and
continue to reflect and constitute disciplinary knowledge through their
displays. As a result, museum histories are often disciplinary histories, with an
interest in how configurations of disciplinary knowledge were formed, or,
following Foucault, interested in the relationship between systems of
knowledge and systems of power.12 It is important to note that while the title of
this thesis foregrounds archaeology (since some of its objects are far from being
art) the objects it discusses are highly unrepresentative of the priorities of
archaeology as currently understood. They are largely the showy, impressive
pieces that look good in museums, without the sort of clearly documented
provenance that would make them fully meaningful to archaeologists.13
This thesis is an engagement with some of the other factors that have made the
past significant. Its subject matter is necessarily interdisciplinary. It draws on
recent work in the histories of museums, archaeology, classics and art. The
nature of museums means that most histories of museums are at least
somewhat interdisciplinary, but they usually concentrate on object-focused
disciplines, meaning that the literary texts that have traditionally been central to
the study of the classical world are sidelined when Greek and Roman material
in museums is discussed. Greece and Rome dominated the education system
for centuries and literature was favoured as the means to study these societies.14

Christopher Whitehead, Museums and the Construction of Disciplines: Art and Archaeology in
Nineteeenth Century Britain (London: Duckworth, 2009); Eileann Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and
the Shaping of Knowledge (London: Routledge, 1992).
12

Christopher Chippindale et al.,“Collecting the Classical World: First Steps in a Quantitative
History,” International Journal of Cultural Property 10, 01 (March 9, 2005): 1– 31.
13

14

Christopher Stray, Classics Transformed (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998).
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The centrality of Greek and Roman texts to the study of the ancient world
reflects a much broader logocentrism in our society, which can be traced back to
suspicion of images in the Reformation. This has had a lasting effect on the way
the two categories are discussed: images are seen as sensory experience, words
as intellectual.15 The emphasis on text over image as a means of reasoned
debate has shaped academic disciplines as we understand them today and
supposedly image/object focused disciplines are no exception - after all, this is
a written thesis. In this thesis, I will explore the growing importance of material
culture for understanding Ancient Greece and Rome in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries and ask whether this development could have occurred
without the literary tradition, even in the most object-focused institutions.
Because of its interest in the modern responses to ancient art and texts, this
thesis fits into the discipline of classical reception studies. But my engagement
with reception studies is more than just a question of subject matter. I also want
to draw on some of the deeper insights of classical reception: that our
understanding of ancient art and texts is inevitably shaped by our context and
experiences, including prior responses to the images and texts in question. As
Martindale puts it: “…our current interpretations of ancient texts, whether or
not we are aware of it, are, in complex ways constructed by the chain of
receptions through which their continued readability has been effected.”16 This
model and its sources of influence in the German hermeneutical tradition are
easily adapted to the study of ancient art.17 Reception studies shows how our
responses have come into being and allows us to reflect on some of the other
possibilities that have been lost. I believe this is particularly important for

Michael Squire, Image and Text in Graeco-Roman Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2009), 15-87.
15

16

Charles Martindale, Redeeming the Text, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 1-35.

Elizabeth Prettejohn, The Modernity of Ancient Sculpture (London and New York: I.B. Tauris,
2012), 96-103.
17
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museums, which give an impression of permanence that effaces the changing
attitudes and displays that have gone into it.
The museum can also be a difficult place to explore reception as it can often lack
the clarity of a single writer expressing their thoughts about an ancient text.
Instead, the museum presents its own version of the past (often seemingly
neutral and factual), which is received in turn by a diverse public. Museums
(and some museologists) tend to imagine an ideal visitor in a transmission
model of communication, but this simplistic approach is gradually giving way
to a more active model in which visitors make their own meaning.18 The result
is an extremely diverse range of possibilities, complicated by the problems of
ephemerality that tend to haunt museum histories - often the visitor responses
are even less well recorded than the displays themselves, and the ones that do
survive are of comparatively privileged visitors, closer to the ideal imagined by
the museum. While it is impossible to explore all responses (and not all
responses are equally important) this thesis shows that the museum has always
been seen as a site for debate (chapter 2), a place experienced differently by
different groups (chapter 3), and a site that must go beyond its standard
knowledge systems when acquiring objects (chapter 4) or serving external aims
(chapter 5).
A reception approach that recognises the reciprocity between the past and our
responses to it is particularly important in this thesis, which looks at a
contemporary phenomenon in past contexts. It allows me to explore the theme
of narrative, without implying that it has always been such an important
concern. We will encounter narrative as something explored and championed,
but also as something suppressed. Whichever is the case, looking at narrative
shows us something important about how museums and their public

Eileann Hooper-Greenhill ed., The Educational Role of the Museum (Abingdon: Routledge,
1999), 15-19, 28-43.
18
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understood the past and what possibilities this left open for future responses.
As a result, this thesis will explore the variety of ways that stories can work in
museums, and ask what the use of narrative in museums looks like outside the
postmodern, new museological context which it suits so well.
This first chapter will explore some of the fundamental narratives that recur in
museum histories themselves. It starts with the idea that museums originate
with ancient temples and shows that this notion is much more than a simple
explanation of origins. It asks how the ancient temple is used to debate whether
ancient “art” is really art in our terms and to explore the nature of the museum
itself. The next section examines some of the other ancient narratives that have
operated in the formation of collections of ancient art - including Pliny’s “art
history” discussed above. Then we will consider the idea of museums coming
from a revolutionary break with the past (whether in political or intellectual
revolution) and how such breaks often look back to classical exempla and
justify themselves through grand narratives of progress. We will end with a
brief exploration of current trends in museology, looking in particular at how
museums respond to their histories and their ambivalence to narrative which
rejects traditional narratives of progress while stressing the ability of stories to
empower visitors and transform museums. Exploring these tropes in writing on
museums serves as a literature review, while beginning to explore the desire to
connect museums to ancient literary sources and broader notions of an ancient
past.
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The museum as temple
It is common for histories to begin by defining their terms and searching for
points of origins, and museum histories are no exception. Often these two needs
can be fulfilled (at least to some extent) by discussing the meaning and origins
of the word “museum.” The way a historian negotiates this etymology
establishes their version of the museum and its relationship with the ancient
world:
“Museum” meaning “seat of the muses,” is a classical name for a
modern invention. The archaic nature of the term is, of course, part of its
charm. The effect to which the institution so often seems to aspire is to
give the impression of permanence, of being always already necessary
and therefore established.19
The ancient Greek word “mouseion” is a name for a site of worship, that came
to encompass the systematic collection of knowledge. The Mouseion at
Alexandria certainly seems to have accommodated scholarly activity, but there
is no reliable evidence that it held the sort of collections we would associate
with a museum.20 However, the Mouseion is not the only ancient temple seen as
a museum. The fact that temples were (somewhat) public spaces, holding large
collections of significant objects, gives them some striking similarities to the
modern museum. As a result, they are often used to demonstrate an awareness
that collecting and public display of objects is not a cultural phenomenon
limited to the modern public museum and to test the boundaries of that
category of institution.

J. Siegel, “Introduction,” in The Emergence of the Modern Museum: An Anthology of NineteenthCentury Sources (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 3.
19

Jeffrey Abt, “The Origins of the Public Museum,” in A Companion to Museum Studies, ed.
Sharon Macdonald, (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 115-133.
20
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Writing in the 1960s, Bazin (chief curator of paintings at the Louvre) quoted
from Herodas 4 as the starting point for his history of museums. The mime
describes two women visiting the temple of Asclepius on Kos and is often used
to reflect on ancient attitudes to art.21 For Bazin, it offered a vignette of ancient
life in which the mixture of casual chatter and expressions of wonder seem
somewhat timeless: “One could hear analogous conversations today while
following visitors through the Louvre or the Metropolitan Museum…”22 This
parallel is charming, but it also has more serious implications in Bazin’s
museum history. Bazin was keen to show ancient temple collections as open to
the public, carefully inventoried and subject to conservation measures to
conserve their objects for posterity - just like modern museums. The result is a
sense of universality in which the relationships between art, ideas and display
that are current in the modern museum have existed in other cultures.
Another museum leader (this time of the Smithsonian) who traced his history of
museums to the ancient temple was Ripley.23 His 1969 book, The Sacred Grove, is
an extended typology of museums in which all museums can be traced to two
ancient models - Greek scientific temple collecting and Roman triumphal
collecting. This let him identify the modern educational science museum with
Greek sophistication and see modern art galleries as a continuation of the
decadent cupidity of the Romans. There is little engagement with ancient
sources or the complexities of the ancient context because this history of
museums is really more concerned with establishing categories for his
discussion of the modern context. Teleology is a risk for anyone writing about
past phenomena with implications for the present and is particularly common
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in museum histories, since the question of whether or not a past phenomenon
counts as a museum is largely defined by the nature of museums as they exist
today.24
In both of these histories, the idea of the ancient museum works as an origin
myth which matters more as allegory than as fact, but implies at least a grain of
truth. This gives Siegel’s “impression of permanence” not only to the museum
itself, but also to the specific model of the museum discussed by the author: for
Bazin, the museum as culmination of the western tradition and site of idle
curiosity, for Ripley, two opposing traditions of reverence and empiricism.
However, the modern museum (and the extent to which it has roots or parallels
in the ancient world) is an inevitable factor in studies of ancient collecting
practices. Museums are part of the way we think about material culture and so
cannot be factored out of our ideas about similar collecting contexts. It is not
necessarily anachronistic to use museology and collecting theory as a theoretical
toolkit of for thinking about ancient collecting as a phenomenon in its own
right. So, for example, comparing ancient Rome to a museum can help us to
explore the baffling range of objects that were displayed there in more familiar
terms and to look deeper at their role in forming and expressing identity,
memory and values.25
Ancient temples were an important context for art in the ancient world and, as
we have seen, have offered a useful analogy for thinking about modern
museums. As a result, there have been a number of attempts to analyse temples
in terms of museums. For example, the temple of Hera at Olympia has been
seen as an ancient museum, based on the number and range of objects seen
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there by Pausanias.26 Such approaches are easy to dismiss as simplistic - the cult
functions at the heart of the temple are alien to our modern conception of the
museum.27 But, Shaya has made a case for the usefulness of contemporary
museological thought to ask how far such analogies go, considering whether
temples were just places to store important items or whether those items also
had an active role in demonstrating and perpetuating a particular world view.28
Claims that the ancients had their own museums have implications for the
status of museums today. The idea of museums having existed in the ancient
world makes it easier to think of ancient objects as being at home in modern
museums. The question of whether the ancients had art, in our sense of the
word, is a crucial one for considering whether temples could have functioned
like museums. This is the subject of ongoing debate and it is beyond the scope
of this literature review to go into this problem in detail. However, one of the
important lessons of this debate is that “the ancients” covers multiple cultures
over a period of centuries and there is not a single approach to what we would
call art throughout. There seems to have been a broad shift from earlier
approaches in which images were seen as embodiments of the gods to later
ones in which such images could be collected and admired as art.29 But it is
important to note that the pressure to identify modern categories such as
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museums or art can efface the cultural complexity of a world in which an image
could be both admired and worshipped.30
The similarities between ancient temples and modern museums are not the
result of a direct and continuous descent, but were built into the earliest
museums as a result of self-conscious emulation.31 While museums may not
have direct ancient roots, their inseparability from classical reception, whether
in their name, their architecture or the collections they hold, makes the temple
too rich an analogy to fully abandon. The strength of museums’ identification
with ancient temples means that they can stand for traditional museums in
arguments that seek to problematise these traditions. For example, Levin uses a
duality of temple and showroom to analyse different styles of museum
architecture. As we might expect, temple museums in this model often look like
classical temples. They are also defined by their tendency to withdraw their
contents from everyday life and make them seem sacred.32 A similar dichotomy
between sacred and mercantile can be seen in Cameron’s contrast between the
temple and forum as opposing functions combined and balanced by modern
museums. The forum is meant more in the modern sense of a space for
discussion, rather than the ancient sense of marketplace, but the temple still
represents traditional values and removal from the everyday.33 This sense of a
space removed from everyday experience, which is able to represent aspects of
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that experience owes much to Foucault’s theory of Heterotopias, which also
groups museums with sacred spaces.34
Such references to ancient temples do not see them as an early stage in the
history of museums, although this is sometimes implied by dismissive use of
the word temple to imply that museums are old-fashioned. Those who argue
that the modern museum is a form of temple usually show little interest in
demonstrating firm similarities between museums and religion. Instead, the
temple serves as an archetype for the modern museum. When HooperGreenhill says: “Museums today are no longer built in the image of that
nationalistic temple of culture, the British Museum” she refers both to the
architectural style and to the reverence expected of visitors.35 Often equating the
museum to a temple is just a useful shorthand for a set of rather dated values,
but it is also taken up more literally in some influential thought on museums.
Duncan is most explicit on the subject:
Museums belong to the same architectural and art-historical category as
temples, churches, shrines and certain types of palaces. This comparison
is not simply a convenient metaphor: museums share fundamental
characteristics with traditional ceremonial monuments.
The Museum's primary function is ideological. It is meant to impress
upon those who use or pass through it society's most revered beliefs and
values.36
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Duncan stresses that, like temples in the past, museums are lavished with time
and money, represent elite values and enforce ritual behaviours. Bourdieu
makes a similar point about museums in the conclusion to The Love of Art:
If the love of art is the clear mark of the chosen, separating, by an
invisible and insuperable barrier, those who are touched by it from those
who have not received this grace, it is understandable that in the tiniest
details of their morphology and their organization, museums betray
their true function, which is to reinforce for some the feeling of
belonging and for others the feeling of exclusion. In these sacred places
of art such as ancient palaces or large historic residences, to which the
nineteenth century added imposing edifices, often in the Graeco-Roman
style of civic sanctuaries, where bourgeois society deposits relics
inherited from a past which is not its own, everything leads to the
conclusion that the world of art opposes itself to everyday life just as the
sacred does to the profane: the untouchability of the objects, the
religious silence which imposes itself on the visitors the puritan
asceticism of the amenities, always sparse and rather uncomfortable, the
quasi-systematic absence of any information, the grandiose solemnity of
decor and decorum, colonnades, huge galleries, painted ceilings,
monumental stairways, all seem to serve as reminders that the transition
from the profane to the sacred world implies, as Durkheim says, ‘a
veritable metamorphosis’, a radical transformation of the mind…37
For both Duncan and Bourdieu, museums occupy the same social role as
temples. Unlike many assimilations of the two, this does not imply the
universality of the form, but a very particular set of power relations which can
and should be challenged. Comparisons with the ancient temple are powerful
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because the religious role of the temple seems to oppose the museum’s claim to
embody objective, rational, secular values. This offers a way to depict aesthetic
approaches in museums as irrational (or at least heavily mystified) and elitist.
Where the standard narrative is that museums are part of a movement that
replaced religion with something more democratic and rational, this model
reframes the museum as replacing religion with more of the same. While this
offers a powerful way to challenge museums’ claim to be secular institutions,
another approach (often introduced in response to such critiques) is to attempt
to make museums into a space where objects can keep their sacred functions
and people can have religious experiences.38
While it looks like a simple narrative, the idea that museum histories start with
ancient temples does more than offer a story of how museums got here. It offers
a way to reflect on the strong influence of classical antiquity on museums and
potent material to define one’s own relationship with that past - whether
through emulation or rejection. This example shows how easy it is for an
ancient model to stand for very different things in different contexts. To create
an analogy with ancient temples, historians of museums must first constitute a
version of ancient temples, whether chatty and informal, scholarly and secular
or reverent and coercive. The ancient temple works so well as an analogy
because it is malleable, with enough scope for difference from what the
museum is or should be to generate a fruitful debate.
A museum’s relationship with (the idea of) ancient temples helps it to negotiate
what sort of a museum it is, including everything from what it looks like to how
it expects its visitors to behave. It is a way of asking ourselves what sort of
cultural practice museums are and how we should feel about them. It has been
used to normalise them as something that (civilised) humans do (see chapter 5)
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but it can also use the full weight of the weirdness of ancient religion to make
us think deeper about what a museum might look like to outsiders. This is not
the only example of the classical past being imagined as a stable, traditional
state against which to rebel.39 Like many of the ancient narratives that will be
discussed in this thesis, it is a way of working out modern preoccupations and
negotiating a relationship between past and present. As such, it demonstrates
how deeply ancient narratives are implicated in the way we think about
museums.
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Ancient models for modern collecting
While ancient temples provide an important reference point for making sense of
museums, it is much easier to trace modern museums to private collecting.
Whether they began with a single private collection (e.g. the British Museum,
derived from the collection of Hans Sloane) or drew together objects from many
sources (e.g. the V&A), most museums owe something to these traditions. There
is not sufficient scope here to summarise the entire literature on the collecting of
classical art, but I want to give a sense of the ideas and preoccupations
developed by private collectors that were picked up in museums and to explore
the role of ancient texts in private collections.
While the term “museum” has ancient roots, its modern use to describe a site
for collecting and display can be traced to Renaissance accounts of private
intellectual activity. It was not just a convenient term plucked from the pages of
ancient authors. It reflected a much broader emulation of classical culture
through collecting and other responses to the arts.40 As a result, the temple was
not the only ancient model that collectors could look to and they proved
particularly interested in ancient forerunners of their own activities, such as
buying art, judging its quality, or arranging it. The sense that ancient texts could
serve as guides to ancient remains is so strong that there has been a tendency
view certain texts (especially Pliny’s chapters on art and Pausanias’ descriptions
of his travels) as reference material, rather than works of literature in their own
right.41
For much of the history of classical collecting, the interest in ancient objects has
been difficult to separate from the interest in ancient texts. The strong interest in
both ancient art and texts during the Renaissance is responsible for many of the
40
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most influential collections of ancient material, especially in Rome. The Laocoon
is an iconic example of a statue that brought together the interest in reading
ancient texts, contemporary artistic production and the hunger for tangible
remnants of a classical past. It was quickly identified as “the Laocoon which
Pliny mentions” and its discovery, acquisition, display and reception are welldocumented.42 The rebirth of such statues from the ground seems to enact the
concept of Renaissance, but it is important to remember that this is just one
among many discoveries, rediscoveries and re-evaluations.43 While such
sculptures were in private hands, it is clear that much more was at stake than
personal whim. A range of factors determined what was desirable and who had
access to it, including power, aesthetic taste, market forces, religion and
historical understanding.44
Ancient texts were a major factor in making sense of the past and establishing
the value of the objects. One of the most important was Pliny the Elder’s
Natural History. This is an encyclopaedic work, which has been mined as a
source on ancient art for centuries, whether in a search for the precise art works
mentioned, as a source of chronology or for information about how Romans
understood and collected art.45 Books 34 to 36 of Pliny’s Natural History can be
read as an ancient history of art, organised by materials. Pliny used his account
of art history to consider different systems of value and explore the
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relationships between art, nature and power.46 It was part of a synthesising
project that aimed to present and classify the whole of nature, in which art was
presented as a part of that whole - a use of natural materials and a
demonstration of Roman power and luxury.47
The broad reach of Pliny’s Natural History and its desire to represent the world
made it a perfect fit for early private collections which also aimed to compile
and store complete knowledge of the world. These collections represented a
fascination with counting and categorising facts and were part of a broader
intellectual project that included both objects and texts and depended on the
dialogue between the two.48 Their physical structure also owed much to Pliny,
since they often followed his categorisation by material and usually embedded
power structures as part of their natural order.49 There has been something of a
revolution in the understanding of early collecting in recent years. Cabinets of
curiosities, Kunstkammern and Wunderkammern had been seen as disorganised
and personal because they do not follow categories recognisable today, such as
the distinction between natural and man made objects. Yet deeper research into
their value systems shows them to be organised with a strong sense of internal
logic.50
While these collections often seem idiosyncratic by modern standards, they
were also the context for antiquarian work that laid down today’s categories,
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including the beginnings of art history.51 Winckelmann (who worked both with
Cardinal Albani’s collection and the Papal collection) is often seen as the
originator of our models for understanding ancient art, and of art history
itself.52 It is important to note that his work was not unprecedented and shows
influence from other writers on art and society, such as Vasari and Vico.53 His
approach was deeply rooted in the study of ancient literature and he saw
emending ancient authors as one of the best things that the study of ancient art
could achieve.54 His recommended method for studying an ancient object was
to familiarise oneself with it first hand, then read the entirety of ancient
literature for information that could help understand it.55 Under this system, all
information from the ancient world was potentially useful, which is reflected in
the wide variety of ancient texts he used to make sense of art in his own
writings.
One of Winckelmann’s longest lasting contributions to the study of ancient art
was his periodisation of styles, which is still largely in use. Winckelmann did
not have access to enough material evidence to establish this chronology
(particularly its early phases) and instead drew on ancient authors’ comments
on early Greek art and stylistic development.56 The idea of a progression in
visual art from rough and simple to refined and realistic (and often beyond it to
overblown and decadent) was a recurring trope in ancient discourse about art.
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It had been used to explore rhetoric by Cicero and Quintilian; to speculate about
a lost past by Vitruvius and Pausanias; and to explore social and political
change by Pliny.57 These gave Winckelmann the scope to fit extant works of
ancient art into a narrative of stylistic refinement and decline.58 It is through this
that his greatest influence on museums becomes clear: many adopted his
narrative of progress and decline and sometimes, as at the Musée des Monuments
Français, he was explicitly honoured.59 We will explore the adoption of
chronological display in more depth in the next section of this chapter.
So far, my discussion of private collecting has mostly dealt with collections in
Italy. Few of the most important Roman antiquities left Italy because popes and
other powerful figures tended to get first refusal of the most important
discoveries.60 As a result, Italy had the richest collections of ancient sculpture
and their influence was felt far beyond Italy. They were an important focus of
the Grand Tour, from the early eighteenth century until access was made
difficult by the Napoleonic wars.61 The experience of travellers coming to Italy
for the first time was greatly influenced by their reading of ancient authors,
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who were often used as guide books.62 The combination of knowledge of
ancient texts and experience of travel was deployed to demonstrate erudition,
but could also be brought together in extremely personal ways, as we will see in
chapter 4.
While opportunities for Grand Tourists and other travellers to collect were
limited to second rate material, collecting ancient objects (especially statuary)
was seen as an important part of the experience. As a result, there was a
thriving antiquities market.63 While Grand Tour collections were minor in
comparison with the great Papal collections, many were highly admired in their
own terms, such as the Townley collection - one of the British Museum’s most
important early acquisitions.64 Before becoming public property, Townley’s
collection decorated his house in ways that evoked a Roman villa and picked
up on specific Roman practices recorded in ancient texts, such as the display of
busts in the library. While ancient texts must always have been present in
erudite responses to this collection, this was part of a complex cultural chain
which most closely emulated Renaissance models of collecting.65
Ancient texts were also important in articulating the value of private
collections, although not always in terms the ancients would have recognised.
For example, William Hamilton (while serving as British Ambassador in
Naples) was able to amass a large collection of Greek vases, since these were not
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seen as particularly desirable - at least when he started collecting.66
D’Hancarville’s catalogue of this collection used selective readings of the
ancient sources to make it seem that pottery was highly valued in the ancient
world and avidly collected by Romans. This was an important factor in the
British Museum’s decision to purchase it and contributed to a wider shift in
taste that continues to shape how vases are valued, collected and understood.67
While many private collectors modelled themselves on descriptions of Roman
art collecting in authors such as Pliny and Cicero, not all ancient collecting was
seen in a positive light. Cicero’s Verrine Orations were an important stimulus for
thinking about the morality of collecting. Verres’ thefts of art formed an
important part of Cicero’s attack on the corrupt governor. Because of the
importance of ancient precedent and particular admiration for Cicero, these
provided a focus for modern debates on the ownership of art and the personal
greed of the collector.68 Quatremère de Quincy’s use of Cicero’s Verrines in his
Letters to Miranda on the Displacement of Italian Artistic Monuments proved
particularly influential because he argued that works of art had universal
importance, and should be respected and maintained in their original context.69
In practice, public museums remained comfortable with art that had been
recently taken from its source countries (whether through war, diplomacy or
private initiative) for much of their early history, as we will see in the next
chapter. But museums did need to find new ways to justify their collecting over
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private ownership, and these justifications became an important part of their
identity as institutions.
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Inheritance, revolution and evolution
While many museums see their histories as a smooth progression from private
collecting to public display, there is an alternative narrative that sees museums
as the product of a revolutionary break with this past. Either literally born out
of revolution, or simply shaped by sudden political, epistemological,
disciplinary or artistic changes. The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw
dramatic changes in museums that shaped the institutions as we know them
today. However, like many other revolutionary changes, they often modelled
themselves on or justified themselves with reference to classical roots.70
The museum with the most literal roots in revolution is the Louvre. It was
opened in 1793 exactly one year after the French revolution, as a celebration of
its achievements.71 It was not the first public display of the French royal
collections - it was based on the pre-revolutionary Luxembourg gallery project,
and a failed attempt at a larger scale version in the Louvre itself.72 Nor was it
the earliest institution with a claim to being a public museum (an honour that
can be tricky to define, but is often given to the Ashmolean), but it was the first
for which public status was so central to its importance.73 The revolution
certainly shaped the sort of museum it became, with its emphasis on the
visitor’s relationship with the state. This manifested itself in full public access,
with none of the worries about the conduct of the working class that were
expressed in the London museums.74 This was a self-conscious contrast with the
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hoarding of treasures by the rich, and access to culture was seen as an end in
itself, but also a means of instilling values and forming a post-revolutionary
identity.
Although classical antiquity had been an important part of the trappings of
power before the revolution, the Louvre was one way to adapt it to postrevolutionary needs.75 Hopes were expressed that the museum would make
Paris into a new Athens, envisioning artistic success as a marker of the broader
successes of the French regime.76 Athens is a telling role model because of the
ways in which the quality of its art had been linked with the political freedom
of democracy since Winckelmann (for more on this subject, see chapter 2).
Despite the symbolic usefulness of ancient models, little was done with the
antiquities collection before the arrival of the art captured from Italy in 1798.77
This was similarly framed in ancient terms, this time as a Roman triumph. This
implied that France had captured the artistic fruits of ancient Greece, just like
Rome before it, and thus demonstrated its status as the natural heir of both.
Again, antiquities were a way to assert cultural, political and military
superiority. The republican elements of this emulation was underlined by the
fact that only two statues were specified in the treaty of Tolentino, both of
Brutus, and these received pride of place in the march.78
The Louvre has been seen as a manifestation of a new world view that
redefined museums and an example of the changed models of authority and
knowledge associated with Foucault’s modern episteme - creating new subject
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positions and new structures of knowledge.79 In practical terms, this meant
rearranging the collections chronologically to offer an education in the
development of art and purify paintings of bad associations.80 This emphasis on
telling history was both didactic and ideological. Chronology provided an art
historical framework to help the uninitiated to understand art, enabling it to
move out of its old elite display contexts and become accessible and meaningful
to the bourgeois public sphere.81 It also provided a fertile ground for fostering
national identity, presenting France as the culmination of a world history of art
and culture.82 It is easy to see why an institution created out of great political
upheaval might want to present itself as the latest development in a long
history of art and society. But chronology proved a useful tool in many different
museum contexts. It was probably first adopted in Dusseldorf in 1756, although
other collections soon followed suit.83
For obvious reasons, a chronological approach depends on an understanding of
the history of art. The idea of art as having developed over time and having a
traceable history has origins in ancient authors especially, as we have seen, in
Pliny the Elder. Winckelmann’s Geschichte der Kunst des Alterthums (published in
1764) traced a story of gradual development through Egyptian, Phoenician,
Persian, Etruscan, Greek, and Roman art, further dividing Greek art into a
progression of four styles.84 In museums, Winckelmann’s scheme meant that
dating became important, not only as part of a full understanding of an object,
but also in establishing its value and aesthetic quality. It probably contributed to
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some optimistic dating mistakes, such as that of the Aphrodite found on the
island of Melos (later known as the Venus de Milo) which was hailed at the time
of its discovery as a work of Praxiteles, now widely accepted as a later work.85
While the idea of chronological development was an appealing way to
understand ancient art, it was not an easy one to reflect in museum display.
Many museums struggled with adopting a chronological arrangement because
their collections could not represent this development. For example, the
concentration of Roman copies in the Musée Napoleon maintained a topical
display for antique sculpture (like the one at the Pio Clementino) even though
paintings had long been arranged in a chronology for educational purposes.86
We will explore the difficult relationship between chronology and the broadly
thematic displays it replaced in chapter 3.
The difficulties in fitting extant objects into a historical narrative derived from
ancient sources fuelled a desire for other ways to date and interpret ancient
material. This was especially the case for those studying geographical areas or
time periods with rich material records but no ancient texts to explain them. A
number of alternative approaches to the human past coexisted in the nineteenth
century, including historical, philological, ethnological and Thomsen’s Three
Age System. This latter system allowed archaeologists to determine the relative
date of sites and to fit individual objects into a broader scheme of development
based on the idea of technological progress in tool-making (from stone, through
bronze to iron) and other materials.87 The object-focused nature of this scheme
reflects the museum context in which it developed and it became particularly
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helpful in understanding and arranging museum collections.88 Along with
other materially focused techniques (especially stratigraphy) it provided the
underpinnings of archaeology as we know it today. It made it possible to fit
objects into an explanatory system that did not require literary texts, but which
still looked like a familiar narrative of progress, with nations and ages.
Another narrative of continuous progress that proved particularly important
for museums was evolution. It reframed natural history collections as a
narrative, not a system of classification and meant that humans had a much
deeper history than had previously been thought. It also established
connections between geology, natural history and archaeology, bringing
together the histories of the world, life and civilisation into a single narrative.
As a result, evolution had an impact on museums beyond the natural history
collections to which it was most applicable. In archaeology, it offered the chance
to study a deeper human history through humanity’s own evolution. But it also
had a wider impact on the way people thought about the past, offering a model
of civilisation as something that obeys similar rules of competition and progress
to species within nature. The Pitt-Rivers Museum used its display approach to
juxtapose objects made far away with objects made long ago, implying that
both represented primitive stages in a deterministic development, with obvious
racist implications for those societies seen as primitive. Applying the idea of
evolution to progress within human societies meant that evolutionary displays
in museums could convey ideological messages about the visitor’s place in
world (with some visitors superior to others) and raise the possibility that the
museum could be both illustration and instrument of progress.89 Darwinism
was also assimilated to the development of classical art through the concept of
the great Chain of Art with its sense of gradual development by trial and error.
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However, while this was conveyed in language reminiscent of science, it
maintained Winckelmann’s idea of decline after the high classical. While these
discourses were only superficially compatible, the combination of the two
demonstrates the desire for simple, coherent narratives of progress that has had
a lasting impact on museums.90
While evolution seemed to offer a simple narrative that could cross disciplines,
there was also a growing sense of specialisation in different types of material
and approaches that created rifts and disciplinary boundaries that would
ultimately separate collections. The effects of this specialisation can be seen in
the expulsion of natural history collections from the British Museum and the
split between anthropology and the cast collections that briefly shared a
museum in Cambridge.91 Museums played an active role in constituting
disciplines by negotiating their conceptual territory.92 This was particularly
difficult for objects from Greece and Rome, because these were highly valued
by a wide range of groups, including art historians, archaeologists and
philologists. Philologists were uncomfortable with the idea of archaeology as an
independent discipline.93 Those who prioritised aesthetics wanted to bring
together high art, ancient and modern, excluding lesser material - although
where to draw the lines was never clear.94 Conflict was inevitable and academic
fashions and disputes inevitably shaped museums.
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Looking closely at narratives in the museum is a powerful way to get to the
heart of such boundary disputes. Not only are disciplinary frameworks an
important part of constituting and justifying museums’ grand narratives but, as
a form that crosses different kinds of evidence about the ancient world,
narrative can be a powerful way of exploring disciplinary tensions. The grand
narratives discussed in this section have become defining features of traditional
museums, but they are widely challenged today for their ideological content.
This thesis aims to deepen our understanding of these grand narratives, but
also to ask what place there is for other kinds of stories in museums. The final
section of this chapter looks at the ambivalence towards narrative in recent
approaches to the study of museums.
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Narrative today
Museums are one of our culture’s major contexts for thinking about history but
also institutions with histories of their own and, in turn, products of the deeper
history of our relationship with objects. They owe much to their past and many
of the collections, display techniques and preoccupations we can see in
museums today were laid down in the nineteenth century.95 This is especially so
for classical collections outside source countries, which are largely the result of
collecting before antiquities laws were introduced in those countries. Although
classical antiquities are often held by larger, more conservative museums, the
way they are understood and presented is starting to change. The presence of
antiquities from Greece and Rome in collections around the world no longer
feels natural. The way these cultures are given emphasis in museums’ decor
and architecture inevitably seems strange as a result of this shift. Indeed, even
the clear narratives of historical development traditionally told by museums are
now subject to doubt.
We began this chapter with an example of a museum displaying its own history.
This is not a trend that is limited to the British Museum; in fact several recent
redisplays of classical material have dealt with the history of museums and
collections. When the Neues Museum in Berlin reopened in 2010, after
renovation to repair the extensive damage it suffered in the Second World War,
its designers made sure that the building displayed its scars and ruptures. As a
result of this decision, the Neues Museum represents its own history as much as
that of the objects in its collections.96 While this is a particularly dramatic
example of a museum telling its own history, it is far from isolated. The
Ashmolean’s recent redisplay foregrounded the museum’s origins in John
Tradescant’s cabinet of curiosities and tells stories of excavators and collectors
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throughout its galleries. While the Fitzwilliam’s redisplayed Greece and Rome
gallery assumes less specialist knowledge than the display it replaced, it also
tries to reflect the cutting edge of classics; as a result it takes a strong interest in
what has happened to the objects on display since their discovery.97
These approaches are well-suited to the changing theoretical context of
museums. Increased interest in the study of museums has generated a number
of critiques of traditional museum display. These have pointed out how
museums tend to be used to support existing power structures and often
marginalise or exclude less powerful groups.98 The result is a discomfort with
the grand narratives that once structured museum displays. Looking closely at
museum display also shows how odd the museum is as a form of cultural
expression: most museum objects were never intended for museum display and
the very the act of collecting them has changed their meaning.99 The growing
awareness of the problems of museum display has also generated a greater
interest in the question of how to get it right. There is now a dauntingly large
literature giving guidance to museums on communicating with their audiences,
which tends to stress the plurality of possible readings for each object and every
collection.100 The historical approach to museums offers a way to acknowledge
the narratives and priorities that structured the collections and buildings we see
today, while showing that we no longer share these priorities and allowing
scope for other perspectives.
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Classical antiquities have suffered a relative loss of status and are no longer
conceived as the pinnacle of human achievement. Instead, there has been a shift
in museums towards cultural relativism, although this does not always mean
that cultures are truly presented as equals.101 Museums that idealised the
classical played an important role in the shifts in taste from classical to modern
aesthetics that ultimately undermined the status of classical antiquities.102 As a
result, old ideas about the superiority of classical art and culture have shaped
collections and often the space in which they are displayed. Museum displays
that take an interest in the history of museums and collecting offer an
opportunity to show these ideas and the collections themselves as products of a
particular time and place. They allow museums to explain ideas that no longer
seem obvious to visitors. This approach reflects a growing academic interest in
the history of objects beyond their originally intended use and offers a way for
museums to reflect on the debt their collections owe to their history, while
giving a real sense of what has changed.
A museum displaying its own past modes of display and systems of thought
inevitably raises questions about the relationship between this displayed past
(e.g. the “Enlightenment”) and the past it mediates (e.g. classical antiquity) as
well as how this relates to the museum in the present and to us as viewers. The
most obvious effect is to show the difference between then and now. This
process can be quaintly othering (did they really have giraffes near the Greek
vases?) or unsettlingly othering (were they really that racist?), but it can also
offer a teleological account of how the museum we know came to exist. This can
be felt most strongly when museums use their history to justify the ownership
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of contested objects. The Enlightenment gallery works in this way by presenting
the British Museum as an unrivalled example of Enlightenment systems of
knowledge and so underlining the British Museum’s assertion that, because of
this historical importance, the integrity of its collections must be maintained.103
Historical displays are a clear demonstration of how museum histories are not
confined to the history books: indeed museums’ histories have never been more
relevant to their everyday function. They offer a way to explain this somewhat
weird cultural form and serve as a way to explore what museums should and
should not be. The importance of museum history means that it is hotly
contested and (as we shall see) often far from straightforward.
It can be challenging to communicate the complexities of any version of history
in a museum display, especially since the new museology, post processual
archaeology and a wave of post-modernist thought that questions whether such
accounts can ever be objective. Despite current discomfort with the strong,
linear narratives of historical progression that used to frame museum displays,
stories remain an important part of how museums operate, and can even be
used to disrupt traditional approaches.104 Narrative has become something of a
buzz word for how to do things right. As O’Neill puts it:
Good stories can function at different levels for different people. They
engage the imagination, intellect, memories and emotions of visitors
and can have rich resonances without requiring more detail than is
possible in a museum. Stories inspire visitors to bring far more of their
own meaning-making capacity to the museum objects and this makes
the museum's task easier. In fact, it is only this capacity of visitors that
makes museums' task possible at all...Good stories are strong enough to

103

Mark O’Neill, “Enlightenment Museums: Universal or Merely Global?”

e.g. Mary Beard and John Henderson, “The Play of Desire: Casting Euripides’ Hippolytus”
Arion 4, 3 (1997): 80–130.
104

!44

hold together the range of objects in interdisciplinary displays; they can
provide the context for the meanings of objects, without undermining
their aesthetic power. Storytelling enables the museum to ask and
answer questions about objects in an open-ended rather than a closed
way, and to make statements of significance without preempting the
visitor's own judgement or overwhelming her experience.105
Looked at in these terms, narrative is something of a cure-all for the challenges
of museum interpretation.106 Advocates for narrative in museums tend to stress
that it is a fundamental part of how humans make sense of their identity and
the world around them. Therefore it is not the fact that museums are suddenly
interested in telling stories, but the shift in the type of stories that makes a
difference. The narratives chosen by museums tell us a lot about their aims,
whether it is finding small, relatable stories to make sense of individual objects,
or telling of the rise and fall of nations.
This thesis will explore how narratives selected by museums reflect priorities
and interests and shape how the past is experienced. This is a big theme, and
(apart from sections that lay the groundwork) I have had to limit myself to the
museum in its modern form (from the nineteenth century onwards) rather than
looking at its many precursors. The fact that these are active questions in
museums today has meant that I have brought the discussion up to the present
day, but most of the focus lies on the period between 1810 and 1960. The
structure is broadly chronological but, because museums are institutions that
are constantly negotiating ancient and more recent history, I have had to look
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backwards or forwards at times to make sense of the material discussed. For
each chapter I have tried to draw out a theme that captures that particular
museum at the time, and allows it to speak for broader issues.
I have also had to place some limits on the geographical scope of this thesis. It is
limited to museums and temporary exhibitions in London and Cambridge, with
material from elsewhere occasionally used for comparison. These are the
museums which have been most intensively studied by other scholars, which
made it easier to find case studies to fit with the thematic focus of this thesis. It
does mean that this thesis does little to reflect the importance of regional
museums in the late nineteenth century, although I have no doubt that there are
other, equally interesting, stories to be told about these institutions.
The focus of this this thesis has also mainly been limited to ancient Greek
archaeology and narratives, with some Roman ones added for context. I will
show how notions of the classical were deeply important, even for collections,
that contained much older, non-Greek material, such as Schliemann’s
discoveries from Troy. But this focus has meant passing over other important
ancient narratives, such as the biblical ones that were used to frame many
middle eastern collections.
Despite some of the challenges of finding relevant case studies and responding
to the many possible varieties of narrative, asking a thematic question about the
way museums interpret objects has had some advantages. Its emphasis on the
meanings attached to objects has required me to do more than simply tell
institution or object histories. It has demanded an engagement with some of the
more ephemeral features of museums, including temporary displays of which
little survives. Where possible, I have tried to reconstruct displays to get a sense
of museums’ approaches and aims in the past. Shifting what we look at in
museum histories can mean some surprising divergences from the standard
topics of museum histories and new angles on the conventional ones.
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I will start by looking at the acquisition of Lord Elgin’s collection (including the
sculpture he removed from the Parthenon). This is seen as a pivotal point in the
collecting of classical art and, as a result, has been widely discussed. It was also
much debated at the time - because the marbles were radically different from
what had been collected before, and their ownership was not clear. This chapter
looks at the debates over the acquisition of this collection and how ancient
writers were used to give it historical context and fit it into broader conceptions
of art history and national identity. It then goes on to look at the reception of the
marbles in political thought and materials for public education. It shows how
narratives of Athens’ political and artistic superiority, derived from ancient
authors, could not only explain these objects, but also give them a place in
contemporary political debates and in defining the role of the museum.
The next chapter will take a different approach: looking at the various roles
played by Greek myth in museum interpretation in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. It explores curatorial and interpretive practice at the
British Museum through statements of policy, gallery arrangement and public
talks, then compares it with two influential temporary exhibitions held in other
London institutions. This chapter contrasts two different approaches to myth in
museums. The first, represented by Charles Newton’s and Jane Harrison’s work
at the British Museum, was interested in the stories depicted on objects and the
information they could provide about ancient culture. The second, represented
by temporary exhibitions by Heinrich Schliemann and Arthur Evans, looks at
the use of stories about ancient sites to make sense of the objects found there.
While the two approaches seem very different, I will explore how both tapped
into an interest in communicating the ancient world to a broad public and
showed high hopes for how much archaeology could extend knowledge about
the past beyond the contents of ancient texts.
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Chapter four focuses on university museums in the twentieth century, asking
how the newly-professionalised discipline of archaeology made sense of its less
rigorous forebears. By looking at the acquisition of privately collected objects at
the Fitzwilliam, I explore the factors that influenced the museum’s day-to-day
collecting and ask what made a desirable or an undesirable object. At this time,
archaeologists are generally considered to have moved on to more object-based
strategies, but looking at the ways in which ancient narrative still cropped up in
museums’ collecting decisions shows the longevity of past values in museums
and the difficulties of engaging with objects that are the product of a complex
network of classical reception. Its central case study, a fake gold diadem,
reportedly found on the island of Ithaca, shows how nineteenth century
travellers mediated their experiences through personal readings of ancient
stories. This engagement with archeology through ancient stories was
completely alien to people working within twentieth century models of value
and authenticity, and this chapter shows how the gap between the two
approaches has led to misunderstandings of museum objects.
Chapter five will look at an example of an exhibition with aims that are
anything but archaeological. It looks at one of a series of exhibitions of Greek art
that were collaboratively organised by the Greek and British governments
during World War Two. This exhibition echoes the nationalism and idealisation
of ancient Greece seen in the acquisition of the Elgin collection, while reflecting
a very different political situation. This chapter looks at the ways this exhibition
used quotations from and performances of ancient literature to argue for the
importance of Greece (both ancient and modern) to Britain and Europe. Despite
having such apparently clear, government-directed aims, this exhibition also
represented some highly idiosyncratic theories of ancient art. By looking more
closely at the ancient texts and narratives deployed in its interpretation, we will
also see how its organiser, Charles Seltman, used it to explore changing notions
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of art and reveal unease about the relationship between image and text in
ancient sources.
Because of the enduring relevance of museum histories to the way museums
see themselves in the present, the conclusion of this thesis will use the ideas
explored in its previous sections to analyse some recent museum displays. It
will explore the current fashion for interpreting the ancients “in their own
words,” considering why this might be desirable, what it reveals about our
relationship with the past and whether it is truly possible to let the ancients
speak for themselves in a museum.

!49

2. The Elgin marbles: buying into a political ideal
Few events in museum history have attracted as much interest (and indeed
controversy) as the acquisition of the Elgin collection. This collection included a
wide range of antiquities, from ancient medals to a giant Egyptian scarab, but
Elgin’s most famous and controversial acquisitions were the sculpted
decoration he had removed from the Parthenon in Athens.107 The modern
debates over the collection’s status and ownership can be traced back to the
1816 Select Committee hearings over whether the British Government should
buy the collection. The Select Committee raised questions over the Elgin
Marbles’ value, condition, date of production and rightful ownership. As a
result, the report published by the Select Committee has proved a fertile source
for understanding the circumstances surrounding the acquisition of the Elgin
collection. It has been used to explore the question of ownership and as a source
in specific histories of individuals, institutions or the marbles themselves.108 But
it has also proved important for exploring the way the collection was perceived
and how it related to rapidly changing ideas about taste and the role of the
museum.
The Elgin acquisition has been seen as marking a number of important changes
in the understanding of museums and classical archaeology. Previous
collections of classical antiquities had been largely acquired in Italy and were
most often Roman copies. By contrast, the sculptures from the Parthenon were
I have chosen to refer to the whole collection as the Elgin collection, and the material taken
by Elgin from the Parthenon as the Elgin Marbles. While “Parthenon sculptures” is the
preferred terminology of the British Museum and the Greek Government favours “Parthenon
marbles,” neither of these clearly distinguishes between the collection in the British museum
and those elsewhere. “Elgin Marbles” has the benefit of being more compact than “Parthenon
marbles in the British Museum” and reflects the way they were described in the nineteenth
century sources.
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original Greek works from the period traditionally seen as the peak of ancient
art, created (or at least overseen by) a known big-name artist. They looked very
different from what came before and forced people to reevaluate their
expectations about classical art.109 Even once their value had been established,
they became a focus of the boundary disputes that shaped the museums of
London and the disciplines they represent.110
Their status as architectural sculptures meant that the marbles looked radically
different - they formed groupings dependent on the shape of the building they
decorated. Removing such large groups of sculptures, embedded in buildings,
also required a lot more logistical support. For example, Elgin depended on his
role as ambassador to gain access to the Acropolis and used British warships for
transporting the marbles. This fitted with a general trend towards nations
competing for access to classical antiquities and using them to demonstrate
their superiority.111 The marbles’ role in British national identity has also raised
some interest, since Britain was explicitly identified with the power and
freedom of ancient Athens as justification for the acquisition and in subsequent
adoptions of the marbles’ imagery by architects and public institutions.112
In all of this, ancient texts were crucial for making sense of the Elgin marbles.
Many of the pieces of information that made the marbles important (e.g. date,
historical context, attribution to Phidias) were established with reference to
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ancient authors. This makes the marbles a perfect case study for understanding
the ways in which ancient narratives could operate to give value and meaning
to ancient objects. As a result, this chapter will lay a lot of the foundations for
the rest of this thesis, exploring why classical objects (particularly fifth century
B.C. Athenian sculpture) were so highly valued, how people constitute their
ideas of the past and the relationship between museums and their political
context.
In this chapter I will look at the role of ancient texts and the narratives they
contain in the reception of the Elgin marbles. I will begin by looking at how
these texts shaped perceptions of the marbles themselves and show the
importance of historical information, even in a process that prioritised the
views of artists. I will consider the questions raised over the Elgin Marbles’
authenticity and what this tells us about why they were valued. Then, I will
look at how the conclusions of the report tap into ideas about the political
circumstances in ancient Athens to claim a social and political role for the
marbles in contemporary London. Their symbolic importance made the Elgin
marbles a focus for political debate that could be used by very different
ideologies. The idea of this collection as fundamentally public art (derived from
ancient sources) shaped how the public were expected to experience ancient
Greek art and continues to shape the marbles’ discursive role.
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Evaluating the Elgin collection through ancient sources
The Select Committee of 1816 aimed to answer four questions: two of which
were concerned with rights of ownership and two with value.113 This means
that much of the report deals with the events of the recent past, such as the
circumstances surrounding the marbles’ removal from Athens and recent sales
of comparable collections. However, their date, creators, meaning, ancient
reception and circumstances of creation all became important factors in judging
their artistic and market value in the present. The report draws on a number of
ancient sources (both directly and indirectly) to answer such questions. The
way these texts were used can tell us a lot about the relative status of art and
text and how they interacted in the debates around museums.
The two competing disciplines of art history and archaeology have rightly been
seen as a major force in shaping London’s museums in the nineteenth
century.114 In this case, the Select Committee report seems to have prioritised
artistic value over historical concerns.115 A large proportion of the witnesses
who were asked to comment on the value and significance of the collection
were artists, and still some were outraged after the report that more priority
was not given to artists.116 The committee’s level of interest in antiquarian
opinion was fairly low. For example, the British Museum’s keeper of antiquities,
Taylor Coombe, was questioned briefly but he was not questioned about the
marbles at all, only the medals.117 This may partly be because Coombe was a
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specialist in numismatics, but he had also recently published a catalogue of
sculpture and was amply qualified to comment on the marbles.118
Despite this apparent bias towards an aesthetic approach to the Elgin marbles
the report actually shows quite a strong interest in the historical significance of
the collection. The final report gives a decent summary of what the extant
ancient sources say about the building of the Parthenon.119 It does conveniently
ignore some of the more problematic mentions, including Plutarch’s description
of ancient opposition to the building which saw it as a vulgar waste of
money.120 The Select Committee report also used ancient sources to give broader
background on the artists and to evaluate whether the Roman Emperor
Hadrian could have added to the building.121 This reflects the use of ancient
sources repeatedly throughout the evidence given to the Select Committee.
These sources were used to answer the sort of questions relevant to any
connoisseur buying a work of art, such as artist, date and value.
We have already seen (in chapter 1) the role ancient texts could play in
validating statuary. Pliny the Elder’s Natural History, with its convenient list of
the best works proved particularly useful in this respect and, unsurprisingly,
witnesses were keen to tie the Parthenon into it:
I have every reason to believe that they were executed by Phidias... as
we are informed he was the artist principally employed by Perikles and
his principal scholars, mentioned by Pliny...122
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Pliny’s mentions of the Parthenon are brief and do not specifically discuss the
architectural sculpture that was on offer to the Select Committee. But even a
brief mention, associating a well known artist with it, was enough to offer the
validation of ancient approval:
in this respect they are superior to almost any works except the Laocoon
and Toro Farnese; because they are known to have been executed by the
artists whose names are recorded by the ancient authors.123
As a result, Pliny was an important point of reference for the Select Committee,
and was mentioned several times in the final report.124
Even when the committee attempted to judge the collection by comparison to
other sculpture, many of the comparators used as examples of the very best
classical art were pieces identified with ancient descriptions. There are
exceptions to this rule, which show that the canon laid down in Pliny had been
mediated and supplemented by other sets of ideas. Perhaps the most prominent
of these is the Apollo Belvedere, which was widely considered a masterpiece,
even after it was acknowledged that it was a copy.125 Such Roman statues had
been recognised as copies of Greek originals by this period, but were not yet
systematically valued for the clues they could give to the lost originals or
Roman tastes and priorities.126 In the Select Committee report, the result was an
odd kind of ambivalence, in which the Apollo Belvedere was still seen as one of
the best examples of ideal beauty, but its authenticity was doubted. In this
atmosphere, the fact that Pliny does not mention the statue was clearly seen as
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problematic, since the artist John Flaxman raised it as a reason to doubt the
statue’s originality.127
In the face of uncertainties about the value and meaning of ancient sculpture,
ancient texts offered an important source of information. The authors
mentioned by the Select Committee are mostly those that dealt directly with art
(Pliny, Pausanias) or the building of the Parthenon (Plutarch), but ancient texts
could also be used, even if they appeared unrelated to art.128 For example, the
artist John Flaxman answered a question about how he could tell that the
metopes were of “high antiquity” with a detailed reference to the medical
writings of Hippocrates. These offered information about anatomical
understanding that he used in a highly technical approach to stylistic dating:
Hippocrates describes the edges of the ribs as forming a semicircle at the
bottom of the upper thorax; he describes, with some accuracy, the
meeting and form of the upper part of the scapula and acromion with
the collar bone; that part is particularly marked in these figures.... In a
few words, the form of the body has a classification of a simple kind in a
few parts, such as I find in the ancient anatomists, and such as are
common in the outlines of the painted Greek vases; besides, as far as I
can judge from our documents of antiquity, the painted Greek vases for
example, those that come nearer to the time in which these marbles are
believed to be produced, are conceived in the same character, and
drawn in the same manner.129
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The use of a medical writer may reflect the emphasis on anatomy in
contemporary artistic training and in Flaxman’s own work.130 This use of texts
alongside contemporary objects shows that ancient writers were not only being
used uncritically as sources of basic information, but could also be brought
together with a range of archaeological material in quite sophisticated stylistic
analyses. For Flaxman, this medical approach was linked with the wider
conditions of Athenian society:
the distinctions of the body, when they have been taken from the finest
nature in the highest state of exercise, and in the best condition, in all
respects, which might be expected from those who possessed great
personal beauty and cultivated habits of living, most likely to produce it
and who were accustomed to see it frequently in public exercises.131
Hippocrates’ descriptions of Athenian exercise culture fit the physical condition
of the figures in the Parthenon sculpture. But this also implicitly links beauty in
art and in physical form to the Athenian way of life. This view of the
interconnectedness of Athenian art and society can be traced back to
Winckelmann’s interpretation of ancient homoeroticism but has wider
implications for art history.132 It not only allows for the application of texts that
would not otherwise be relevant, but also allows an elevated view of art’s status
to something relevant to wider society, responding to intellectual developments
from other fields. This fits better with the nineteenth-century view of art than
the idea closer to craftsmanship conveyed by some ancient sources, including
the sources eagerly drawn on by the Select Committee for other purposes. For
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example, Plutarch’s Life of Pericles stresses the difference between admiring
Phidias’ statues and valuing the lowly manual labour of an artist.133 The Select
Committee’s use of ancient sources that devalue Phidias to celebrate and
elevate him shows a selective approach to ancient texts which takes an interest
in the ancient world, but does not necessarily share its priorities.
The allure of a text that offers named artists and recognisable patterns of
connoisseurship is clear. It offered validation not only for admiring particular
statues, but also for the practice of treating ancient imagery as art in the modern
sense. There is clear scope for anachronism, given the distance of time and
culture between Pliny and Periclean Athens, let alone the additional distance to
a nineteenth-century museum.134 The temptation to imagine ancient artists in
modern terms can be seen in the report:
in the fabulous stories which are represented upon both, there is a very
striking similarity; and it may be remarked in passing, that the subject of
the Metopes and of the smaller Frize [sic]...correspond with two out of
the four subjects mentioned by Pliny as adorning the shield and dress of
the Minerva; so that there was a general uniformity of design in the
stories which were selected for the internal, and external decoration of
the Parthenon. The taste of the same artist, Ictinus, probably led him to
repeat the same ideas, which abound in graceful forms; and variety of
composition, when he was employed upon the temple of another
divinity at a distance from Athens.135
Here Pliny’s description of the Parthenon’s imagery is brought into the report’s
only discussion of the building’s iconography. The focus is not on the meanings
133
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and ideological significance of the decoration, as analyses of temple decoration
tend to be today.136 Rather, it sees the choice of theme as a result of the personal
preference of an autonomous artist. This is particularly interesting given the
decision to focus on Ictinus when, in fact, Pliny’s discussion of the shield of
Athena specifically describes it as the work of Phidias.137 The report has already
concluded that the hand of Phidias is probably not present throughout the Elgin
Marbles, so this pessimism might have transferred to the lost statue.138
However, there are also positive reasons for the committee wanting to see this
as the work of Ictinus: by underlining that the Parthenon and the Temple of
Apollo at Bassae share an architect and decorative themes, the report shows an
interest in building a coherent, interconnected collection that would enable
people to trace the development of artists and schools, just as one might in a
gallery of more recent art.
We saw in chapter 1 some of the difficulties in deciding whether art in the
modern sense existed in the ancient world and the tendency to project modern
ideas back onto the past. The ways in which ancient art and texts are used
clearly reflect contemporary ideas of art, but that is not to say that the
conception of the Elgin marbles was clear and fixed. The scope for divergent
readings can be seen in the accusations made by Richard Payne Knight (an
influential writer on antiquities and taste) that the Elgin Marbles were not
original works of classical Greek sculpture.139 Knight used the same ancient
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sources that were used throughout the report to claim the collection’s status as
authentic works of fifth century B.C. Athens in an argument against this dating:
We know from the authority of Plutarch, that those of the Temple of
Minerva, which are the principal, were executed by Callicrates and
Ictinus, and their assistants and scholars; and I think some were added
in the time of Hadrian, from the style of them.140
This had the potential to seriously undermine the value of the collection: Elgin
specifically mentions the “allusions to classical authority” in Knight’s claims as
a reason why they were taken seriously.141 In fact, there was nothing in these
sources on later additions to the Parthenon, and Knight freely admitted that his
reasons for the Hadrianic date were stylistic. Hadrian’s benefactions to Athens
are well documented, but do not include the Parthenon.142
Yet the doubts Knight raised certainly seem to have been taken seriously by the
Select Committee. Considerable care was taken in the final report to refute
him.143 It is understandable, given the recent demotion of many of the icons of
ancient art to the status of copies and accompanying changes to taste, that the
committee would be wary of another such shift that would devalue the Elgin
collection. The ancient texts that seemed to offer authoritative accounts of the
artists and date of the Parthenon were little help in determining whether the
building and its sculptures had been modified by subsequent generations. The
possibility, however remote, that the Parthenon sculptures might be copies from
the time of Hadrian is a reminder of the risks of collecting and interpreting
ancient material. This is the real force of Knight’s objections to the Elgin
140
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Marbles. Despite the high value placed on some sculptures created under
Hadrian, there is no question that they were deemed less valuable than Greek
originals from the fifth Century B.C. Indeed, it was the idea of Hadrian’s
engagement with classical Greek art that shaped responses to Hadrianic art,
from Winckelmann to the present.144
The status of the Elgin Marbles was based on the idea that there is something
special about Greek art of the fifth century B.C. This period was referred to
repeatedly as “the best time,”and there is no challenge in the report to the idea
that this was the high point of Greek art.145 As we saw in the previous chapter,
this is a narrative derived from ancient authors, particularly Pliny. While the
Elgin collection was highly valued for having been made at this supposed peak
of ancient art, later sculpture could still be valued highly for other reasons. In
his evidence to the committee, the artist Sir Richard Westmacott admitted that
the marbles had little value under old models of collecting, in which classical
sculpture was little more than “furniture.” Instead, he saw them as suited to a
national collection:
This collection [i.e. the Elgin collection] I consider as more a collection
for government, and to form a school of study…146
The idea of studying the marbles reflects his priorities as a member of the Royal
Academy, but he also implies a role for the marbles beyond serving as an
aesthetic model for contemporary art. The “for government” hints at a national
or political purpose, as if something about the marbles and their history makes
them particularly suited to being in a museum.
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This enigmatic statement may echo the idea that the aesthetic qualities of
classical art were a direct result of the political freedoms enjoyed by Athenian
citizens. Classical Greek art was seen as an ideal to be emulated by artists. It
owed this status to narratives of progress and decline that encompassed moral
and political implications for wider society. While there was not much
discussion of the political circumstances of the building of the Parthenon in the
evidence given before the Select Committee, this context played an important
role in the conclusions of the final report. The next section looks at how the idea
of classical Athens as a political and artistic ideal was used to make claims for
the marbles’ place in nineteenth-century Britain.
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Ancient ideals and ancient marbles
Ancient texts are used throughout the report to provide information or justify
opinions about the Elgin collection. But there are also deeper values drawn
from ancient literature at the root of the eventual recommendation to purchase
the collection. History is most referenced in the evidence as a record of the time
and place that created the marbles, but the conclusion draws on this history to
answer the question of where they should go and whether they can ultimately
belong in the British Museum. It equates the perceived political and artistic
excellence of ancient Athens with the present conditions and future aspirations
of Britain:
But if it be true, as we learn from history and experience that free
governments afford a soil most suitable to the production of native
talent, to the maturing of the powers of the human mind, and to the
growth of every species of excellence, by opening to merit the prospect
of reward and distinction, no country can be better adapted than our
own to afford an honourable asylum to these monuments of the school
of Phidias, and of the administration of Pericles; where secure from
further injury and degradation, they may receive that admiration and
homage to which they are entitled, and serve in return as models and
examples to those, who by knowing how to revere and appreciate them,
may learn first to imitate, and ultimately to rival them.147
This passage has been seen as pivotal to the acquisition of the collection, and its
position in the concluding remarks of the report certainly indicates its
importance to the Select Committee.148 However, these are not ideas that are
stated explicitly anywhere in the evidence given to the committee and it is
important to consider why they appear so suddenly in its conclusion and where
147
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they have come from. The ideas echo Winckelmann’s theories that the quality of
ancient Greece’s art was a result of its political freedom allowing individuals to
excel.149 It is important to note that this association between Greek freedom and
Greek art was not unique to Winckelmann: he drew heavily on ancient sources
in formulating and expressing these ideas, and similar ideas can also be found
in the work of a number of writers working before Winckelmann, including
Shaftesbury and Turnbull.150 But it is certainly the case that attitudes to ancient
sculpture were heavily influenced by Winckelman’s theories about art at the
time of the Elgin acquisition.151 The idea that the quality of art was linked to the
political circumstances in which it was made was an important one in art theory
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, although the precise
political conditions deemed necessary for good art varied. It was just as
possible to argue that individual liberty was detrimental to the quality of art
and the best work was produced under absolute monarchies. Individuals’
views on the causes of good quality art in the past and the scope for similar art
to be produced in the present were heavily dependent on their political
views.152
The link between liberty and good art was so well established in nineteenthcentury Hellenism that the committee seems not to have had any problems
producing such an argument at the last minute, as if self-evident and
incontrovertible. But the way in which they formulate these arguments allows
us to see the relationship between art and politics that they envisaged. This is
not a straight adoption of Winckelmann’s vision, which was less tied to
nationalistic concerns and more ambiguous about whether classical perfection
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could be achieved in the modern world. In the Select Committee’s model, free
nations not only produced better art but were also better able to appreciate
other nations’ art. The report also implied that the relationship between art and
society could work the other way: owning great art could not only improve
artistic taste but also society as a whole. This association of ownership of
heritage with political superiority is nothing new. Classical sculpture had been
part of the trappings of power since the Renaissance, and we have seen how
important it still was in the political manoeuvrings of nation states at this time.
While there was nothing remarkable about identifying with classical models,
the model chosen and the distinctive ways in which it was used enabled the
British to position themselves within this rivalry and define British identity.153
The decision to identify with the Greeks seems obvious, given that these were
Greek works of art. But it was not the only option. We have seen how Napoleon
had also thought he was collecting the best art of Greece by removing ancient
sculpture from Italy, but chose to identify with Rome.154 Collecting Greek art
was as much associated with Rome as ancient Greece. The French were seen as
major rivals for the Elgin collection and the British could easily have chosen a
similar approach; beating the French at their own game.155 Instead, they took
care to construct themselves against this model as a free nation, more deserving
of the treasures of antiquity.156
Demonstrating the legitimacy of the acquisition was particularly important
because there were serious questions about whether Elgin had the right to
remove sculpture and the repatriation of Napoleon’s looted treasures was fresh
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in everyone’s minds.157 The British had both been involved in the repatriation
and sought to gain some treasures for themselves through it. It was only when
it became clear that they would not get anything that the Elgin acquisition took
place.158 Collecting was constructed as part of Napoleon’s tyranny, and
repatriation played a prominent role in his defeat, but antiquities remained an
important asset in national rivalries. If anything, the return demonstrated the
importance of these objects, and heightened the demand for them. As Elgin
himself put it:
the fate of that gallery, and the influence of the dispersion of it, have
eminently exemplified in the face of Europe, the importance of
collections of this nature in a national point of view.159
Considering the campaigns for the restitution of the marbles today, this seems a
very odd argument for their acquisition. But it seems that Elgin thought of the
marbles’ coming to London as being more like the return of antiquities from the
Louvre, rather than the original act of looting. By constructing themselves as a
fit home for Greek art and politics, Britain could claim superiority to Napoleon
while still engaging in the same nationalistic use of antiquities.160
The idealisation of the art of Periclean Athens as the apex of artistic
achievement in the ancient world and something to be emulated in the present
made the Elgin Marbles particularly valuable in these rivalries. But these values
are not simply the products of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
connoisseurship. They are drawn from ancient ideas. A particularly important
source for ideas about freedom in ancient Athens is the funeral oration
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delivered by Pericles in Thucydides’ account of the Peloponnesian war.161 The
sentiment in the report that “free governments afford a soil most suitable to the
production of native talent, to the maturing of the powers of the human mind,
and to the growth of every species of excellence, by opening to merit the
prospect of reward and distinction,”162 clearly evokes the oration’s description
of what is meant by equality under democracy:
As regards the value set on them, it is as each man is in any way
distinguished that he is preferred to public honours, not because he
belongs to a particular class, but because of personal merits; nor again,
on the ground of poverty is a man barred from a public career by
obscurity of rank if he has it in him to do the state a service.163
Both expand on this idea of allowing talent to flourish in order to describe
freedom as the root of everything that made Athens great. While the link
between freedom and cultural achievement was an important feature of
nineteenth-century discourse on art, it is important to note that the funeral
oration is not a speech about art. It is mainly concerned with memorialising
individuals who died in battle through a celebration of the city state they died
for. There are no explicit mentions of art and monuments, although this may be
hinted at in the idea of the Athenians’ love of beauty.164
The Select Committee report picks up the funeral oration as a ready-made ideal
in which the greatness of Athenian culture springs from its political system.
This fits with the committee’s interest in the marbles as a symbol of Athenian
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culture as a whole that is at the heart of the arguments for buying the collection.
It also allowed them to present themselves as the heirs to the Athens that
Pericles addresses and describes in this speech. It is tempting to see this as the
“history” whose lessons the report references.165 But Thucydides is not
mentioned explicitly. It is possible that, unlike the rather more technical arthistorical sources, this history was considered as known to everyone (whether
through Thucydides or secondary sources) and that it was read more as a
straightforward account of what had happened, needing no attribution.
Certainly, it was one of the most widely studied sources on ancient history at
this time and was becoming a standard set text in schools.166
As well as allowing the committee to explore and emulate the Athenians’ own
political ideals, the funeral oration also allows them to explore the idea of their
legacy. It is a source in which the man who commissioned the Parthenon talks
about how his city will be remembered:
Many are the proofs which we have given of our power and assuredly it
does not lack witnesses, and therefore we shall be the wonder not only
of the men of to-day but of after times; we shall need no Homer to sing
our praise nor any other poet whose verses may perhaps delight for the
moment but whose presentation of the facts will be discredited by the
truth. Nay, we have compelled every sea and every land to grant access
to our daring, and have everywhere planted everlasting memorials both
of evil to foes and of good to friends.167
This passage refers to Athens’ overseas territories, which did not last. In his
commentary on Thucydides, Gomme refers to this as a “singular error,”
165
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commenting that this memorial is actually to be found in literature, art, thought
and politics.168 He is not the only one to use this hindsight to re-read this
passage, several translations hint at this by translating “ση%είων” as
monuments.169 It was hard to think about the Elgin Marbles without thinking
about the funeral oration in a nineteenth-century context primed by the
Winckelmann’s links between politics and art, the growing public role of the
museum and a broad idealisation of ancient Greece. But the presence of
sculpture from the Parthenon in London and in the canon of great art has also
made it hard to read the funeral oration without thinking about the Elgin
marbles. This is an enduring tradition - Gomme’s commentary describes the
Parthenon frieze as a great work brought to mind by Pericles’ words in the
funeral oration. He in turn quotes Beazley on the frieze as a “perfect illustration
of the ideal of democracy which is expressed in the funeral speech of
Pericles.”170 This closed loop of echoes which had come to seem a natural
response to the two works owes much to the political presentation of the Elgin
marbles at the time of their acquisition.
The tendency to see the marbles as a representation of Athens as a social,
political and creative whole was an important reason for their acquisition.
Echoing the funeral oration was part of this strategy. But these echoes were
filtered through the material that survived and was valued in the nineteenth
century. This meant not only emphasising art as a major feature of ancient
Athens, but also implying that art somehow caused its wider greatness:
Your committee cannot dismiss this interesting subject, without
submitting to the attentive reflection of the House, how highly the
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cultivation of the Fine Arts has contributed to the reputation, character,
and dignity of every Government by which they have been encouraged,
and how intimately they are connected with the advancement of every
thing valuable in science, literature and philosophy.
In contemplating the importance and splendor to which so small a
republic as Athens rose, by the genius and energy of her citizens,
exerted in the path of such studies it is impossible to overlook how
transient the memory and fame of extended empires and of mighty
conquerors are, in comparison of those who have rendered
inconsiderable states eminent and immortalized their own names by
these pursuits.171
The apparent self-consciousness about Athens’ legacy in the funeral oration
fitted well with the preoccupations of people living in the nineteenth century
with their own place in history.172 It allowed them to frame the question of
whether to buy the Elgin Marbles as a dilemma over what sort of empire Britain
would be remembered as. Failure to value and purchase the Elgin Marbles
would (it was implied) make Britain the wrong sort of empire, no better than
the Ottomans who had (reportedly) used them for target practice or the ancient
Persians who destroyed the first incarnation of the Parthenon.173 Buying the
Elgin Marbles offered an opportunity to demonstrate that Britain not only
wielded power, but had the values necessary to make a lasting cultural
contribution - just like the Athenians before them. For all the apparent
confidence of the Select Committee’s identification with ancient Athens, there is
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a sense here of crisis and a fear of not living up to the country’s ideals. These
anxieties and the positive role envisaged for the marbles in improving Britain
will be discussed in more detail in the later sections of this chapter.
This argument is particularly intriguing because, while it draws heavily on
ideas laid down by Thucydides, it appears to reverse his position. Where the
funeral oration describes power as more important than the words of Homer,
the Select Committee emphasises literature over military might. Thucydides
also deals explicitly with Athens’ monumental legacy elsewhere in his history
but, given the content of this discussion, it is unsurprising that the Select
Committee does not refer to it:
Suppose, for example, that the city of Sparta were to become deserted
and that only the temples and foundations of buildings remained, I
think that future generations would, as time passed, find it very difficult
to believe that the place had really been as powerful as it was
represented to be. Yet the Spartans occupy two fifths of the Peloponnese
and stand at the head not only of the whole Peloponnese itself but also
of numerous allies beyond its frontiers. Since, however, the city is not
regularly planned and contains no temples or monuments of great
magnificence, but is simply a collection of villages, in the ancient
Hellenic way, its appearance would not come up to expectation. If, on
the other hand, the same thing were to happen to Athens, one would
conjecture from what met the eye that the city had been twice as
powerful as in fact it is.174
By describing how the ruins of Athens could cause future generations to
overestimate its power, this passage challenges the idea that monuments are a
clear indication of a society’s power and shows that ruins can mislead us about
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the past.175 This poses a serious threat to the Select Committee’s use of the Elgin
Marbles as a demonstration of the superiority of Athenian society and
challenges their desire to emulate it. As we shall see, the question of whether
ancient Athens was a suitable role model for Britain came to be an important
area of debate after the acquisition of the Elgin Marbles.
There is much about the conclusions of the Select Committee report that seems
anachronistic. It uses texts more to fit with contemporary preoccupations than
to preserve historical accuracy. But it is important to remember that the
question of the relationship between changes in Greek art and changes in
historical and political circumstances is still an active one. The idea that there is
something particularly political about the decoration of the Parthenon endures
in the extensive literature on the subject.176 Elsner has most recently made the
case for a relationship between changes in political participation and changes in
the interaction between audience and art form.177 The shift he describes from
direct interaction with art, to imaginative engagement with another world
shown in the art work echoes changes in viewing and engagement in Athens’
civic institutions. This argument is not unproblematic since, as Stewart points
out, the artistic shifts he describes took place in non-democratic parts of Greece
as well.178 Perhaps what distinguishes both Elsner and Stewart from the writers
of the 1816 report is that both recognise that, whatever their specific
relationship, the changes in art and society are historically situated shifts, not
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hard and fast rules of what makes good or bad art, and there is nothing
ennobling about good art. As Elsner puts it:
although the great artistic changes of the ‘Greek Revolution’ cannot be
separated from Athenian democracy, in principle the subjectivities they
generated were not necessarily democratic ones and were perfectly
serviceable (even useful) in other kinds of political systems, as we have
seen in the twentieth century when forms of realism were the chosen
language of the totalitarian systems from Russia to Germany.179
This usefulness is certainly clear in the way the Select Committee talks about
the Elgin Marbles. This raises questions about how closely the political system
in Britain in 1816 resembled the Athenian democracy it was celebrating, and
what ideological purposes the marbles served.
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“Political discussion embodied in a Greek History”
We have seen how the politics of ancient Athens played an important part of
the rationale for idealising its art. Yet it was not only art theorists who were
interested in Athenian democracy. The question of freedom in ancient Athens
was a major focus for historical debate in the nineteenth century. Like the
debates over the Elgin Marbles, more was at stake in this history than just an
understanding of the past: Momigliano described it as “political discussion
embodied in a Greek history.”180 As relics of ancient Athens, bought by
government for a public institution and justified by an explicitly political
argument that drew parallels between past and present, the Elgin Marbles are
inextricably linked to these debates.
In the years after the acquisition of the Elgin collection, Greek political history
became a subject for heated debate, not only about what had happened in the
past, but also about which ancient system was an appropriate model to
emulate. Perhaps the most striking thing about the rhetoric of the acquisition of
the Elgin Marbles was that it idealised Athens’ political freedom at a time when
historians were framing Athenian democracy as a dangerous political regime
and idealising the rule of monarchs. So, for example, Mitford describes great
men flourishing in Athens despite “a defective constitution, and law and justice
ill assured”.181 Mitford had plenty of ancient texts to draw on for such criticism,
including such influential writers as Thucydides and Plato.182 But this dislike of
Athenian democracy was also informed by contemporary events: Mitford’s
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dislike of Athenian democracy became clearer in the parts of his work written
after the French Revolution.183
However, there were others for whom the political freedoms of Greece made it
an ideal that could be compared with the present.184 The liberal philosopher
John Stuart Mill famously described Marathon as a more important battle for
English history than Hastings and returned repeatedly to the example of
democratic Athens in On Liberty.185 The tendency to idealise Greece in other
spheres made Athenian democracy an important justification for those
campaigning for political reform. But to make use of Athens as a model for the
present, historians of Greece had to justify themselves in response to the ancient
and modern critics of democracy.186 This justification came in the form of two
major histories by Thirlwall (published 1835-44) and Grote (published
1846-56).187 Grote’s first two ventures into history writing were in defence of
Athenian democracy.188 The writings of Grote and Mill make clear that their
responses were a long time coming. Writing a complete Greek history was a
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considerable task, and it is unsurprising that it took Grote so long, especially
given his business and political obligations.189
The conclusion of the Select Committee report on the acquisition of the Elgin
Marbles prefigures all this. It happened two years before the last volume of
Mitford’s history came out and thirty years before even the first volume of
Grote’s history appeared.190 The Elgin acquisition was the result of an
idealisation of ancient Greece which was politically conservative (although not
necessarily conservative in other senses) with particular emphasis on
architecture of the Greek revival and the influence of the Society of Dilettanti.191
This continuing influence is clear in the number of Dilettanti called to give
evidence at the Elgin committee hearings, including William Hamilton, Thomas
Lawrence, Richard Payne Knight, William Wilkins, The Earl of Aberdeen, John
Bacon Sawrey Morritt and Benjamin West.192 The debate over the Elgin Marbles
gives a glimpse of a type of Hellenism in which the aesthetic appeal of ancient
Athens is explicitly linked with those aspects of Athenian politics which were
admired and emulated by nineteenth-century Britain. Freedom is the main
value celebrated, and this is a notoriously ambiguous concept.193 The Select
Committee seems much more interested in free markets than individual voting
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rights.194 This allowed the Select Committee to stress the importance of Pericles,
not the Athenian people, and to see strong leadership as the reason for the
Parthenon and Athens’ other achievements.
The acquisition of the Elgin Marbles happened at the perfect time to play into
contemporary interest in ancient Greece and to stimulate debate about whether
Athenian democracy was a suitable role model for modern Britain. The way
that the rationale for the acquisition depended heavily on parallels between
contemporary English society and democratic Athens seems to anticipate the
work of radical historians like Grote. But it is important to note that Britain in
1816 was hardly the sort of representative democracy the ancient Greeks would
recognise or that Grote wanted. The acquisition happened under a Tory
government and there is no evidence that the talk of freedom was at all
politically contentious.195
The Select Committee’s interest in Athenian political freedom was more about
conventional art history than direct emulation of its political structures.
Nevertheless, it did link Athens’ artistic achievements with the quality of its
government and then identify Britain with this system for nationalistic
purposes.196 As a result, histories that presented Athenian government as
corrupt sat ill with the idealisation of Athens’ cultural productions. This made
the Elgin marbles valuable territory for radical historians, allowing them to
modify and claim as their own something that had already been used by the
establishment in expressing British identity and power. Grote’s history draws
on both Thucydides and Plutarch in its description of the Periclean building
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programme.197 But it shifts credit away from Pericles and towards democracy
itself:
It is not of course to Perikles that the renown of these splendid
productions of art belongs but the great sculptors and architects by
whom they were conceived and executed belonged to that same period
of expanding and stimulating Athenian democracy which called forth a
similar creative genius in oratory in dramatic poetry and in
philosophical speculation ... Considering these prodigious achievements
in the field of art only as they bear upon Athenian and Grecian history
they are phenomena of extraordinary importance198
In pointedly passing over the contemporary significance of these works of art,
Grote made clear the enduring effects of Athenian democracy. The Elgin
Marbles represent a prize in the contest over which political tradition could lay
claim to ancient Athens and whose version of freedom fitted with its ideal. By
claiming them as an achievement of the democratic citizens, Grote could see
them as artistic vindication of his political ideas. While this required a shift
from the Select Committee’s emphasis on Pericles as a strong leader, it built on
an idea of the Elgin Marbles as political art, rooted in the Select Committee
report.
While the ideal of ancient Athens was widely accepted, the vision of society that
was being idealised varied considerably. The apparent consensus over the
beauty and political symbolism of the Elgin Marbles concealed debates made all
the more fierce by their apparent unchanging representation of a true image of
Athens. The question of how much nineteenth-century Britain had in common
with ancient Athens also raised doubts over the quality of British art in
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comparison with the Elgin Marbles and questions of how the working man can
benefit from their acquisition.
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“It was money spent for the use of the people”
The rhetoric around the acquisition of the Elgin Marbles is often framed as
nationalistic self-aggrandisement. Assertions like “no country can be better
adapted than our own to afford an honourable asylum to these monuments of
the school of Phidias” certainly offer evidence of this. However, for all this
arrogance, the conclusion of the Select Committee report also hints at anxiety
over its awareness that British artistic productions do not measure up to these
works:
they may receive that admiration and homage to which they are
entitled, and serve in return as models and examples to those, who by
knowing how to revere and appreciate them, may learn first to imitate,
and ultimately to rival them.199
This responds to a long-standing sense of the inferiority of British art, which
stretches back at least as far as Winckelmann’s description of the British
imagination as unsuitable for painting.200
The same historical consciousness involved in reflecting on, appropriating and
collecting the past, also invites reflection on what one’s own legacy will be. If
art was a reflection of wider society (as the Select Committee argued) anxieties
about the quality of British art could have much wider implications. Britain
risked the sort of oblivion or scorn that it gave to less idealised ancient
civilisations. By holding ancient Greece in such high esteem, nineteenth-century
Britain risked never living up to Greece’s achievements. It raised anxieties
about how history would judge Britain, even by the nation’s own values.
This anxiety about the quality of the country’s artistic productions (along with
other anxieties about the education and conduct of the people) played a critical
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role in shaping museums as public institutions in the nineteenth century.201 The
museum offered a way of transmitting values across time. The hope that (like
Pericles’ building programme) ownership of the Elgin Marbles would involve
and improve all classes of society is clear in the conclusion of the Select
Committee report. The commons debate extended this reasoning in a telling
way by likening the stimulus the Elgin marbles offered to the very real
economic stimulus of building the Parthenon in the first place. The secretary to
the Admiralty, John Croker, described a confrontation between Pericles and his
political opponents over the building programme that included the Parthenon:
It was singular that when 2,500 years ago, Pericles was adorning Athens
with those very works, some of which we are now about to acquire, the
same cry of economy was raised against him, and the same answer that
he then gave might be repeated now, that it was money spent for the use
of the people, for the encouragement of arts, the increase of
manufactures, the prosperity of trades, and the encouragement of
industry; not merely to please the eye of the man of taste, but to create,
to stimulate, to guide the exertions of the artist, the mechanic, and even
the labourer, and to spread through all the branches of society a spirit of
improvement, and the means of a sober and industrious affluence. But
he would go to the length of saying that the possession of these precious
remains of ancient genius and taste would conduce not only to the
perfection of the arts, but to the elevation of our national character, to
our opulence, to our substantial greatness.202

201

Siegel, “The Public in the Museum” in The Emergence of the Modern Museum, 79.

Mr Croker, speaking in “House of Commons: Parliamentary Debate on Purchasing the Elgin
Marbles,” Siegel, The Emergence of the Modern Museum, 55.
202

!81

This closely paraphrased Plutarch’s account of the criticisms of the building
project, in which Pericles’ enemies objected to spending public money, gathered
for war, on a showy building project and Pericles responded:
the city, when once she is sufficiently equipped with all that is necessary
for prosecuting the war, should apply her abundance to such works as,
by their completion, will bring her everlasting glory, and while in
process of completion will bring that abundance into actual service, in
that all sorts of activity and diversified demands arise, which rouse
every art and stir every hand, and bring, as it were, the whole city under
pay, so that she not only adorns, but supports herself as well from her
own resources.203
While the parallels with the ancient source are close, this is much more than
neutral historical background. As in the Select Committee report, Croker
likened the ancient creation of these sculptures to their modern acquisition. But
he also went one step further to claim Pericles’ posthumous support for the
acquisition. Croker was a politician with a strong interest in history and a clear
familiarity with the ancient sources.204 His own historical work was not without
political investment: his study of the French Revolution aimed to discredit any
political movements inspired by it. His decision to identify his own government
with Pericles, and their opponents with his enemies must have been as
important as the broader desire to identify Britain with Athens.
The idea that the acquisition was a way to emulate not only the style of
Athenian art, but also its specific use for public benefit was critical to the
subsequent reception of the marbles. It picked up on the theoretical links
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between Athenian art and society we have seen elsewhere and suggests a
positive role for ancient art in the present. The Tory government who acquired
the Elgin Marbles saw them as a means of public improvement. But radicals
were also interested in their potential for public education, especially for
making the classical world accessible to the working classes. The historian
Thirlwall, in an address to the Royal Institution of South Wales in 1866, raised
the possibility that museums offered a particularly rich way of understanding
ancient culture for those who did not understand Latin or Greek:
I before observed that, even without a knowledge of mathematics, it is
possible to acquire a very valuable stock of useful information in
physics, so it is possible for one who knows neither Greek nor Latin to
gain much profitable knowledge of Greek and Roman antiquity. I have
no doubt that a person, in that sense illiterate, but endowed with the
requisite natural attitude and capacity, who should study the ancient
monuments preserved in the British Museum, with no other aid than he
may find in English writers, might form a livelier and truer image of the
ancient world, in some of its most interesting aspects, than ever dawned
on many a scholar who spent his whole life among the Greek and Latin
authors.205
Thirlwall was reacting against the privileged position of ancient authors as a
way of accessing the past. This makes sense as part of an argument against the
dominance of Greek and Latin in education at the expense of other studies. But
it is also an interesting perspective on how visitors were supposed to approach
museum objects. To Thirlwall, objects were more lively and direct than ancient
texts, but could not be understood without supporting information.
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There was a growing body of such supporting information throughout the
nineteenth century which shows the value placed on widening access. The
popular press drew heavily on the British Museum as a resource in its work to
make a greater proportion of society comfortable with high culture.206 One
major source of guides to the British Museum was the whiggish publisher The
Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge. This society was closely linked with
some of the major defenders of Athenian democracy we have encountered: one
of its founders was James Mill, father to John Stuart Mill and a major influence
on George Grote.207 In keeping with the widespread interest in Elgin collection’s
potential for public education, this group published a Guide to the Elgin and
Phigaleian Marbles in 1833.
This guide referred to itself as a popular work, but actually offers a rather
detailed examination of the marbles. It covered a wide range of topics including
Athenian topography, history, architecture, religion and the history of
sculpture.208 The guide urged close study of original texts and drew heavily
upon them for its own background information.209 It also engaged with
academic debates - often not in a particularly balanced way. One gloriously
dismissive footnote reads: “all further discussion… must be considered useless
by any competent Greek critic. Brondsted's reading is the only one that is
correct, and the only one that any scholar would think of giving.”210 Although
the tone is patronising in places, it does seem to assume quite a high level of
206
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background knowledge and it may not have been very useful to those
completely new to the subject.
As well as aiming to give a comprehensive background to the material to a
wider audience, the guide also responded directly to the question of public
improvement through the presence of the marbles in the British Museum. It
saw them as having two major roles:
first, as mere specimens of sculpture; and secondly, as forming part of
the history of a people.
Unlike the Select Committee report, the guide elevated the historical
importance of the Elgin marbles above that of art. This meant that it was not
enough to simply look at the marbles without knowing their historical
background. As a result, ancient texts were crucial to this approach. The guide
also drew numerous parallels between ancient art and ancient literature, with
both seen as better models for the present than more recent productions.
Ancient texts were described as the common thread that unites antiquarian and
aesthetic study of the sculptures:
Though the artist and the student may examine the sculptures of the
Parthenon with somewhat different views, their studies are more allied
than is generally supposed. The artist who looks at them merely as
delineations of form, without reference to the ideas that gave them their
existence, loses half the pleasure and the profit; and the student who
merely names and catalogues them, without connecting them with the
written monuments of Grecian genius, that is with the illustration of
ancient texts, is also pursuing a barren study211
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This is an argument for a holistic approach to the sculpture, at least in part
because of the familiar idea that art is intimately linked with the rest of society,
with literature given a prominent role. In the guide, art and literature are
viewed as analogous: it says that boys should be taught to read ancient authors
as if reading a piece of the Parthenon and describes Homer as a “monument.”
Despite these analogies, art and literature were clearly not seen as equivalent.
Images were described as a “living comment” on texts and their main role in
the guide’s model of education was as illustrations to enliven the teaching of
texts.212 This tendency to see images as more direct, but less informative reflects
a long tradition of elevating of texts over images as sources of information.213
However, the guide was keen to stress that information is not the main reason
to study the Greeks:
The scientific knowledge of the Greeks cannot now direct our inquiries
into the phenomena of nature, nor can they be referred to as our masters
without appeal in the investigation of moral and political truth. What
are they then? They are our models in taste;- they are our examples in
the expression of thought;- but they are not, and ought not to be, the
guides of our opinions.214
This seems to soften the tendency to draw the Elgin marbles into political
debates and revert to the purely aesthetic response advocated by many who
gave evidence to the Select Committee. This denial of ancient Greece as a source
of political truth goes against the grain of many of the responses to the Elgin
marbles we have seen, whether the nebulous imitation of freedom by the Select

212

Elgin and Phigaleian Marbles, vol. 2, 215, 224.

213

Squire, Image and Text in Graeco-Roman Antiquity.

214

Elgin and Phigaleian Marbles, vol. 2, 219.

!86

Committee or the more specific adoption of political structures advocated by
radicals like Grote.
However, the demotion of ancient Greece to the aesthetic realm is a political
move in itself. This argument echoes ideas about education expressed by
Thirlwall and Mill. Both argued that training in Greek and Latin not only took
up too much of the curriculum, but also was approached in the wrong way,
with too much focus on grammar.215 Mill, Thirlwall and the guide all stress the
continued importance of studying source material from Greece and Rome, but
see the benefit of this as studying a simpler culture, with less deep knowledge,
but more vivid expression. It is unsurprising that this guide - an attempt at
educating a general public about ancient Greece in a new way - would value
the reinvention of education (by demoting the classics) over the use of Athens
as a radical political model. But it also shows the cognitive dissonance at the
heart of receptions of ancient Greece - it was at the heart of establishment values
but was also a potent way to challenge them.
We have seen how the Select Committee’s preoccupation with the Elgin
Marbles as an aesthetic ideal became absorbed into their later reception as
illustrations of a broader socio-political ideal. The tendency to idealise and
emulate ancient Athens in the debates surrounding the acquisition of the Elgin
Marbles both depends on and obscures the sources on Athens at this time. It
enabled those purchasing the marbles to buy into a particular vision of
Athenian identity which saw art as deeply embedded in society, but it also
obscured some of the problems resulting from emulating that society. Ancient
texts offered a way to understand sculpture from the Parthenon, but they could
also be used to construct it as a perfect match for the nineteenth century
museum project - improving the public at the same time as it demonstrated
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national superiority. The Elgin Marbles are widely acknowledged to have
played a pivotal role in the history of taste, but they also pioneered a new
relationship between artwork, nation and audience.
Narratives around the Elgin marbles have shifted since the nineteenth century,
but they remain the focus of debate. The director of the British Museum recently
said:
A whole nation has decided they embody something fundamental about
… national identity. It is a prime example of seeing what you want to
see.216
This statement could almost be about the conclusion of the Select Committee
report but, of course, my ellipsis above took out one word: “Greek.” If the
Greeks are not the first to use the Elgin marbles in identity politics, this raises
the question: is there something fundamentally political or nationalistic about
the Parthenon and the sculpture Elgin removed from it? If there is, it is
something felt in the modern world at least as much because of the ancient texts
that we use to construct our ideas of Periclean Athens as the marbles
themselves. Furthermore, it cannot happen independently of previous
generations’ readings of those texts into those stones. The debates over the
acquisition of the Elgin marbles are an important moment in the association of
Greek art with freedom; a theme that we will revisit in chapter 5.
This chapter has shown how modern political readings are more complex than
simply “seeing what you want to see” in a suitable ancient object. The
nineteenth-century political readings of the Elgin marbles drew heavily on
ancient narratives about Pericles, the Parthenon and their broader context.
These in turn were read in ways that fit the preoccupations of their context Charlotte Higgins, “British Museum's Neil MacGregor on the Parthenon Marbles and Cyrus
Cylinder” The Guardian, February 2, 2010, accessed March 15, 2013, http://
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resulting in not one, but many political readings. These readings in which art
was closely bound to public life were a perfect match for the modern public
museum with its beliefs in public improvement and national celebration. We
cannot ignore this combination of ancient text, ancient object and modern
institution in answering questions of their place in contemporary discourse.
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3. Myth in the museum
The role of myth as an organising rationale in museums is largely forgotten
today, but at one point was ubiquitous. Vast numbers of objects that depict
mythological themes survive from the ancient world, and myth can offer a
tempting explanation for many more. As a result, myth has been an important
feature of interpretative strategies in museums, from the long tradition of
thematic displays of sculpture through to displays of prehistory that claimed to
have found the truth behind the myth. The nineteenth century saw the growth
of the disciplines (such as folklore and anthropology) that have defined the
modern understanding of myth.217 This chapter explores myth’s changing
relationship with archaeology from the middle of the nineteenth century to the
early twentieth century as these two disciplines with common roots in
antiquarianism struggled to define themselves. Museums proved an important
site for exploring the possible interactions between the traditional stories of the
ancient world and its physical remains. We will see how they explored a
number of possible approaches to myth before eventually sidelining it.
The modern notion of myth is distinct from the ancient meanings of mythos: a
word that could encompass a variety of forms of narrative and discourse.218
While it is true that the ancient Greeks had their own theories on traditional
stories, modern notions of the category of mythology inevitably have their roots
in scholarship on ancient stories. Kirk and Burkert’s definition of “a traditional
narrative of collective significance” fits the stories discussed in this chapter, but
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it is a somewhat limited definition.219 That “collective significance” plays down
much of the real function of myth - both its ideological significance in the
ancient world and their symbolic function in modern readings. Modern
discussions of myth are particularly interested in its truth content, from the
common use of the word as a synonym for “untrue” to scholarly debate over
how much the ancients believed their myths.220 While myths are rarely taken
literally, there has been a paradoxical modern desire to make them tell us truths
about the ancient world or humanity in general. Myth has tended to be treated
either as surviving stories from a very distant past, or as an allegory, useful for
understanding less concrete truths.
By the middle of the nineteenth century, myth was largely abandoned as a
historical source for understanding the distant past. For example, Grote thought
there was no reliable evidence for events before the first Olympiad and
described myth as “neither trustworthy nor captivating when we sever it
from…subjective conditions and expose its naked elements to the scrutiny of an
objective criticism.”221 But some scholars were not willing to give up on the
possibility of getting useful information from myth. There were two sides to
this continued use of myth: attempts to extract information about the meanings
of art and the foundations of Greek culture from stories seen as otherwise
untrue and attempts redeem myth as a historical source by finding its roots in
real archaeological sites.
This chapter looks at the changing role of myth in museums in the nineteenth
century; how objects that depict myth have been understood in museums and
the way that myth has served museums’ own agendas. It begins with a brief
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overview of the thematic approaches to ancient statuary that were common
across European collections for much of their early history. It asks how
important the role of mythology was in such approaches and what approach to
statuary they encouraged. The next section looks at Charles Newton’s work at
the British Museum to show that mythology was not abandoned, even by one
of the most ardent proponents of the new chronological displays. We will see
how Newton used his approach to myth to argue for the integrity of the British
Museum’s collections in the ongoing debates about the distribution of London’s
museums and how he applied it in a display of ancient vases at the British
Museum. The next section looks at how Jane Harrison used and modified
Newton’s ideas in her talks given in the British Museum. It explores the relative
freedom of talks to move away from the grand narratives of museum display to
tell ancient stories and how these stories were seen as an important way into a
deeper understanding of Greek art for the general public.
The final two sections look at an alternative role for mythology in museum
interpretation that emerged with the growing interest in prehistory at the end of
the nineteenth century. It looks at two temporary exhibitions of prehistoric
material and the role that myth played in generating interest in this material
and shaping the way it was understood. Starting with Schliemann’s exhibition
of his finds from Hissarlik at South Kensington, we will ask what Schliemann’s
claims to have found material evidence of the characters and events of Homeric
epic meant for the museums that displayed this evidence and how seriously the
public took these claims. Finally we will look at Evans’ 1903 Knossos exhibition
at the Royal Academy and consider what had changed in the relationship
between archaeology and myth with the increasing professionalisation of
archaeology.
This chapter explores the museum work of several of the biggest names in
Greek archaeology; Newton, Harrison, Schliemann and Evans. These were
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individuals self-consciously transforming or rebelling against the discipline of
classics. While there is a clear thread of influence running between the figures
discussed in this chapter, its aim is not to portray a genealogy of the discipline
but to understand how the problems and possibilities of ancient stories were
addressed during this crucial period in the development of archaeology. For
these figures, museums offered a place to develop theories, present field
findings and make a name for themselves. Their museum work allows us to
look at the role of the museum in relation to disciplinary knowledge and its
communication to a wider public. This was an important period in the history
of archaeology and nobody knew this better than those involved. In the words
of Jane Harrison:
Old men began to see visions, young men to dream dreams. I had just
left Cambridge when Schliemann began to dig at Troy... we classical
deaf-adders stopped our ears and closed our eyes; but at the mere
sound of the magical words "Golden Bough" the scales fell - we heard
and understood. Then Arthur Evans set sail for his new Atlantis and
telegraphed news of the Minotaur from his own labyrinth; perforce we
saw this was a serious matter, it affected the "Homeric Question."222
Harrison here is telling a story of the development of her discipline, but it is a
narrative of progress towards a less rational approach to the past, in which
textual criticism was giving way to new disciplines which offered the
possibility of making the stories real. While deeper knowledge of ancient myths
is at best a minor part of the gains made by archaeology at this time, those
myths are fundamental to the way the discipline imagined its achievements and
the way its story continues to be told. This chapter is as much about the myths
of archaeology as the archaeology of myths.
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Myth on display
Ancient Greek art has been described as having an “obsession with their gods,
heroes and mythological creatures,” and these themes certainly do saturate
ancient artistic production.223 As a result, any museum with a collection of
classical art was inevitably faced with the problems of interpreting myth. The
protean nature of these stories, encountered in a range of variations throughout
ancient literature and art (not to mention subsequent receptions) makes such
interpretation a complex business. This section of the chapter considers what
was at stake for museums in claiming that a work of ancient art represents a
mythological subject. I will begin by exploring the problems of identifying and
naming individual objects as instances of a specific myth, then look at the
implications of such identifications for the arrangement of displays of ancient
art. There have been a number of treatments of the relationship between image,
story and text in the ancient world which deal with some of the factors at stake
in identifying a work of art with a particular story.224 This section looks at what
this means in the museum context. It asks how myth has shaped interpretations
of individual objects and arrangements of collections. It explores the range of
ways that interest in ancient myth has been used by museums to their own
ends.
The act of giving a work of art a title has long been central to museum
interpretation, allowing museums to classify and differentiate their holdings.
Until at least the middle of the nineteenth century, titles were seen as
unequivocal designations of the meaning of a work of art, that could place it in
Jennifer Neils, “Myth and Greek Art: Creating a Visual Language,” in The Cambridge
Introduction to Greek Mythology, ed. Roger D. Woodward (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2007), 286-304.
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relation to literary texts.225 The pressure to designate the meaning of ancient art
in order to make sense of it was as high as for any other art, but there were a
number of features of ancient art that complicated the naming process. Most of
it does not come with convenient ancient labels and so identifying subject
matter can require a lot of literary and iconographic knowledge. The large
number of surviving literary sources was an obvious resource for making sense
of ancient art. While many stories are known to us through ancient texts, the
objects that represent them are not illustrations of these texts. Their divergences
from them show that they exist in a complex relation to text, oral tradition and
other imagery.226 The interpretation of ancient images is further complicated by
the fact that ancient artists seem to have left deliberate ambiguities between the
everyday world and that of myth227. Later in the chapter we will see some of
these complexities raised as arguments for the importance of ancient art (and
hence of museums) as part of a comprehensive understanding of the ancient
world. But these issues generally presented problems for labels, catalogues and
other discussions of specific works of art.
Given the ambiguities of ancient art and the temptations of literary readings,
many works of art have been the subject of debate for centuries and their
meanings have changed over this time. For example, a statue group from the
Ludovisi collection, long known as the Paetus and Arria (better known today as
the Ludovisi Gaul) has been identified with a wide range of figures from history
and myth, many of which did not fit with the visual details of the sculpture.228
Today they are seen as Roman copies of a group dedicated by Attalos I to
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commemorate victory over the Gauls, but older interpretations can be hard to
escape. In 1851, Charles Newton felt no contradiction calling a statue group
“Paetus and Arria,” even while explaining its modern identification.229 The old
identification had become a conventional title without the power to threaten
more recent interpretations, but was still embedded in the way the sculpture
was discussed. What people without Newton’s expertise made of the group,
and others like it, is hard to say.
There is a considerable difference between Arria, the forceful but noble Roman
matron, and the defeated foreign enemies of Attalos, not to mention the incest,
doomed love or political intrigue of other readings.230 Thus, choosing a title can
radically alter the meaning of a work of art and titles can as much reflect
prevailing fashions or desires as what is actually represented. This statue group
is representative of a larger scale shift in which statues found in Italy tended to
be identified with Greek mythological subjects, rather than subjects from
Roman history. This shift can be traced to Winckelmann’s scholarship and it
reflected his belief in the Greekness (and hence high quality) of the statues he
knew and loved.231 Assigning a mythological subject to a work of art could have
a profound impact both on the way it was understood in its own right and on
its literal and conceptual place in a collection.
The arrangement for Pope Julius II of the Belvedere courtyard is an early and
influential example of a display of ancient sculpture crafted around the
narrative content of the individual pieces. It has been read as a complex
network of allusions to Virgil’s Aeneid, designed to associate the Pope with
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Rome’s ancient heritage and foretell a golden future.232 The sculpture in the
court was more than the sum of its parts; the interaction of narratives in the
arrangement evoked a set of values, expressed power and invited visitors to
exercise erudition. Thematic arrangement was maintained and extended in the
Vatican as the Belvedere courtyard became part of the Pio Clementino Museum,
with statuary divided by subject matter, culminating in images of the gods.233
This became the standard arrangement for sculpture across Europe, used in
other influential museums such as the Louvre and the Glyptothek.234
Museums were not the only ones to favour an approach organised by subject
matter. Antiquarian publications were often based on a hierarchy of themes. An
influential example was Bernard de Montfaucon’s L’Antiquité expliquée et
représentée en figures, which aimed to give a comprehensive picture of ancient
life by illustrating ancient objects.235 Its chapters were structured by theme,
beginning with gods (from Jupiter down to minor gods), religion and then a
vast range of themes relating to everyday life and funerary practice.236 This
hierarchy of values reflects the importance of religion to Montfaucon’s project
and world view. But dividing into themes in this way also allowed him to
approach objects according to the information they could tell him about the past
- grouping together objects with similar information value. This information
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value was largely derived from the textual tradition (which was Montfaucon’s
primary interest) and each object illustrated was given a written explanation.237
Montfaucon was not the only one to take a thematic approach. Even
Winckelmann who, as we have seen, is far better known as the inventor of a
chronology of ancient art arranged works by subject matter in Monumenti
Antichi Inediti.238 Montfaucon’s system for arranging antiquities in his writings
also had a direct influence on the arrangement of physical collections of
antiquities, especially in Turin and Verona.239
While there is not space for a full history of thematic arrangement in this
chapter, it is worth considering it here because the process of dividing
collections into categories required judgements about sculpture based on a
knowledge of mythology. It also placed mythology in a hierarchy of other
narrative and non-narrative subjects for art. While the thematic arrangements in
public museums were less focused on a specific narrative, they were equally
dependent on identifications of the sculpture’s subject matter. Edmund Oldfield
(an assistant in the department of antiquities at the British Museum) described
these arrangements in 1860:
To make them the means of illustrating, as far as possible, the religion,
the social life, and also the iconography of the ancient Greeks and
Romans; that is to say, we divide them first of all mythologically, giving
up one apartment to the Olympic deities; another to the other ideal
figures of less mythological rank; and then a third to the representations
of human life; whilst a fourth apartment is appropriated merely to
minor monuments, altars, candelabra and such like objects. We thought
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that would on the whole be a means of furnishing instruction to the
archaeological student, which could not be obtained practically in any
other way.240
This is a thematic division in which mythology constitutes the first and second
orders of material (gods and other idealised figures) then other material is
defined as ordinary life by contrast, including representations of humans and
practical objects.
This type of arrangement is touched upon in a number of museum histories,
but rarely examined in depth.241 This is perhaps because it is often seen as a step
on the way to chronology: something adopted “for want of a better system.”242
The British Museum in the mid-nineteenth century is an interesting case study
for complicating this picture. While chronology was largely adopted across the
museum, Oldfield spoke of the impossibility of dating Graeco-Roman
sculpture, implying that otherwise it might follow this general arrangement.
But he also expressed the idea that this might not be particularly helpful even if
it could be achieved:
It is certainly impossible even for the most experienced archaeologist to
determine accurately their dates; it was consequently not possible to
arrange such a series chronologically, nor perhaps would they be very
instructive if they were so arranged. We therefore thought it best to
adopt a different principle, but not, I think, less scientific243.
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Oldfield presented thematic arrangement as an alternative strategy of equal
scientific value. It had its own interpretative potential - drawing attention to
particular features of ancient life, rather than tracing the development of
civilisation as a whole. This was particularly useful for Graeco-Roman sculpture
because of the way this category spanned cultures and times. There may also
have been an element of tradition at work - the collections that had long been
arranged thematically contained largely Graeco-Roman statues, while the new
collections concerned with chronology were those with recently excavated
Greek material. Because the British Museum contained both kinds of material,
the aesthetic and chronological ambiguities of the Graeco-Roman threatened the
simple progression of chronology. By giving the Graeco-Roman material its
own thematic arrangement, the British Museum could avoid this problem.
This is not the only case in which museums favoured chronological
arrangements but were unable to apply them. For example, when the ancient
sculpture from the Pio Clementino Museum was brought to the Louvre (which,
as we have seen in chapter 1, favoured a didactic, chronological display for its
paintings) the roughly thematic arrangement used in Rome was preserved.244
The thematic display was influenced by the difficulties of assigning dates to
Greco-Roman sculpture and ultimately compromised by the desire to
foreground the most famous statues.245 The museum’s shifting circumstances
and conflicting approaches to display can be seen in the Salle de Diane. This was
a carefully constructed thematic space, designed to surround Diane Chasseresse
(the most important ancient sculpture from the French royal collection) with
images of the goddess’ role in a range of myths.246 In this case, fame and theme
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were not in conflict and the narrative content of the statue was used to
emphasise its importance. But the statue was never shown there. Instead, pride
of place went to antiquities seized from Berlin. An aesthetic and thematic
agenda had been put aside for the pragmatic needs of a growing collection and
the triumphal messages of this collection of national collections.
Subject matter was impossible to isolate from other features of art. The division
of the statuary in the British Museum into mythological and non-mythological
categories separated the real from the fantastical elements of ancient art. This
reflects an enduring preoccupation with separating myth from genre scenes
which imposes modern categories on ancient objects.247 Oldfield identified the
division between mythological figures and “human life” with the contrast
between ideal and realistic styles of art. This reflected traditional distinctions
between the aims and style of mythological and genre painting. Myth was seen
as a subject for the large-scale, idealised approach of history painting, whereas
the best that scenes of everyday life could hope for was realistic imitation.248
Classical sculpture was explicitly seen as a model for the Grand Manner of
history painting, so ancient art that was not suitably idealised needed to be
reframed in other terms if these distinctions were to be maintained.249
As well as reflecting contemporary artistic orthodoxy, this arrangement enabled
the museum to structure visitors’ experiences of art. Sculptures were grouped
with similar works, allowing the museum to suggest a separation of the
aesthetic from the historical and manage the public’s experience accordingly.
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On a practical level, grouping like with like must also have made it easier to
produce the decorative pairings deemed visually appealing.250 But such
groupings also invited visitors to reflect on specific historical themes, with gods
as evidence of ancient religion, portrait busts representing the important figures
of history and so on. In these terms, the museum’s display does reflect the place
of mythology in everyday life. Displays that were superficially thematic often
served other aims, whether aesthetic, historical, ideological or practical. These
aims can be difficult to deduce from the surviving records. We know that the
Townley gallery in the British Museum was largely thematically arranged, but it
lumped fishermen in with gods for no obvious reason.251 This is hardly a good
fit for the universal, rational system of display that the museum was aiming for
and it may have been for this reason that the days of this approach were
numbered. But this was not the end of mythology in museums. The same
developments in archaeology that made museums rethink their traditional
display approaches allowed them to experiment with new approaches that used
myth to understand museum objects.
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Myth in theory and practice
In a model that sees myth as a precursor and antithesis to chronology in
museums, Charles Newton belongs firmly in the chronology camp. He is one of
the foremost of Jenkins’ “archaeologists” who campaigned for the arrangement
of the British Museum by chronology and geography.252 But Newton’s model of
archaeology (and so of the museum) was a broad one, encompassing most
aspects of the ancient world, including myth. This section explores the
importance of myth in Newton’s museum work. It begins with his arguments
for the interrelatedness of all kinds of ancient material in the British Museum, in
which myth gives meaning to a wide range of ancient objects and allows
everyday objects to inform an understanding of the most important works of
art. It then goes on to consider what this meant for his museum work through
the practical example of the Guide to the Second Vase Room, published in 1869
when Newton had been keeper of antiquities for eight years. The guide offers
an example of Newton’s all-encompassing approach (since the vase room
contained more than just vases) and enables us to see the place of mythology in
his model of the ancient world.
In 1853 another Select Committee was considering the future of the collections
of art and design in London. The main issue was the organisation of the
National Gallery but, in considering what belonged there, the committee raised
questions about the disciplinary boundaries and display practices of all the
major museums in London. The debates over these issues have rightly been
seen as an important way for museums to work out and express their
disciplinary boundaries, and this becomes particularly clear when one looks at
the role of archaeology.253 The word archaeology was being used to cover not
only the material we would think of as archaeological today, but also anything
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which was valued for historical, not aesthetic reasons. Some witnesses used it as
synonymous with “curiosities” and objected to being made to walk past inferior
specimens to get to aesthetically pleasing objects.254 The phrase “mere
archaeological” (and variants of it) occurs in the testimony of several witnesses,
implying a lesser status than art.255
One strategy in the debate over this art/archaeology dichotomy was to link
“archaeological” material with literature. By this reasoning, ancient objects
could be split according to whether they were most relevant to those interested
in art or those interested in literature. The most common examples of “literary”
antiquities were objects featuring writing, such as inscribed stones or coins; but
writing was not an essential feature.256 There was an awareness that art and
archaeology were not mutually exclusive and that many of the most valued
works of art were also recognised to have historical importance.257 Edmund
Oldfield raised the historical relevance of all ancient material as a major
objection to splitting his collections.258 But even those who argued for a split,
such as the former keeper of the National Gallery Sir Charles Eastlake, admitted
that it was impossible to draw a clear line between art and literature.259 Both
sides agreed that literature and art were two kinds of interest that museums
could and should serve, but they differed over whether the two could coexist.
The appeal of associating historical value with literature is clear, given the
dismissive and imprecise use of the word “archaeology” in much of the
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evidence heard by the Select Committee. Literature offered a well-established
and highly valued body of knowledge and an alternative value system for
archaeological material that did not live up to contemporary aesthetic
standards. But it also took the emphasis away from the intrinsic qualities of
objects and risked regarding them as a complement to written material. As we
have seen in chapter 1, this distrust of objects as a source of information in their
own right was long established. Here objects are clearly valued, but not in their
own terms: they must be seen as either image or text. Against this background,
it was difficult to argue for an archaeological (in our terms) approach to the
British Museum’s collections. It is important that one of archaeology’s greatest
defenders articulated his objection to a possible split, not by challenging the
categories of art and literature, but by producing a more subtle model that
subsumed these categories into a an idea of ancient Greek society as a coherent
whole.
Charles Newton’s response to the Select Committee was sent in the form of a
letter from Rhodes where he was serving as acting consul. Before this
appointment, he had worked in the British Museum’s department of
antiquities. He was authorised to acquire antiquities for the museum while at
Rhodes and he would later return there as keeper of Greek and Roman
antiquities.260 The letter (which appeared as an appendix to the Select
Committee report) aimed to convince the Select Committee that the British
Museum’s antiquities should be considered a single collection and not be
split.261 Newton got what he wanted (whether by the strength of his arguments
or because of institutional inertia) but these arguments also had an afterlife in
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his published writings.262 They reflect wider debates about the status of
archaeology and so inevitably incorporate the theme of literature.
Newton’s defence begins, as we might expect from one of the great proponents
of chronology at the British Museum, with a run through of the major cultures
of the ancient world in the museum from Egypt to Rome. Unsurprisingly, the
Elgin Marbles form the high point of this history of art, and this is underlined
with literary analogies. He likened them to “the Exemplaria of classical
literature” and referred to them as “a sculptured poem."263 This statement
echoes the stress on poetics over politics that we have seen in responses to the
Elgin Marbles in chapter 2. But literature also plays a more concrete role in
Newton’s arguments. He discusses Pausanias, alongside coins, gems, vases,
bronzes and terracottas, as an important source of information for
understanding the Parthenon.264 Narrative plays a particularly important part
in Newton’s idea of contextual evidence:
If we do not know what he [the sculptor] intended to express, we can
judge of his design but little more certainly than those who venture to
criticise a dramatic performance without understanding the language
which the actors speak, nor the whole story of the action which passes
before their eyes.
How much, for instance, has the interest of the figure in the Gallery of
Florence, commonly called "The Listening Slave" been enhanced since
this figure has been recognised as part of a group representing the
flaying of Marsyas by Apollo; how much of the beauty of the design on
the Portland Vase is lost to us, because we cannot be quite sure that the
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ingenious explanation of this bas-relief proposed by Mr Millingen is the
true one.
The interpretation of ancient sculpture, that is to say, the assigning [sic]
names to the several figures, and motives for the actions represented,
can only be accomplished by the diligent collection of other classes of
antiquities.265
Despite Newton’s commitment to telling the grand narrative of art history
through chronological displays, he still thought subject matter vital for
understanding individual works of art. Indeed he thought it impossible to
understand their full beauty without it. For Newton, the stories told by ancient
works of art bound together disparate object types and made the collections of
the British Museum worth much more than the sum of their parts. To underline
this, he returned to the analogy between literature and art:
Greek sculpture, as I before observed, cannot be explained by its own
internal evidence any more than the text of an ancient author can be
explained without glosses and commentaries.266
This stresses a much closer “reading” of sculpture, similar to philological study.
While a letter to a government committee was not the place to explore what
such study would entail in any depth, Newton does give the beginnings of an
explanation in his discussion of Greek vases. Again, narrative (in this case,
myth) was important:
The subjects of these pictures are almost always mythical scenes; and
thus a collection of Greek vases presents to us a complete treasure of
those popular legends which circulated through the agency of art and

265

H. C., Select Committe National Gallery, 775.

266

H. C., Select Committe National Gallery, Appendix XII, 775.

!107

song, and formed the staple out of which the poet or the sculptor
fashioned their immortal works.
The myth, as treated by the vase-painter, differed from the same myth
when amplified and adorned by the genius of Pheidias and Polygnotos,
as the ballad differs from the epic. 267
Newton compared visual culture to literary genre hierarchy to express its
varying quality and tone. But in this case, art and literature were also doing the
same thing: telling stories. In this respect, the material record is presented as
more complete than the literary one: able to provide knowledge of stories that
would be otherwise lost. This can be seen as part of a wider attempt to theorise
the relationship between image and text, and the specific differences in the
ways the two media depict stories that began with Lessing’s Laokoon and
continues to be a vital part of any “reading” of a mythological image.268
Newton’s model is one in which art and text are closely related and in which
neither speaks for itself without an understanding of their wider context. A
particularly important part of this context for Newton was the oral tradition.
By mentioning the distinction between the ballad and the epic, Newton evoked
a major issue in contemporary scholarship: the idea of lost oral sources for the
works of Homer. This had been a topic of debate since Freidrich August Wolf’s
arguments for the oral sources of Homer and the possibilities of reconstructing
these by close examination of the text.269 This approach to literature had a lot in
common with Newton’s approach to archaeology, with its complex history of
influences and innovations and emphasis on detailed study. Karl Otfried Müller
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is another likely influence with his interest in isolating Greek myth from its
literary representations and in viewing it in the context of Greek society as a
whole.270 Awareness of the amount of ancient literature that has been lost had
never been greater and Newton was claiming a role for the myths represented
on vases in the effort to understand lost stories. This raised the possibility that
vases could hold the answers for students of myth and literature, just as they
had for those trying to figure out what ancient statuary depicted. He did not
elaborate on this in the context of his letter, but we shall see it raised more
explicitly by one of his students in the next section of this chapter.
Newton’s sense of lost tradition is not limited to textual reconstruction, and the
idea (raised in the quote above) that Greek vases represent “popular legends”
offered the possibility of retrieving other aspects of life for “ordinary” people in
the ancient world:
…the Greek myth being essentially popular, and the gods and heroes
who form its dramatis personae being almost always invested with the
outward form, motives of action, manners and external circumstances of
humanity, the vase-pictures on which these myths are represented
reflect the image of the real life of the Greek people, and have thus
preserved to us a thousand curious details of costume, armour &c.,
which we should not otherwise have known.271
Newton here complicated the conventional dichotomy between myth and genre
- the myths on vases were told by ordinary people, and looked like everyday
life in the ancient world. While Newton still divided images on vases by subject
matter, his model saw all vase images as part of the “real life” of the Greek
people. By situating tellings of myth in their social context, and particularly
Karl Otfried Müller, Introduction to a Scientific System of Mythology, trans. John Leitch
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because of the realism of their depictions, Newton saw them as just as relevant
to reality as genre scenes. This was a dangerous argument to make to a Select
Committee which saw Greek vases as problematic objects whose daily use
might prevent them from being seen as art.272 This was the sort of reasoning
that threatened to divide the museum’s collections, and Newton was clearly
cautious of lending support to this. He stressed the value of Greek vases in
aesthetic terms. They are presented as carriers of images, rather than everyday
objects:
A large number of the vases in this collection are decorated with
pictures representing mythical subjects. These vase-pictures are of the
greatest interest, while the interest attaching to the vase itself as a mere
article of ingenious manufacture is comparatively small.273
“Ingenious manufacture” evokes the craft and industrial values that had
become increasingly important for British museums since the Great Exhibition
and were most strongly associated with the South Kensington Museum - then
in a very early stage and referred to as the Museum of Manufactures at
Marlborough House.274 Vases came up in the evidence to the Select Committee
as an example of a type of ancient material that might be particularly useful to
modern manufacturers - doubtless a reference to the success of Wedgwood.275
This relevance to decorative arts could pose problems for their fine art status. In
prioritising images on vases over their form and use, Newton was stating
where Greek vases belonged as much as what was important about them. But,
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as we have seen above, this did not mean denying their practical usefulness or
the popular nature of their subject matter. Instead Newton challenged “so
invidious a line of demarcation” separating fine arts from decorative ones that
prevents modern viewers from understanding the influence of high art on other
artistic productions in the ancient world.276 His emphasis on vases as part of a
lost tradition allowed him to treat them as evidence for lost ancient paintings
(and an easier to collect alternative to surviving ancient paintings) that would
fit the committee’s conception of high art. It made this claim for them as art
while also also tying them into a system of literary knowledge.
It was not just that Newton saw archaeology as a way of recovering lost
information that might benefit the understanding of art, philology and
mythology; he also thought that these disciplines were essential parts of
archaeology. In a talk given to the Archaeological Institute in 1850 called On the
Study of Archaeology, he described three branches of archaeology: the oral, the
written and the monumental.277 This was a vision of archaeology as the study of
the ancient past in its entirety strongly reminiscent of the arguments put
forward to the Select Committee. Newton’s all-encompassing view of antiquity
was clearly more than just a rhetorical position against losing some of the
British Museum’s star pieces. In On the Study of Archaeology Newton also
deepens and expands on the letter’s arguments.
For Newton, archaeology was much more than the shallow antiquarianism
dismissed by the committee and it was not limited to excavation and the study
of material culture. Rather, its purpose was “to collect, to classify and to
interpret all the evidence of man’s history not already incorporated in Printed
Literature.”278 The result includes the study of folklore, ritual and custom,
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linguistics, palaeography, editing unpublished literature, myth, art and
architecture. Myth was considered an important body of information that any
of these approaches might illuminate. So, for example, Newton encouraged
archaeologists to look for myth in the oral traditions of living peasants; to hope
that undeciphered writing systems contain the evidence to make mythic figures
into historical ones; to understand the mutual influence of artistic and literary
depictions of myth and to explore the influence of other cultures on the
development of Greek myth.279
But despite this ambitious remit for his discipline, archaeology itself was seen
as existing to serve history:
The relation of Archaeology to History as a ministering and subsidiary
study, as the key to stores of information inaccessible or unknown to the
scholar, as an independent witness to the truth of Printed Record.280
This superficially underlines the dominance of textual history. But Newton
hoped to use these methods to extend history’s focus to other kinds of evidence.
The museum was an essential tool for this model of archaeology, able to present
the full breadth of its subjects of study:
A museum of antiquities is to the Archaeologist what a botanical garden
is to the Botanist: it presents his subject compendiously, synoptically,
suggestively, not in the desultory and accidental order in which he
would otherwise be brought in contact with its details.281
Archaeology could be studied in many places, like studying plants in the wild.
But the arrangement of material in the museum would both represent the
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current state of archaeological understanding and create the perfect conditions
for extending it. The difficulties of laying out less tangible forms of knowledge,
such as myth, remained. To understand how successfully Newton’s theories
were incorporated in the museum it will be helpful to consider an example of
display at the British Museum under his keepership.
We have seen how vases were a particularly important kind of evidence for
Newton - they could be read in their own right or compared to other kinds of
material, informing an understanding of everything from the most outlandish
stories to the everyday experiences of ancient Greeks. Newton saw them as an
inherently narrative medium, which means that the vase room offers a good
case study to understand the status of myth in museum display and its
relationship to Newton’s wider theories. Where some nineteenth century vase
catalogues were detailed contributions to the study of vases in their own right,
the Guide to the Second Vase Room published in 1869 is a practical example of
museum interpretation.282 It was part of the Synopsis of the Contents of the British
Museum - a series of guide books brought out regularly in an attempt to provide
an up-to-date guide to the museum as a whole. An introductory note by
Newton makes clear that the guide was intended to be used in the museum
space and advises visitors on how to find the objects mentioned. The guide
covered only some of the objects on display, which were marked with blue
labels to help visitors find them. The display was not regarded as permanently
fixed: the guide encourages visitors to consult attendants if they cannot find
something.283 While the guide does not contain enough information for a
complete reconstruction of the second vase room, it can give us a good sense of
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the sort of material on display and which objects were considered to be the
important things to see.
Probably the most obvious correspondence to Newton’s ideas was that, despite
being called a vase room, it also contained a range of other kinds of objects. For
example, Table Case A included vases, a sculpted head, lead tablets, samples of
minerals, painters’ palettes, a fragment of cloth and a wax torch.284 This sort of
variety of material is reminiscent of the museum’s later “Greek and Roman
Life” galleries, the first of which was introduced in the early 20th century.285
Given Newton’s emphasis on the importance of rational arrangement to
making sense of archaeology, it is tempting to look for the sort of thematic links
between objects that typify Greek and Roman Life galleries. Certainly some of
the material must have been conceptually related - the mineral samples were
pigment types and so closely linked with the painters’ palette. But it is difficult
to imagine a single theme that might link them with the curse tablets and the
two vases of the “best period” which the guide explicitly states should have
been in the first vase room.286 Table Case A is a particularly varied example, but
the problems of making sense of its contents are replayed throughout the
gallery.
This confusing mixture may well reflect the difference between theory and
practice in museums. Resources, collections and and space never quite seem to
live up to curators’ hopes and certainly it took a long time to realise anything
close to Newton’s archaeological vision for the British Museum’s antiquities
galleries.287 These conflicts seem to be embodied in the guide book itself which,
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despite its intended use as supplementary information in the gallery, does not
follow the order of the arrangement. The book orders its contents by object
type. Vases come first, ordered by shape, followed by terracotta figures,
terracotta mural reliefs, Roman mural paintings; carvings in various media,
weights, glass, porcelain, alabaster and, finally, “Miscellaneous objects.”288 The
case numbers given by the guide show that these groupings were often spread
across the gallery and jumbled together with others. The wall cases broadly
corresponded to the first three categories, in order, but vases were not ordered
by type and, as we have seen, vases and terracottas were also mixed in with
other types of material.
The introduction to the guide is less than three pages long. In contrast with the
deep exploration of vase collecting, discovery, production and meaning in other
nineteenth-century vase catalogues, it could not hope to be comprehensive.289
Instead, it set the agenda for experiencing this particular gallery. In keeping
with Newton’s theories, the introduction to the guide places the emphasis on
different periods of vase production, distinguished by stylistic analysis. In
particular, that the vases in the second vase room were of a later date than those
in the first, and so represented a “period of decline.”290 This division of the
vases represented an aesthetic form of chronology, in which similar time
periods denoted similar quality. Differentiating by quality seems to have been
more important than true chronology: the guide was apologetic for including
vases of the “finest period” in the second vase room, but was not troubled by
the inclusion of much earlier material, such as Cycladic figurines.291 The
introduction does also try to give some cultural context for the vases in the
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room, particularly those from South Italy.292 But, in keeping with the gallery’s
name, only vases are discussed, making the other material in the space seem
something of an afterthought.
Despite the clear emphasis on vases in the title and introduction, each object
mentioned in the guide is deemed worthy of at least some explanation. It is in
these individual object descriptions that some of Newton’s broader ideas can be
seen. The standard formula for describing individual vases distinguishes them
by which story they represent. The guide does not tell the stories in full, but
references them by the names of the protagonists and a brief indication of what
is going on, such as “Contest of Apollo and Hêraklês for the Tripod” or “The
Centaur Asbolos striking on the breast the Lapith Hoplos.”293 Myth was clearly
seen as an important feature of the vases. The way that myths were named but
not further explained indicates an expected audience who know the myths but
cannot be expected to identify visual representations of them.
In some cases, additional information is added about issues like date of
manufacture, place of discovery, specifics of iconography or the forms of
inscriptions. But usually only when something about the vase is deemed
exceptional. This reflects the priorities about Greek vases set out by Newton:
there is a standard form of interpretation for vases, based on shape, date and
the scenes depicted on them. On top of this, individual vases can provide
evidence of other sorts. Few vases had named find spots or were clearly dated
and this reflects the state of knowledge about the British Museum’s collections.
Newton was certainly not the first to hold these priorities, but naming the
myths represented on a vase was an important way for the museum to
distinguish it from other similar objects. Imagery was deemed the most
distinctive feature of the vases. This approach focused viewer attention on vase
292

A Guide to the Second Vase Room, 3-4.

293

A Guide to the Second Vase Room, 5.

!116

paintings, but there was little in-depth analysis of them. While Newton had
high hopes for archaeologists deepening their understanding of lost narratives
through vase painting, the average visitor only needed a brief indication of
what was going on.
The non-vase material in the vase room does not have the convenient formula
of shape and image to describe it and most of it received less detailed
descriptions. Where it had a narrative subject matter (such as the terracottas or
paintings) this was discussed in much the same way. Terracottas represented
recognisable figures and stories, but the way this medium represented myth
was deemed more difficult to pin down:
These figures exhibit a variety of male and female types; some of which
may be at once recognised as mythical personages, while to the majority
no name can be assigned; many are probably mere studies taken from
real life.294
This is a rare acknowledgement of the ambiguity between myth and life in
ancient art. As we have seen, this distinction is particularly modern, based upon
ideas about genre and the superiority of idealised representation. Here one
medium and similar style is used to represent the two supposedly different
categories, but the hierarchy remains, with the representations of everyday life
dismissed as “mere studies.” The guide makes no great claims for the artistic
quality of the mythic terracottas either, both are seen as sketch-like:
These figures are not to be regarded as elaborate works of art. They are
modelled with great freedom and sometimes a little carelessly; but in
the attitudes, and in the composition of the drapery they show a felicity
and boldness of invention, which is well worthy of the attention of the
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modern artist. Many of them seem like sketches in clay, taken from the
life, or studies and recollections of the works of great sculptors.
When we consider that they were in most cases the cheap and common
product of the mere modeller, koroplathos we see how generally a
knowledge of art must have been diffused among the Hellenic people.
Myth was the subject matter of Greek monumental art and, in keeping with
Newton’s arguments to the Select Committee, the guide sees all representations
of myth as part of a tradition of art in which the simplest clay votives captured
the essence of the greatest masterpieces. As with traditional thematic displays,
myth had an elevating capacity in the Guide to the Second Vase Room, but this
was not because of a more idealised style. The terracottas were not seen as high
art, whether they depicted myth or everyday life; indeed it was clearly difficult
to tell them apart. Rather, myth could elevate even minor works of art by
offering glimpses into lost masterpieces and lost stories.
This potential of mythological art might have escaped visitors to the second
vase room - even those with the guidebook in-hand would have found mostly
straightforward descriptions of individual objects. However, there were other
forms of interpretation available to visitors to the British Museum in the late
nineteenth century. The next section looks at how tours of the British Museum’s
collections by another influential scholar picked up on Newton’s ideas in ways
that gave even more emphasis to myth: telling stories rather than simply
naming them.
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Myths of the Odyssey in the British Museum
Jane Harrison’s 1882 book, Myths of the Odyssey in Art and Literature was the
result of a highly popular series of talks at the British Museum. Harrison is
generally studied for her influential ideas about Greek religion and her place
among the Cambridge Ritualists. As a result, her work at the British Museum
tends to be treated as an episode in the early life of a great scholar, and probed
for the first traces of her later thought. But it also offers a glimpse into a side of
the nineteenth-century British Museum that is rarely seen - the talks and tours
that must have shaped many museum-goers’ experiences, but of which few
traces remain. I want to put this stage of Harrison’s career back into its museum
context, and argue that this is the best way to make sense of the lectures and
hence the book that they became. As well as the well-documented influence of
Newton’s ideas on Harrison and the close analysis of objects that museum work
promotes, this section looks at how Harrison incorporated contemporary ideas
about the role of the museum to make a case for myths being “popular” in ways
never put forward by Newton and how Harrison experimented with
unorthodox approaches to museum collections to interest her audience.
Lectures tend to be ignored by museum histories and the few exceptions to this
rule are lectures that explicitly discuss the role and structure of the museum.295
This neglect is somewhat understandable, since lectures are ephemeral by
nature and not part of the processes of collecting and display at the museum’s
heart. However, it does mean that histories of museums tend to focus on textual
approaches and ignore the variety of ways in which museums have been
experienced. If anything, lectures must have been more important to
nineteenth-century museum visitors than they are today, since the British
Museum did not provide much written information in the galleries. Even at the
end of the nineteenth century, Pitt-Rivers complained that the British Museum
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was failing in its duty to educate the public and needed to hire more people to
write labels.296 Lectures like those of Jane Harrison may have filled in some of
this gap. They offered direct interpretation of museum objects in the gallery
space. In this respect, they were not very different from the guide book looked
at in the previous section. But they represent quite a different approach to the
museum’s contents which makes it all the more worthwhile to try and
understand these fleeting experiences more than a century ago.
The agenda for studying Harrison’s lectures seems to follow her own
estimation of this period:
I was lecturing on art, a subject for which I had no natural gifts. My
reactions to art are, I think, always second-hand; hence about art, I am
docile and open to persuasion. In literature I am absolutely sure of my
own tastes and a whole Bench of Bishops could not alter my
convictions. Happily, however, bit by bit, art and archaeology led to
mythology, mythology merged in religion; there I was at home.297
While there has been more interest in recent years in this period of her
scholarship in its own right, Harrison’s lectures are still seen as derivative.298
There is certainly nothing new about them art-historically, but taken as a form
of museum interpretation, her focus on storytelling is radical. Myths of the
Odyssey also offers a fascinating glimpse of the meeting point between
archaeological thought and a non-expert public. Harrison’s approach to myth is
based on Newton’s theories, but put his ideas to practical use and engaged
much more directly with the stories themselves. While Harrison turned her
Pitt Rivers to Mr Rudler, May 23rd, 1898. S&SWM PR papers L2096a “Rethinking PittRivers” accessed March 8, 2013, http://web.prm.ox.ac.uk/rpr/index.php/primarydocuments-index/14-general/612-saswm-pr-papers-l2096a.
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back on this approach later in her career, and it was never really picked up in
museums, her lectures can tell us a lot about the museum context at this time
and show us an approach very different from our expectations of nineteenthcentury museums.
In 1879, having just finished her Cambridge education, Harrison arrived in
London. By 1880 she was studying archaeology under Newton at the British
Museum.299 In an interview she gave more than ten years later, she traced the
beginning of her lecturing career back to a spontaneous suggestion by Newton
that she take groups of ladies round the gallery.300 In the same interview she
recalled lecturing to two or three people only, in contrast with later audiences of
over a thousand. The early talks in the British Museum seem to have been
guided tours, with groups limited to thirty moving around the galleries and
pausing to focus on specific objects.301 In 1887, Harrison began lecturing to
larger audiences at the South Kensington Museum. South Kensington was an
important venue for this sort of public education and, as we will see in the next
section of the chapter, it was more willing to explore classical and
archaeological subjects than we might expect of an institution without
archaeological collections of its own. Harrison also lectured on mythology for
the University Extension Society and wrote articles for popular publications.302
Accounts of this period of Harrison’s career tend to elide all of her talks, but the
atmosphere of her early tours of the galleries of the British Museum must have
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been quite different from her later lectures in darkened rooms with lantern
slides and even sound effects.303
We have to rely on Harrison for an account of her audiences, which she
described as coming from “all the educated classes” but being dominated by
wealthy ladies and mothers wanting to support their children’s education. She
herself admitted that this sense of her audiences was derived from those she
spoke to after her London talks, and may not have been fully representative.
She also described their level of interest:
What people want who attend lectures on Greek subjects is not a deep
insight into these subjects. They want to know something, not very
much, of the life and manners of a highly-cultured and intellectual race
of olden times. It is curiosity rather than a desire for thorough
knowledge that prompts them. Not an idle curiosity, by any means.
They are sincerely interested, but only superficially, and that fact the
lecturer on Greek subject to general audiences should never forget.304
Harrison’s estimation of her audiences might explain the recorded responses
from people who heard her speak: that her tone was patronising or
overenthusiastic.305 It is worth noting that the reports we have of her lecturing
style come from other intellectuals, and it is hard to know whether they were
representative of the feelings of her audience as a whole.
Myths of the Odyssey was written in the first year of this lecturing career and so
offers good evidence for its early stages at the British Museum. But it can be
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difficult to pin down the relationship between the book and the lectures.306
While the book was one step removed from the museum context, the influence
of the British Museum remained strong. Newton checked the proof of the book
and his theories were picked up in its arguments.307 Myths of the Odyssey was
clearly written as a stand-alone work, not as a guide to the museum experience,
but it stressed the importance of museum visiting for a full understanding of its
content:
The pictures I offer are themselves but the shadows, more or less
faithful, of other pictures. Where we can look at the original, no copy
must suffice us. Some of these originals are in our own Museum. These
we are bound to study… Even a few hours will make the dead pictures
of the book a living reality; but I repeat again, and can scarcely repeat
too often, the training of taste, which is the essential condition of close
sympathy with Greek feeling, whether in art or literature, can only come
to us by constant looking, by a slow and long-protracted process of
habituation, by the exercise of a spirit rather receptive than critical. To
such a process it is my highest hope that this book may serve as an
initiation.308
Harrison hoped this book would be an introduction to a lifelong engagement
with Greek art. Her emphasis on access to original material means that this
engagement must inevitably include visits to museums, but it also aimed to
shape the way readers experienced the museum by introducing them to a
particular way of looking at the objects. Harrison’s tone is heavily didactic, not
just about her subject matter but also about her audience’s approach to it - even
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when warning her audience to be skeptical of her theories.309 This makes sense
in a context in which visitor numbers in museums were increasing and anxieties
about whether visitors were behaving appropriately and learning the right
lessons were commonly expressed.310 Certainly her goals were explicitly
educational:
May I add one word as to the end I hope to attain? I believe the
educational value of a study of archaeology to consist far more in the
discipline of taste and feeling it affords than in the gain of definite
information it has to offer. Greek art does, it is true, occasionally
elucidate obscure passages in Greek literature; but such verbal
intelligence is but the sall [sic] coin she deals out to the hirelings who
clamour for payment, not the treasure she lays up as guerdon for her
true servants. Such verbal intelligence may be gained in a moment and
lightly passed from hand to hand; but the best gifts of archaeology, - the
trained eye, quick instinct, pure taste, well-balanced emotion, - these we
may be thankful if we gain in a lifetime; and each man must strive to
attain them for himself…To such a process it is my highest hope that
this book may serve as an initiation.311
Harrison went as far as to dismiss the factual information of scholarship for a
more general sense of refinement and taste. The use of “hirelings” (with its
implications of short-term manual labour) to dismiss literary scholars who mine
ancient art for information inverts the standard association of texts with
intellectual work and objects with manual labour. For Harrison, ancient Greek
craftsmen were capable of deep insight, which many of her contemporaries
were too obtuse to see and there is a telling irony in casting those who study
309

Harrison, Myths of the Odyssey, xiii-xiv.

310

“Chapter 3: The Public in the Museum” in Siegel, The Emergence of the Modern Museum, 79-82.

311

Harrison, Myths of the Odyssey, xii-xiii.

!124

Greek art as its servants. Her introduction argues that craftsmanship was more
highly valued in the ancient world, including by Homer’s characters, many of
whom were described as skilled craftsmen.312
Her emphasis on art over “verbal intelligence” reflects Newton’s repositioning
of Archaeology as something that could reach beyond the scope of literature.
But her emphasis on emotional connection and desire to bring Greek art to a
broader audience owes much to the aesthetic movement. She used this
approach to carve out her own particular niche, using her public lectures to
gain authority and her expertise in archaeology to counteract her comparative
disadvantage in ancient languages.313 Her approach was also well matched to
museums at this time, particularly the South Kensington Museum, which were
also important sites for developing and disseminating aesthetic ideas about
beauty and public education.314
Harrison’s dismissal of the insights that art could give into literature may have
been overstated for rhetorical effect in the passage quoted above. Certainly
elsewhere she described art as an “unread commentary” (unread both because
it is not written and because it is largely ignored) with new insights to offer.315
And, by framing Greek art in the narrative of the Odyssey, she seems to value
text over object:
By two voices the tales of Homer have been told to us: to one of these
we too often neglect to listen. Because the myths of Homer himself are
told in words that are matchless, is it well that the story which art has
left us should remain unread? The vase-painter and the gem engraver
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are indeed sometimes humbler artists than the great epic poet;
sometimes they are mere craftsmen, and their work little beyond the
rudest symbolic word-painting; but they are Greeks, and they may help
us to understand somewhat better the spirit of their mighty kinsman.316
Despite the place of this paragraph in an argument for greater study of objects,
Harrison seems to maintain the conventional elevation of text over image in
describing Homer as “matchless” and craftsmen as “humbler.” Both objects and
literature, high art and low offered ways to get at the “spirit” of ancient Greece.
Perhaps it is unsurprising that a book that used the appeal of Homer to get its
audience to take an interest in Greek art reflects this conventional hierarchy.
Homer was perceived as the peak of the literary canon (ancient and modern)
with a particular importance for the nineteenth-century imagination.317 Given
Newton’s belief that the material record preserved a greater range of quality
and skill than the literary one, this comparison of the peak of literature with
more average works of art need not necessarily reflect on the relative status of
the two means of expression.
While the famous names and stories of ancient literature lurked behind much
appreciation of ancient art, Harrison was unusual in making such an explicit
and detailed comparison between art and literature. Her desire to see both art
and literature as part of the same field of study played an important role in her
scholarship and teaching throughout her life. It also reflected broader
disciplinary changes and would lead to the inclusion of archaeology in the
discipline of classics.318 The study of the ancient world was changing rapidly
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and one of the most dramatic examples of this was the study of Homer. As we
have seen in the previous section, debate had opened up about when, how and
by whom Homeric poetry had been composed. Harrison was able to use
contemporary interest in Homer to attract her audience, making a claim for
ancient art as a way to answer the “Homeric question.” While she marked out
Homer as superior to most ancient craftsmen, she was keen to emphasise (as in
Newton’s writings) that archaeology could reconstruct lost aspects of ancient
experiences and stories.
The main body of the book focuses on storytelling: much of it quoted in bulk
from Butcher and Lang’s translation of the Odyssey, pausing at key moments to
introduce and explain relevant works of art. The chapters follow the order of
events in the Odyssey from the Cyclops to Scylla and Charybdis. While the
introduction stresses that the telling is led by Homer, Harrison also looks at
alternative forms of the myth once the Homeric version is told. For example, the
Cyclops episode is told as in Odyssey 9, but then other versions of the Cyclopes
are explored: the talented craftsmen and builders of cyclopean masonry,
Polyphemus’ love of Galatea and the equivalents of the Cyclopes in other
mythologies and contemporary folklore.319 Thus, while Homer provides the
main impetus, this is seen as one part of a broader mythology that encompassed
material culture, folklore and literature.
Harrison’s approach picks up on many of the techniques that Newton wanted
to include in archaeology. In this sense, Myths of the Odyssey is an answer to
Newton’s call for a new approach to the study of mythography in his Select
Committee letter. As in Newton’s writings, Harrison makes a case for exploring
a broad cultural context in which all things produced by ancient Greeks offer a
way to understand their culture as a whole. 320 In other regards, Harrison
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departs from Newton’s approach, especially the chronology that he favoured in
his galleries and writings. The introduction of Myths of the Odyssey states (in
agreement with Newton) that chronology is the best way of telling a pure
history of art but describes it as impossible to bring literary and artistic
narrative together in a chronological history. In Myths of the Odyssey, Harrison
rejected chronology (with its grand narrative of cultural progress and decline)
in favour of an approach led by a specific mythic narrative.321 Doubtless the
freedom enjoyed by the lecturer/author over the curator is at work here:
Harrison could pick her examples around her theme and did not have to worry
about representing a complete history in the way Newton did. This allowed
Harrison to go one step further than Newton in her argument for the
significance of myth. She was able to use humble works of craft to comment on
a great work of literature. For Newton, objects could not be fully understood
without their stories; for Harrison this was true, but additionally stories could
not be fully understood without objects.
In Newton’s model, mythological readings of objects are fundamental to a full
understanding of ancient objects. Newton’s approach requires considerable
expertise to compare a large corpus of objects and texts. Harrison’s approach
makes mythological readings of objects much more directly accessible bringing together the objects to compare and filling in the story as background
information. In telling the story, as well as discussing its iconography, Harrison
broadened her potential audience to those who may not have read the texts.
While the Guide to the Second Vase Room acknowledged that viewers might not
be familiar with the ways that myths were depicted, Harrison’s interpretation
was also accessible to those who did not know the story. This was important for
an audience of women whose own education in the classics would have been
limited, but who knew all too well how much society valued these stories.
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Harrison described these women as keen to support their children’s education
and, given the literary slant of contemporary education, a narrative framework
allowed Harrison to make ancient art not only interesting, but also useful to her
audience.322
Newton had described myth as “essentially popular” in his response to the
Select Committee, but he had meant that it was something enjoyed by ordinary
people in the ancient world and representative of their lives.323 Harrison’s use
of myth in public lectures made myth popular in the contemporary world too.
The public needed to be educated on myth, but these stories could also offer a
way into other important themes. Because myth was seen as something that
transcended text, it was a literary form that could be particularly at home in the
museum. We have seen the anxieties expressed by people with an interest in
public education (e.g. Thirlwall, as discussed in chapter 2) over the inability of
many members of the public to engage with original texts, and their hopes that
museums might offer an alternative classical education. Myth was similarly
freed from the need to understand ancient languages, and had the benefit of
familiarity, since the general public may have had more contact with myths
indirectly than with original ancient texts.324 Because myth had this sort of
popular appeal, alongside real scholarly interest, it matched the two aspects of
museums’ aims at this time.
Harrison’s interest in Homer saw the epics as the product of a whole culture
and a wide variety of story variants, and as an interesting hook to draw
museum visitors into this world. Another peripheral figure in the London
museum culture in the late nineteenth century had even greater success at
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stirring public interest with Homer, but with a radically different approach to
myth. Like Harrison, Schliemann was looking for the lost sources of myth, but
went back even further to look for the sites and events described by Homer. In
seeing these stories as a form of history, with sites that could be visited,
excavated and understood, Schliemann made the relationship between myth
and the museum much more direct, but also more controversial.
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Troy in London
Heinrich Schliemann is an important but difficult figure in the history of
archaeology. His excavations laid the foundation for the modern study of
Aegean prehistory, but the haste with which his excavations were conducted,
his tendency to self-mythologise and the strangeness of many of his theories
rule out pure celebration of his achievements.325 His career has been well
scrutinised from all angles, from hagiography through to outright accusation of
fraud.326 Despite this, his museum work remains under-explored, apart from a
couple of publications of his letters from museum archives.327 Schliemann’s
museum exhibitions also tend to be mentioned in passing in broader accounts
of his work and the “Schliemania” which gripped the public in the wake of his
discoveries.328 Schliemann was clearly most preoccupied with his fieldwork, but
seems to have taken great care to communicate his finds through temporary
exhibitions and to secure a prestigious permanent home for them. Given the
emphasis elsewhere on Schliemann’s self-presentation through his work, it
seems strange that this highly public aspect of his career has been largely
overlooked.
Schliemann is most famous for excavating some of the key sites from Homer,
including Mycenae, Tyrins and Troy, and his work is essential to understanding
the relationship between archaeology and ancient stories in his period. This
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section of the chapter will look at his exhibition at the South Kensington
Museum of his finds from the site of Hissarlik in modern Turkey, which he
identified with Homeric Troy. This exhibition offers a glimpse of what happens
when a museum claims to display tangible evidence of a location and events
once considered mythical. By drawing on archival material and published
accounts of this exhibition, it is possible to reconstruct how Schliemann used
the museum to communicate his ideas, and the debates over the role of
archaeology and literature that he stirred up.
As we have seen, Schliemann’s exhibition came into a context in which new
possibilities for the relationship between myth and archaeology were being
explored. Schliemann had been in correspondence with Newton for several
years, and Newton was one of Schliemann’s first contacts when planning the
collection’s visit to London.329 But despite being one of Schliemann’s greatest
supporters in London, Newton was ambivalent about Schliemann’s Homeric
claims. Rather than looking for the roots of Homer in ancient patterns of
storytelling, Schliemann was looking for (and claimed to have found) physical
evidence of the events described in the epics: the objects in his museum
exhibitions were not representations of myth but relics of it. As Newton wrote
in an essay on Schliemann’s discoveries from Mycenae:
How much of the story of Agamemnon is really to be accepted as fact
and by what test we may discriminate between that which is merely
plausible fiction and that residuum of true history which can be
detected under a mythic disguise in this and other Greek legends are
problems as yet unsolved, notwithstanding the immense amount of
erudition and subtle criticism which has been expended on them.330
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As far as Newton was concerned, there was not yet enough evidence to
demonstrate the truth of ancient epic, but if it was to come from anywhere,
archaeology held the key. Newton was not the only one to harbour such a
mixture of hope and doubt, and, as we will see, Schliemann’s extraordinary
claims meant that his exhibition was an opportunity to discuss the nature of
archaeological knowledge.
The exhibition at South Kensington was regarded as a major event - there was
considerable interest from the press both in London and far beyond.331 Shortly
after its opening, The Times described it as “the principal attraction” at South
Kensington and reported 14,355 visitors to South Kensington in one week,
compared with an average of 8886 on the same week in previous years.332 This
was not Schliemann’s first experience of displaying his finds to the public. He
welcomed visitors to his excavations and seems to have received “large crowds
of curious” at his house at Athens, eager to see Priam’s treasure in the year of its
discovery and by the next year he had invited all of Athens to verify his claims
by visiting.333 Schliemann published a record of this display in Atlas Trojanischer
Altertümer, which gives a general sense of his style of display and, as we will
see, was probably an important part of the London display in its own right.334
By 1877 Schliemann was becoming serious about displaying his finds in
museums. He donated his finds from Mycenae to Greece and, even before
permanent display space in a museum was found for them, the highlights were
exhibited to the public in the Athenian Bank.335 An image from The Graphic
“Dr Schliemann’s Relics of Troy” North Otago Times, March 30, 1878, accessed March 15, 2013,
http://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/cgi-bin/paperspast?
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(figure 2) shows this display: an informal arrangement of trays on a single table,
receiving few visitors. The fact that Schliemann could not wait for a permanent
display shows how keen he was to show off his finds, and how strong the
public demand was to see them. Schliemann was also trying to find a suitable
place to display his finds from Hissarlik during this time, and later that year the
Trojan collection went on display in the South Kensington Museum.

!
Figure 2: Schliemann’s finds from Mycenae on display in the Athenian Bank.
Although it was arranged in a temporary exhibition space, the Trojan
collection’s time in South Kensington was one step in a series of attempts by
Schliemann to find a permanent home for it. He had already tried to sell the
collection to the British Museum in 1873 and frequently changed his mind
about where it should go, with attempts to donate or sell it to institutions in
Greece, Italy and France.336 Schliemann’s exhibition of his Trojan collection at
the South Kensington Museum was his first display in a public museum. As a
result, it was much larger, more formal and more public than his previous
displays. It opened in December 1877 and ran until 1880 when he was asked to
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remove it.337 When the exhibition at South Kensington ended, the collection left
for a permanent (or so Schliemann intended) home in Berlin.
Schliemann had been warmly received on his visits to London: he spoke of the
“the immense interest which the enlightened English people takes in the
discovery of Homeric Ilium.”338 He had influential British supporters, including
former (and future) Prime Minister Gladstone and archaeologists such as
Newton and Layard.339 He repeatedly described his exhibition at South
Kensington as a gesture of gratitude to the British public as a whole, as well as
his individual supporters. However, his reception in London was not wholly
positive and he had to ask Newton to defend his work in the British press.340
Given his record of exhibiting his collections to the public in answer to
detractors, this may have been another unspoken motivation.341
Schliemann’s collection came to London at a time when great energy was being
put into public exhibitions. Temporary exhibitions were highly popular and
received a lot of official support. There was also a well established tradition of
privately owned exhibitions that could be traced back to displays like William
Bullock’s Egyptian Hall and the Campanari Brothers’ Etruscan exhibition.342
There had been a thriving culture of large-scale international exhibitions since
the Great Exhibition of 1851, which had a lasting effect on museums in London
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and beyond. The South Kensington Museum was part of the legacy of the Great
Exhibition, along with the exhibition at Sydenham.343 Temporary exhibitions
accounted for a high proportion of objects on display at South Kensington in its
early years.344 It had a primarily educational role, with a focus on educating
consumers and training people involved in design and manufacture, rather
than connoisseurship.345 Both Harrison’s talks and Schliemann’s exhibition
need to be seen in this context - the ancient world had long been an important
influence on modern taste and historical interest (whether or not the objects
were deemed beautiful in their own right) was an important part of the
museum’s design education.346 The South Kensington Museum was well
established by the time Schliemann’s collection came to London - in fact it was
in the process of expanding.
Schliemann’s collection was displayed in the South Court: a large temporary
exhibition space for small objects, completed in 1862 (see figures 3-4).347 It seems
that the display was smaller and more temporary than Schliemann would have
liked. He had first approached the British Museum, asking for two rooms, but
ended up sharing a single large court at South Kensington.348 The space was
divided into two by a row of columns and Schliemann’s collection was

Kate Nichols, Greece and Rome at the Crystal Palace, 1854-1936 (PhD diss., Birkbeck, University
of London, 2009), 31, 161.
343

Ann Eatwell, “Borrowing from Collectors: The Role of the Loan in the Formation of the
Victoria and Albert Museum and Its Collection (1852–1932),” Journal of the Decorative Arts Society
20 (2000): 21–28.
344

A. Burton, “The Uses of the South Kensington Art Collections,” Journal of the History of
Collections 14, 1 (2002): 79–95.
345

346

Ibid., 84.

“Architectural history of the V&A 1862–1863 The North and South Courts - a double-sided
showpiece,” accessed March 15, 2013, http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/a/
architectural-history-of-the-v-and-a-1862-1863-the-north-and-south-courts-a-double-sidedshowpiece.
347

348

Fitton, Heinrich Schliemann and the British Museum, 40.

!136

displayed in the west side of it in the space normally reserved for loan
collections of art, “under the arcade and at the south end.”349 It was not the only
display in the court at the time, sharing the space with smaller displays of glass,
pottery, metalwork (including some lent by Layard) and ecclesiastical art. The
East side of the court was designated the “Oriental Courts.”350

!
Figure 3: a map of the site of the South Kensington Museum (circa 1878) the
South Court is on the centre right of the image.
Such odd juxtapositions were fairly typical of South Kensington at the time.
There were Anglo-Saxon antiquities in the Persian Court and, across the road in
the Exhibition galleries, one could see the National Portrait Gallery, munitions

A Guide to the Art Collections of the South Kensington Museum: Illustrated with Plans and Wood
Engravings (London: Spottiswode & Co., circa 1878), 4, 23.
349

350

Guide to the Art Collections, 4, 27.

!137

and apparatus for hatching fish.351 Unlike the British Museum, South
Kensington did not make a priority of collecting ancient material and
“scrupulously avoided” classical art.352 But the museum was heavily dependent
on loan exhibitions at the time, whereas the British Museum did not take
them.353 While today archaeology is seen as the remit of other museums in
London, a visitor in 1878 would have been able to see special exhibitions of
antiquities from Palestine and the collection of General Lane Fox (later known
as Pitt-Rivers) as well as Schliemann’s Hissarlik finds.354
The quantity of material on display did mean that South Kensington was
somewhat crowded. The museum’s annual report for 1878 says of Schliemann’s
loan: “the extent of this collection necessitated the further crowding together of
the cases in the loan court.”355 A comment like this in an annual report to a
funding body is bound to be pointed. Overcrowding was an issue throughout
the museum and it was already in the middle of a major process of
redevelopment. South Kensington could have made the same excuse as the
British Museum regarding available space, which shows that the Trojan
exhibition was deemed worth the effort to cram into an already crowded space.
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Figure 4: an exhibition in the South Court of the South Kensington Museum,
c.1876 John Watkins.356 The area shown is the same as in Schliemann’s
exhibition, and Schliemann seems to have used this case layout with a few
extra cases squeezed in (compare Figure 5).
Despite this, seeing ancient and modern pottery together was a strange enough
experience for The Times to dramatise the contrast in one of its reports on the
exhibition:
The pottery in particular shows its owlish features unabashed in the
presence of the finer clay of Sèvres. It outfaces its highborn rivals, who,
after all, cannot deny being its children, although in the hundredth
generation the family likeness is not seen at a glance.
The spell, however, of a measurably greater age works. The public feels
its power, follows the lead of the best judges in such matters, gives the

“Fig.103. The South Court, c. 1876, as depicted in an ink drawing (V&A 8089L) by John
Watkins (English, died 1908)” accessed March 15, 2013, http://www.vam.ac.uk/vastatic/
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cold shoulder for the nonce to the daintiest faience in the world, and
gravitates towards the quaint mugs, jugs, toys, pots, pans, pipkins,
pitchers, often coarse-looking enough, but seldom without a certain
homely grace, which have been dredged up from the depth of the hill
ubi Troia fuit.357
By stressing the exhibition’s appeal to both the public and the “best judges,”
this report emphasised the pairing of taste and popularity that was at the heart
of South Kensington’s work. The value of the Trojan antiquities was seen as
greater than its more decorative neighbours because of its deep antiquity. The
sense of inheritance was used to make this strange, ancient pottery seem more
relevant to the present than their later successors. But the bits and pieces of
everyday life were dignified not only by their simplicity and homely grace, but
also by their famous find spot. This was underlined by the Latin tag from
Ovid’s Heroides - a reminder that a site that had been forgotten ruins, even in
classical antiquity, was now known again. To work out whether this was an
intentional message of the exhibition, or simply an inevitable consequence of
the evocative name of Troy, we need to look more closely at the arrangement of
the exhibition.
Given the care Schliemann took over his collection as a public representation of
his work, it is unsurprising that he was deeply involved in the organisation of
the South Kensington exhibition. Newspaper reports of the time stress that it
was arranged by his own hand (although with support from the staff at South
Kensington) with such care and energy that he was suffering from exhaustion
when it was finished.358 Some of this energy seems to have gone into firing
public interest before the opening - he maintained an air of mystery by
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arranging the collection behind a green baize curtain and simultaneously
courted the press with promises and announcements.359
The exhibition was not static, and Schliemann added new material from new
excavations at Hissarlik in both 1878 and 1879. He also took some objects out of
the exhibition for specialist analysis. An early announcement of the exhibition
already declared the need for specialists to examine the skulls and an idol
“shaped out of the fossil bone of some extinct animal, which our
palaeontologists will have to identify.”360 The loan book from South Kensington
lists 16 stones, three skulls and a fragment of bone that were removed from
display in 1879.361 While Schliemann is infamous for obsessively pursuing
fantastical theories, he could be just as obsessive about obtaining scientific proof
for the details of his theories - he had already sent samples of the metal objects
he found to multiple scientists to corroborate their composition analysis.362
As well as changing the exhibition to reflect and support ongoing research,
Schliemann was also highly responsive to criticisms of the display. On
December 17th, The Times complained of difficulty in understanding the layers of
Hissarlik without a plan of the excavation, and on December 29th, “Sketches and
photographs” were added to the exhibition.363 The speed with which this
happened indicates that this additional interpretative material was from a preexisting source, probably Atlas Trojanischer Altertümer - an album of
photographs, drawings and plans which had been published only three years
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before.364 While Schliemann had long been publishing and publicising his work
through photographs, it was extremely unusual (possibly unprecedented) to
include photographs in museum interpretation.365 While museum
archaeologists were keen to present collections in ways that were true to their
original context, Schliemann’s use of plans, photographs and other contextual
information, such as the depth at which each object was found, shows an
unusual commitment to relating his exhibition back to the site of Hissarlik.
Schliemann was exhibiting only about five per cent of his collection: just under
4500 objects.366 He had attempted to ensure that this selection was
representative of the collection as a whole.367 It seems likely that this meant
picking out the best examples, rather than selecting at random. Certainly the
most famous part of the collection, “Priam’s treasure,” was exhibited in its
entirety and Schliemann took special care to ensure that “every symbolic form”
would be represented.368 The Times published a detailed description of the
contents of the exhibition. This can be used alongside other reports to give a
much clearer indication of its contents than can be derived from the brief
general description South Kensington Loans book.369 Because newspaper
reports often gave case numbers and because the same case numbers can be
seen on a plan of the exhibition Schliemann made to coordinate the transfer to
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Berlin, we can also largely reconstruct the layout of the exhibition, as seen in
figure 5.370

Figure 5: Plan of Schliemann’s exhibition at South Kensington, based on
plans sent to Berlin for reproducing it there. Cases marked with * are
reconstructed from descriptions without case numbers, based on known
neighbouring objects
Looking at the summary of case contents, the dominance of pottery is obvious.
As one reviewer wrote: “Were there such a term as the ‘clay age’ in use among
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archaeologists, one would say that the majority of the things belonged to it.”371
Of course the reason there was so much clay is because it has been useful
throughout history, as the modern pottery on display elsewhere at South
Kensington showed. Remarks about its dominance owe more to expectations of
archaeology fostered by big displays of monumental sculpture. Schliemann
seems to have embraced this by choosing a large pot as the first object visitors
saw (figure 5, case 1), by contrast, his one piece of architectural sculpture was
tucked away at the far corner of the exhibition (case 25). A report from a New
Zealand newspaper described the vase that visitors first encountered when
entering the exhibition:
we may first observe, on our right hand, advantageously displayed in a
large glass case by itself, the most important vase in the large collection
of similar vessels. So important, truly, did this wonderful piece of form,
triumphing by its bold defiance of ordinary proportion, seem in the
sight of Dr Schliemann, that he has had it placed outside his book,
under the title on the back of the cover. It is a splendid vessel of terracotta, an indescribably brilliant brown in hue, with a throat thrice the
circumference of its base, the upward spring from which is noble, and
consummately adapted to the poise of a majestic top-weight. Without a
single feature directly borrowed from animal life, the tutelar goddess of
Troy, with owl-face, a woman's breast, a necklace, and a regal belt or
scarf, stands unmistakeable and authentic in poetical force of
suggestion.372
For all its glowing praise, this account speaks just as clearly of the difficulties
this object presented to its audience - phrases like “bold defiance of ordinary
proportion” and “indescribably brilliant brown hue” show the difficulties of
371
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interpreting a drab terracotta vessel as a cult image of Athena and its distance
from conventional nineteenth-century aesthetic preferences. The reporter is
right that this was an important object to Schliemann. He identified these vases
with faces with an owl-headed aspect of Athena (based on a misreading of the
term γλαυκῶ2ις) and he repeatedly foregrounded these vases in his letters to
other archaeologists.373 This vase, and the other large vessels in case 1a (which
may appear as 5 on the plan above) and 2 were dated to Homer’s Troy in The
Times.374 Alongside these was a case dedicated to “Homeric Troy” which The
Times does not give any details about, but the Illustrated London News lists
objects from this period including: "ivory lyres and flutes, a lion-headed
sceptre-handle of fine crystal, combs of stone, terra-cotta brush-handles, copper
weapons, and stone and bone implements of all kinds…”375
Beyond this first rank of cases were four cases, crammed between pillars,
containing at least a thousand spindle whorls, as well as stone tools and other
small finds. These seem somewhat unglamorous, but were central to
Schliemann’s theories about Troy. Spindle whorls were particularly interesting
to Schliemann because many of them were engraved with patterns, and indeed
the arrangement of Case 9 seems to have been an iconographic classification of
these.376 Spindle whorls became the foundation of Schliemann’s argument for
the Trojans as an Aryan people because of presence of the Swastika, a symbol
also found scratched into pots in Germany, which took on its modern
connotations in the light of Schliemann’s racial theories.377 Schliemann’s
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theories about the stone tools he found at Hissarlik were equally radical. He
found these at all depths of the site, alongside metal tools. Troy seemed to be an
exception to the Three Age system as it stood (since metal should have replaced
stone, not been used alongside it), and Schliemann used this to argue that the
whole system was incorrect.378 It is unsurprising, given the importance of these
unprepossessing objects to Schliemann’s theories, that he made visitors walk
past them to get to the treasure.
Priam’s treasure was literally and conceptually central to the exhibition,
occupying two cases right at its heart. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given its perfect
combination of evocative Homeric name and story of buried treasure, this
proved the most appealing aspect of the exhibition to newspaper editors, who
described it in detail and seized the opportunity to retell the story of its
discovery or speculate about its ancient owners.379 This is also the only display
from which we have labels quoted in full:
Head Dress, 'Plekté Anadesme' gold. Sixty-one chains, with idol-shaped
pendants. Found at the depth of 28ft. The Trojan Treasure.380
At first glance, this is a simple, descriptive label. The Times notes how the
treasure most famous as “Priam’s Treasure” had been renamed: “in deference
to honest and scholarly scruples, the more neutral name of the ‘Trojan
Treasure.’”381 But individual items still bore distinctly Homeric names. “Plekté
Anadesme” is drawn directly from the Iliad, and the Times article that quoted
this label also quoted the passage of Homer from which it was derived, and
attributed the inspiration for the link between text and object to Gladstone
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himself. This, alongside reports peppered with Homeric object names, shows
that labels were simple but used terms derived from and suggestive of Homer.
The illustrations from Atlas Trojanischer Altertümer (e.g. figure 6) can give us
some sense of how Schliemann might have arranged the treasure. Certainly
Schliemann had strung together a lot of the small gold items, and the cases
must have been similarly crowded to fit in the thousands of small items.

!
Figure 6 : part of the Trojan Treasure as illustrated in Atlas Trojanischer
Altertümer
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Beyond the treasure, the cases were all dedicated to pottery. These attracted less
attention than the rest of the exhibition, but seem to also have been arranged by
type, mixing all levels except for the “first city” from the bottom layer, which
got its own separate case. There was a group of pottery that Schliemann
thought was similar to Etruscan pottery, and a group of incised ware.
Schiemann also included a few objects (“no more than eight”) from Mycenae in
one of these cases, probably also pottery.382
Objects in the exhibition were grouped together largely by conceptual
similarity. The Times described this arrangement:
As a general rule, each case is appropriated to antiquities of a like kind
irrespective of relative ages. This principle of arrangement, it must be
acknowledged, is not without its advantages. For instance, with the help
of the figures affixed, wherever practicable, to show in English feet the
depths whence the various objects were taken. It enables the student to
compare the respective styles of manufacture and art characteristic of
the successive swarms of settlers.383
This approach was novel enough to merit comment twice in the same article,
the second less positive:
Ten cases out of two dozen, each filled with objects exhumed from all
the Trojan strata, may well seem bewildering. Many have asked whether
the strictly chronological arrangement, of course with proper
subdivisions, would not have been far better than that actually adopted.
Perhaps it might have been preferable on the whole. It is to be hoped
that in the partial rearrangement, which, as we announced the other
day, Dr. Schliemann contemplates before long, its merits may be kept in
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view. On the other hand, his present method becomes more intelligible
as we proceed.384
This frames chronology as the logical arrangement for archaeology and
something that might have made Schliemann’s exhibition more intelligible.
Schliemann did not completely ignore dating: some of his case groupings (such
as the Homeric and first city cases) were defined in temporal terms, and all
objects were marked with the depths at which they were found.
This decision to indicate date by depth was in part because of the difficulties
Schliemann had in fixing dates for the various layers of the ancient city.385 In
fact, the stratigraphy and dating of Hissarlik would not be firmly established
until the 1930s.386 Giving visitors depths instead of dates made it easier to
sidestep this problem, while still foregrounding Schliemann’s archaeological
technique. By placing the emphasis on quantifiable depth Schliemann grounded
each object in the structure of the site. This was probably intended to protect
him from the accusations of lack of rigour that he experienced with his early
work.387 Schliemann had not given up on his search for myth, but the exhibition
shows repeated attempts to ground these claims in linguistic, stratigraphic and
scientific evidence.
Schliemann was not alone in displaying functionally related objects from many
time periods together. One major advocate for typological display was
Augustus Henry Lane Fox Pitt-Rivers, who had devised a set of principles for
sorting objects by type and then arranging these types to demonstrate the
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evolution of technology.388 This approach allowed him to propound his own
ideas about racial evolution and place cultures at different stages in a universal
progression of technological development.389 His collection was displayed
according to this approach in the South Kensington Museum’s branch at
Bethnall Green from 1874 to 1878.390 It is quite possible that Schliemann saw
and was influenced by this collection. The two collections could be compared
more closely when Pitt-Rivers’ collection moved to South Kensington December
1878.391 Compared to the Pitt-Rivers collection, which brought together ancient
and modern objects from all over the world, Schliemann’s collection was very
limited in geographical and chronological scope. But both dealt with the stuff of
everyday life and contained a large amount of material that looked primitive to
nineteenth-century viewers.
We do have evidence that Pitt-Rivers visited Schliemann’s exhibition: he wrote
a review of it for Nature in 1878.392 This indicates that, while the cases may have
been typological, their contents were not ordered quite to his liking:
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In short, the history of every form may be traced by connecting links in
the specimens exhibited at South Kensington, the whole collection forms
a continuous sequence which, by judicious arrangement of connected
forms, is capable of demonstration, and it is to be hoped that some such
arrangement may be adopted before this interesting collection leaves the
place. To apply the expression "Darwinism" to such a sequence of forms
is no mere figure of speech, it expresses the truth as fully in its relation
to savage art and ornament as to the forms of nature.393
Schliemann’s typology was clearly not a direct imitation of the Pitt-Rivers
collection. Indeed, Schliemann went out of his way to challenge one of the
fundamental tenets of technological evolution with his theories about stone
tools. Instead, Schliemann’s typology was structured around foregrounding
and demonstrating his own theories about the site of Hissarlik.
It does seem that Schliemann might have taken some criticisms on board, since
less than a month after Pitt-Rivers’ call for rearrangement, The Times reported
that he had come to London hoping to rearrange his exhibition. Although he
had been forced to leave London again when his wife became ill, the
announcement makes clear his intention to rearrange the collection on his
return.394 It was this announcement that precipitated the hope for a
chronological display, quoted from The Times, above. No matter how eager
Schliemann was to please, he could not please everybody, and these competing
calls show a press that took an interest in not only what was on display, but also
how it was displayed.
One of the things that made Schliemann’s collection so difficult to classify (but
so interesting to debate) was its primitive strangeness. Commentators could not
decide whether it made most sense as the remotest ancestor of Western culture,
393
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or in comparison to “savage” peoples of the rest of the world. This may be at
the root of the confusion experienced by some visitors, since Schliemann’s
collection seemed to resist conventional narratives of development:
The visitor cannot but be struck by the various stages of civilisation
shown in the diverse objects apparently belonging to one period.395
It was not that people were unused to seeing “the various stages of civilisation,”
but that Schliemann’s collection did not fit in the conventional categories.
Because of the difficulties of dating the material, no one was certain how
ancient Troy related to them. For Schliemann, the Trojans were the forebears of
modern Europe. Not only as Homer’s Trojans, but also as what The Times
described (following his lead) as the “oldest known Aryan culture.”396
Schliemann’s theories about Trojan iconography (especially the swastika)
placed Troy as the stepping stone into Europe for Indo-European culture: giving
Troy a central role in fashionable linguistic and racial theories.397 Schliemann
saw no clash between these claims and his Homeric literalism, but for one of his
more vocal critics, Hissarlik’s anthropological interest was in direct conflict with
the claim for it as Homeric Troy. Murray’s review of the exhibition in The
Academy stressed that it should be of more interest to anthropologists than
students of Homer:
Yet when the collection fails as a show, it begins to be interesting to the
student; not, however, the student of Homer, who, should he take with
him a text of the poet in the hope of obtaining illustrations of it, will find
himself in a worse position than the inexperienced play-goer who takes
a common version of a play which he is to see, hoping to be able to
follow the actors. There is, in fact, a most signal absence of objects
395
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belonging to the stage of art and workmanship with which Homer was
acquainted, to judge from the text we now have.
Though it is clear from the general aspect of the Hissarlik antiquities,
and from the particular resemblances which exist between its most
characteristic specimens and objects of antiquity found elsewhere, that
the people to whom they belonged were in a primitive condition of
civilisation, yet it is by no means certain that they must have lived at a
very early period - say before Homer.398
The Times had published an article only two days before which gave line
references from the Iliad for specific objects (like the “Plekte Anadesme” discussed
above) so the idea of visitors carrying copies of Homer into the exhibition may
have been more than empty rhetoric.399 For Murray, the material’s simplicity
made it aesthetically wrong for Homer’s Troy and gave it a new interest as an
instance of a primitive (but not necessarily very ancient) culture. This clash
between the simplicity of Schliemann’s collection and his claims for its literary
significance was a common enough response to the exhibition to make it worth
satirising. A humorous piece on the the racial characteristics of the ancient
Trojans appeared in The Builder and was richly enough enjoyed to be reprinted
repeatedly in other publications. It commented on a male skull that could be
seen at South Kensington:
so extraordinarily animal in character, with its narrow receding
forehead, projecting jaws, and powerful teeth (the latter almost entirely
perfect), that if we are to take this as any typical specimen of the men
who were engaged in the conflict about Troy, and who were the authors
of much of the work exhibited here, we must come around to the
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conclusion that, in spite of the glamour thrown around them by Homer,
they were, if physiological character means anything, a set of ruffians
very low in the scale of existence.
Certain Homeric critics have already drawn this deduction, mainly from
the peculiarly barbaric acts of Achilles and the matter-of-course manner
in which they are regarded, besides the general style of the hand-tohand combat of the Iliad. It is certainly curious to find among these
relics a skull so exceedingly calculated to confirm this uncomplimentary
estimate of "the heroic age."400
While racial science need not really be in conflict with reading Homer as an
account of real events, reconciling the two means giving up on the idealised
image of Homeric heroes and European origins that both draw on. The joke is
that Homer’s supposed defenders cannot really know their Homer that well if
they have not noticed the violence. This joke is steeped in the debates over
Schliemann’s finds - even the aside about the teeth may reflect the fascination
with the “thirty-two beautiful teeth” of the Mycenae “mummy.”401 This was not
the only instance of jokes in response to the strangeness of Schliemann’s finds:
the Illustrated London News described one of the masks found at Mycenae as
“extremely ugly” and observed that if Menelaus were that ugly, it was not
surprising that Helen preferred Paris.402
Schliemann’s exhibition was a great opportunity to make fun of two rich veins
of European identity: classical texts and racial theories. Not least because of the
hopes pinned on it as a point of origin of by both disciplines. This humorous
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piece also shows how much the newspapers loved reporting on academic
disagreements. It was common to report on these without particular interest in
which side was correct. In a broadly sceptical evaluation of the competing
claims for the site of Troy, the Illustrated London News acknowledged that, when
encountering the “supposed Trojan relics” that some viewers might be happier
with the fantasy:
It can scarcely be doubted that these were worn by royal personages;
and Priam and Hecuba may have been accustomed to put them on,
when they proceeded to worship at the shrine of the Palladium, while
their daughters, Cassandra and others, or Helen, their fatal Greek
daughter-in-law, may have been adorned with the multitude of smaller
jewels. Let this interesting reflection be cherished in spite of ungenial
scepticism, by the lady visitors to the South Kensington Museum, who
will do well to read "the tale of Troy divine," if not in Homer's sonorous
Ionic Greek, at least in the graceful English couplets of Alexander Pope,
or in the masculine blank verse of the late Earl of Derby. They will like
it, we promise them, quite as much as the "Idylls of the King." 403
As in the lectures of Jane Harrison, the imaginative content of myth is seen as
an appropriate way into the ancient world for ladies. This is a much more
patronising version in which women must be cajoled into loving Homer
because they like Tennyson and jewellery. Women here are seen as more
interested in beautiful stories than objective facts, reflecting a gendered division
between reason and emotion. Schliemann may have tried to show rigorous
evidence for the truth behind Homer, but narrative readings of the past risked
being seen as frivolous. In a time when the Homeric question raised doubts
about whether Homer himself was real, let alone his characters, Schliemann
seemed doomed to be met with scepticism:
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A few years ago the world was startled by the announcement that Troy,
the veritable city which Priam ruled and Homer sang had been
revealed. The announcement was received with incredulity by most and
with ridicule by some, for even the site had been warmly disputed by
many generations of scholars. Etiam periere ruinae had been the
impatient and almost contemptuous exclamation of Mr Lowe when
asked for a grant from the Exchequer in aid of explorations in the Troad,
and he seemed to imply that the search would be as fruitless as if it had
been proposed to look for King Arthur's sword... indeed if there were
many who disbelieved in Homer altogether, there must have been more
who disbelieved in the Troy which his poems described and it naturally
seemed to them but the pastime of scholars or archaeologists to dispute
over the site of a city which might never have existed.404
There was even an alternative textual tradition to allude to in dismissing the
idea of finding Troy “etiam periere ruinae” comes from Lucan, describing a visit
by Caesar to an utterly destroyed Troy.405 But this newspaper article depicts
Schliemann as having proved empirically that such extreme scepticism was
wrong. There was something there and those interested in the truth were
encouraged to wait for further study to yield more answers:
…it will be a long time before the wider questions raised by the
singular discovery are settled. It is so easy to say that we have here
before us the very treasure of Priam, and that Homer was less of a poet
and more of a historian than he has hitherto seemed; but there are more
difficulties than we can attempt to enumerate to be got over before that
easy and simple solution of the problem can be adopted. We must not
think of Troy alone or Homer alone. We have here materials such as we
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have never had before for the reconstruction of the prehistoric life of the
Greeks, and we need a wide induction and a comprehensive survey
before we can venture to draw any conclusions at all.406
Schliemann’s collection was interesting precisely because it raised as many
questions as it answered; it showed the potential for future discoveries in
archaeology. Suspension of disbelief and enjoyment of the possibilities allowed
people to revel in the fantasy of looking at Priam’s treasure, without ever fully
committing to it. Sometimes this manifested in a shallow, popularised version
of the past, but it also offered an archaeology of hope to those who were willing
to engage more deeply. The final part of this chapter explores one of
Schliemann’s successors who was even more adept at using myth to capture the
public imagination and stir up a sense of the possibilities of his excavations.
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Knossos in London
As a fellow pioneer of Aegean prehistory, whose discoveries were inflected
through ancient stories, Arthur Evans is an almost inevitable next step from
Schliemann. Like Schliemann, Evans is primarily remembered for his field
discoveries, but made use of exhibitions to publicise his finds and promote his
theories. Evans himself seems to have been aware of these similarities. He
spoke with admiration of Schliemann’s discoveries in his first speech as keeper
of the Ashmolean and seems to have been asked repeatedly to comment on his
predecessor’s work in print.407 His writings show a self-awareness about their
similarities, while also showing the ambivalence that would become
characteristic of later scholarship on Schliemann. This ambivalence extends to
the discoveries of mythic landscapes for which both are well known:
Archaeology has perhaps little call to concern itself with the fitting on of
poetical topography to altered physical conditions.408
This difficult relationship is particularly clear in Evans’ museum work, which
picked up on the influence of Schliemann, but did so selectively in ways that
suited a much changed context and his own interests. In particular, Evans’
handling of myth shows an awareness of its power in capturing the public
imagination, and care to distance himself from Schliemann’s claims of the literal
truth of ancient stories.
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Evans has long been of interest as a pioneer of Aegean prehistory and had the
sort of dramatic personality that attracts fascination and criticism.409 While
many of his theories about Knossos have been superseded or challenged, there
has been a growing interest in the ways in which Evans’ version of Minoan
society was put together and the role this played in constructing a prehistory
for modernity.410 The version of Knossos produced by Evans has been shown to
be a modern construction from the concrete walls of Knossos, through the
imaginative reconstructions of wall paintings from fragments, to the forgeries
that fed demand for Minoan figurines.411 This desire to make archaeology
meaningful in the present, and the techniques Evans used to do so, have been
seen as deeply bound up with museology.412
Unlike Schliemann (who liked control over how his finds were displayed, but
never worked as a curator), Evans’ museum work was central to his career and
self-promotion. His keepership of the Ashmolean (which he took up in 1882)
was an important step in Evans’ early career, both in terms of the status it gave
him and its influence on his archaeological practice.413 While he only served as
keeper until 1908, the museum remained a lifelong commitment through his
role as honorary keeper. Even late in his career he was actively changing the
displays. His work as a curator is widely acknowledged to have transformed
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the Ashmolean and had far reaching influence on the rest of his career.414 As a
professional curator, Evans played an important role in formalising and
professionalising museum archaeology (a subject covered in more detail in the
next chapter) but he also used temporary exhibitions to get both public interest
and academic recognition. This final section of the chapter looks at his first
temporary exhibition in London, and asks what had changed for myth in
museums since Schliemann.
Evans held a temporary exhibition in 1903 at Burlington House to show off his
discoveries from Knossos. He had only been digging at Knossos since 1900 but
had already made dramatic finds and was keen to publicise them; not least
because it was an opportunity to fundraise for the next season.415 Because of
limitations on export, Evans had little to display and so this first Knossos
exhibition was dominated by replicas, photographs and diagrams.416 Evans
liked to include mounted pages from his published work in his exhibitions.
Even later, when he had access to more original material, his writings were as
important a part of exhibiting Knossos as its material remains.417 This
willingness to make such heavy use of diagrams and photographs may owe
something to Schliemann’s use of material from Atlas in his Troy exhibition,
which Evans had travelled to London to see years before.418
The Knossos exhibition occupied a single room of a larger exhibition otherwise
dedicated to old masters at the Royal Academy (room 11 in figure 7). This
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juxtaposition made a dramatic claim for Minoan art as the root of Western Art,
and placed it on a par with celebrated easel paintings by artists such as
Gainsborough, Constable, Rembrandt and Tintoretto.419 The catalogue makes
direct comparisons between Minoan art and that of later ages, including Gothic
and Renaissance.420 The exhibition was also seen as direct inspiration for
contemporary art:
Four thousand years old! To think of it makes a poor present-day
painter's brain grow giddy. We noticed last week how many of our
Royal Academicians came to pore over these vestiges of what may
verily be called "old masters." Mr MacWhirter for one, with a look
almost as of awe on his leonine Scottish face, returned again and again
to study an art so unique.421
This is all the more remarkable given that Evans had no original objects to
display and depended on reproductions. This does not seem to have troubled
the audience, and some reports, such as the one quoted above, describe
reproductions as though they were originals. Many responses to Evans’
discoveries stressed how modern Knossos seemed, and responses to this
exhibition were no exception.422 Given the small amount of original material
and large amount of creative input from those doing the reconstructions, the
exhibition had as much claim to be a display of modern art as of very ancient
art.
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Figure 7: Plan of the Old Masters Exhibition at the Royal Academy in 1903,
Evans’ exhibition is in room 11.
Whether seen in comparison with old masters or modern avant garde, there
was no question that the exhibition was staking a claim for the Minoans as great
artists. The exhibition put its most dramatic visual material straight ahead of
visitors as they entered the room, including casts of the painted reliefs and of
the gypsum throne. Illustrations of the Western part of the palace were shown
on the left side of the room, and those from the East on the right. This
arrangement reflects a desire to root the exhibition in the layout of the site,
similar to Schliemann’s determination to place objects within their respective
strata. But this spacial ordering is also strikingly immersive, considering that
this was a single room that could not hope to fully reconstruct the experience of
the site and depended mostly on photographs and plans.423
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In practice, even the driest of plans could have a surprisingly vivid effect on
visitors:
Nothing, however, in the collection is so pregnant with romance as the
curiously unromantic map that hangs on the wall by the door. It is like a
fairy tale, to be shown the ground plan of the famous labyrinth of
Minos, where the Minotaur devoured his yearly tribute of seven youths
and seven virgins, and whence Theseus escaped by the clue given him
by Ariadne. Yet here it is, with its network of corridors…424
The preexisting idea of the labyrinth interacted with the complexity of the
ground plan of Knossos to fuel speculation in more than one news source:
The plan which the excavations of Mr. Evans have made it possible to
prepare exhibits a building which though not professedly a maze,
presents in the intricacy of its corridors and chambers so complicated a
series of passable and impassable compartments that a stranger
wandering in its recesses might well need the help of some Ariadne's
clue.425
The plan even led to speculation about the character of Minos:
[The palace plan] resembles one of those mazes or puzzle pictures
which are devised for the amusement of children. It would have been an
advantage for the ordinary visitor if the corridors, halls and approaches
had been coloured, for in that way the difficulty of reaching certain
chambers would be manifest at a glance. Minos had the reputation of a
tyrant and it would be safer for him to be able to change his apartment
whenever he pleased. There may have been degrees of inaccessibility
among the rooms…Few can believe that the many-chambered dwelling
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was arranged for the Minotaur...but the subtle ambages might well be
taken as a confirmation of the terrible legend.426
This report shifts in the course of a couple of sentences from speculating about
the labyrinthine quality of the plan and imagining the character of someone
who might live there, before hinting that the convoluted maze might cause
modern interpreters to lose their way and start believing in the Minotaur. The
“subtle ambages” can stand both for the twists and turns of the labyrinth and
the complexities and potential pitfalls of the evidence.
Myth was not just a temptation for sensationalist newspaper reports; and it was
also used directly in the exhibition. The first words of the introduction to the
Knossos room in the catalogue of the exhibition managed to cover all the
famous mythical names:
Knossos, according to the legendary account, was the abode of King
Minôs and the scene of the magnificent artistic achievements of his
craftsman Dædalos, who moreover here built for him the mysterious
Labyrinth. In its mazy depths dwelt the Minotaur - the Bull of Minôs,
half bovine and half human in form - fed with the tender flesh of
Athenian captives, till such time as the hero Theseus, with the aid of the
clue of thread supplied by the King’s daughter, Ariadnê, was able to
slay the monster and lead forth the tribute children. Such, at least, was
the Athenian tale…427
This is characteristic of Evans’ use of myth: it tells the story, uses its full
evocative power then problematises it. The introduction goes on to say that the
myths probably contain truths about sea power, laws and artistic achievement,
but this is a much more cautious approach than Schliemann’s. By framing
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traditional narratives about Knossos as the Athenians’ side of the story, the
guide stresses that the textual record is partial and fragmentary, while offering
the hope that Archaeology might give a truer picture of Minoan life. The
catalogue recognised Schliemann’s importance in this context:
The underlying truth in early tradition had been vindicated by
Schliemann at Troy and Mycenae; at Knossos, too, the spade alone could
supply the real solution of these interesting problems.428
The scope for comparison with the famous and successful discoverer of
prehistoric sites is something Evans embraced, and this was picked up on by
the press.429 Evans cleverly publicised his finds by tapping into excitement
about Schliemann’s famous discoveries and hinting (but, unlike Schliemann,
only hinting) at truths behind the myths.430 The Royal Academy exhibition
deliberately tapped into people’s expectations of and hopes for archaeology. By
being less forceful with his claims about the myths, Evans gave his audience a
little more freedom to imagine alternative possibilities, and the news coverage
reflects this. Writers were free to find their own version of Knossos. Some chose
to concentrate on the fearsome Minotaur, others on Daedalus' creativity.431
Minos could either be a cruel tyrant or the first democrat.432 By not claiming
that the ancient world reflected the ancient texts precisely, Evans left more space
both for scepticism and for imaginative engagement with the ancient material.
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Evans’ policy of more gentle suggestions does not seem to have limited press
imagination at all, but it allowed them to cast him in the role of spoilsport
rationalist:
Dismiss at once the obsession of the Minotaur from your fancy. He is a
literary terror, a rhetorical figure. Mr Evans has unearthed the fresco
that explains him. In all probability he was simply a bull of a large and
shapely breed, which plunged and capered in some prehistoric arena for
the pleasure of the Minoan Court…
Mr Evans has copied for us dumb examples of Cretan script. But he
forbids us to see in them the prehistoric poems or obscure revelations.
They are the catalogues of some rich treasure houses.433
This reflects the interest in Cretan scripts which drew Arthur Evans to Knossos
in the first place and which was an enduring topic of public interest.434 The gap
between Greek literature and the ancient site, along with the frustrating
illegibility of Knossos’ tablets meant that literature (and its limitations) was an
inevitable theme of the exhibition. Its relationship with archaeology was
complicated by the awareness of how much had been lost:
If there was some Cretan Harmodius who wreathed his tyrannicide
sword “in myrtle boughs,” the song that told of his deed is silent. If
there was some preacher of the wilderness who called this comfortable
world to repentance, his protest built no churches. One turns again from
Knossus to Piccadilly, doubting after all whether it be not the material
half of life that is permanent. Who knows but some Cretan Horace may
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have raised to himself monuments “more lasting than brass.” And yet it
is the brass which lives.435
This reviewer shows how much of the hopes and expectations for a new
archaeological discovery depended upon questions and priorities laid down by
classical texts. A great society is assumed to have had its own historical figures,
religious dissenters and great poets, and the loss of these is felt all the more
keenly for what has been found. The fact that political and religious
revolutionaries have left no trace stresses that, contrary to Evans’ suggestions in
the guide book, the material record may be no more balanced than the
Athenians’ old stories. The long standing dichotomy in which texts preserve the
life of the mind, while objects preserve baser sensuous or practical aspects is
also active here. As always, reflecting on the legacy of past societies is partially
a reflection on the present. It is suggested that the Piccadilly that displays silent
objects today will one day become a ruin itself - without the redeeming capacity
of spiritual, political or poetic discourse. Where Evans was keen to emphasise
how much could be learned about Knossos from the material record, and how
Knossos should not be seen exclusively in the mould of classical literature, not
all reviewers reflected this agenda. Evans had managed to sell his subject as a
field in which archaeology triumphs over the study of literature but already
anxieties were creeping in.
Press coverage was generally more positive about the achievements of
archaeology and Evans was even thought by some to have surpassed the myth:
Who shall say that the explorer in laying bare the home of Minos, or in
digging out the very birthplace of Zeus is destroying the romance of
mythology? He has shown us that the beauty of life in those days, its
power, its refinement, were greater than we had ever dreamt; that the
age of Theseus and Ariadne was an age very like our own; that Minos
435

H.N.B., “Minos in Piccadilly.”

!167

was a greater man than we knew-perhaps more rather than less likely to
be the son of Zeus! And as for Daedalus, may it not be that he has
achieved increase of fame, being found to be not only sculptor and
inventor, but (greatest of all) architect?436
Newspaper coverage of both Evans’ and Schliemann’s exhibitions seems to
have been much more interested in this “romance of mythology” than in
discovering any truth behind it. Evans’ approach, with its glamorous replicas
and loose links to known stories seems to have been accepted much more
readily than Schliemann’s use of genuine (if boring) ancient objects to make
claims for the literal truth of stories. Evans benefitted from being able to pick up
on the pre-existing fame of Schliemann and having more visually appealing
material, but his success also demonstrates a greater awareness of why the
mythic narratives had captured the public imagination. Evans negotiated a
relationship between myth and archaeology in which archaeology was not just
about finding relics of myth, but also offered new insights into the past. This
was a rhetorical coup for archaeology which allowed it to use the fame of
ancient stories, without being constrained by their contents.
Archaeology as a discipline was becoming more professionalised and more
“scientific,” but it was hard for archaeologists and their publics to give up on
imaginative engagement with the past. This was made clear in an address to the
subscribers to the British School at Athens by their chairman, Cecil Smith:
Let him give one illustration of what the scientific method might
become. Suppose the Grecian Urn had been bought by, say, the Museum
of Berlin. To the poet's eye it was:"Thou still unravish'd bride of quietness,
Thou foster-child of silence and slow time,
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…with brede
Of marble men and maidens overwrought,
With forest branches and the trodden weed."
How would the scientific archaeologist describe it? "Marble vase
(Krater)- Much chipped; obverse, man pursuing woman; reverse,
sacrificial scene.”437
There is an obvious dig at the Germans here, which got a good laugh, but the
speech seems also to have been a plea for greater subjectivity in experiencing
and communicating archaeology, even as scientific methods were becoming
more advanced:
…But they might, he thought, legitimately ask the countrymen of Walter
Pater that they should relax (where it could with decency be done) the
austere repression of their emotions; that their writings might at least
cheer if they did not inebriate.
The motion was agreed to.438
Evans was present at the meeting, and it seems likely that the success of his
recent exhibition inspired this call for archaeologists “to make their work
attractive to the wider public.”439 There was a fear that something might be lost
in a completely scientific approach to the past and museums, as a site where
archaeology was communicated, were at the heart of this.
It would be easy to read this as kicking back against a trend towards dry
objectivity. But the mention of Pater makes this more complicated. Pater wrote
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of Greek sculpture in modern museums as being presented in “threefold
isolation” from other arts, from the architecture it was made for, and from the
“clear Greek skies and poetical Greek life.” But he also described understanding
of Greek sculpture as skewed by the tendency to contextualise it through
literature:
Approaching it with full information concerning what may be called the
inner life of the Greeks, their modes of thought and sentiment amply
recorded in the writings of the Greek poets and philosophers, but with
no lively impressions of that mere craftsman's world of which so little
has remained, students of antiquity have for the most part interpreted
the creations of Greek sculpture, rather as elements in a sequence of
abstract ideas, as embodiments, in a sort of petrified language, of pure
thoughts, and as interesting mainly in connexion with the development
of Greek intellect, than as elements of a sequence in the material order,
as results of a designed and skilful dealing of accomplished fingers with
precious forms of matter for the delight of the eyes.440
Pater was a perfect representation of the approach to Greek archaeology and
myth that we have seen in this chapter. Like Newton, Pater challenged the
separation of decorative arts from high art, as well as the separation of myth
from everyday life.441 He shared Harrison’s interest in craft values, her holistic
approach and her emphasis on Homer as a key to understanding Greek art.442
He also drew directly on Schliemann’s discoveries at Troy and Mycenae, using
both their Homeric resonances and the fact that most of the finds were small
objects that did not fit easily into the category of “art” as it existed at the time.
He represented an approach to archaeology which embraced the aesthetic,
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imaginative, emotional and mythic elements of the past. As we have seen, this
was a major feature of the museum world at the end of the nineteenth century.
But Smith’s address to the subscribers to the British School at Athens expresses
fear that the benefits of this approach in seeing and communicating a fuller
sense of the ancient object might be lost.
The emotional and imaginative aspects of understanding the past are easily
overlooked if the history of archaeology is presented as a constant progress
towards greater empiricism. Looking at museums’ approaches to myth allows
us to see issues that were important at the time, but have since (as Smith feared)
been somewhat forgotten. Objects were now challenging the old dichotomy of
intellectual and material which had traditionally been used to devalue them in
relation to literature. They could now speak for the intellectual content of the
past but, according to Pater, they had lost something of their materiality in the
process.
Despite several attempts to fit mythic narratives into the intellectual framework
of archaeology, the fashion for them passed. The next chapter looks at a
different aspect of this clash between nineteenth- and twentieth-century
archaeology by asking which ancient narratives were now acceptable in
permanent displays of museum archaeology, and what happened when objects
with older, less acceptable narratives attached were donated to museums.

!171

4. Collecting stories
Much had changed in archaeology between the beginning and the end of the
nineteenth century. The previous chapter ended on a note of anxiety from
members of a discipline that was striving to become more focused and
objective. This chapter looks closer at what museums had lost and gained from
the new disciplinary approaches and priorities available to them. It will explore
what the development of archaeology as a modern discipline meant for
museums by looking at one of their most fundamental activities: collecting. The
development of archaeology as a modern discipline played out as much in
institutional as epistemological terms, with universities and museums at its
forefront. This chapter looks at the legacy of these changes for the day-to-day
functioning of museums - in this case, the Fitzwilliam Museum - and asks
whether there was any place for for ancient narratives in these processes.
While understanding collecting is of fundamental importance to the study of
museums, it is also studied as an important social phenomenon in its own right.
As a result, there is a literature on the subject nearly as diverse as the range of
collections themselves. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to reflect on the
many ways that ancient texts have made ancient objects meaningful to
collectors. Rather, this chapter hopes to show the wider context in which
museums operate and explore how personal or outdated approaches that might
otherwise be alien to museums have nevertheless shaped their collections. We
have seen how, by the late nineteenth century, archaeology had come to pride
itself on its ability to understand pasts with no written history and classical
texts were seen as symptomatic of old approaches to material. This chapter
shows the enduring power of obsolete approaches by looking at how gifts from
private collections forced curators to confront these older values. It will
consider what happens when a museum conserves an object, but remakes the
object’s story.
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Histories of museums tend to focus on high profile acquisitions that were
actively pursued. Looking at the self-conscious, directed aspects of collecting is
an obvious way to understand the collector’s motivations and approaches, but
it is important to remember that the majority of objects in museums come from
more minor gifts and that these also shape the character of a collection.443 This
chapter considers a few case studies from the large amount of material that the
Fitzwilliam acquired as gifts. It aims to explore a major influence on museums
and to recognise some of the different relationships, resources and motivations
that have shaped them. In doing so, it hopes to resist the teleology that can be
difficult to avoid when talking about the bringing together of disparate objects
into a coherent collection.
University museums offer a particularly interesting case study for this: their
context means that they are close to the cutting edge of archaeological research
and feel obliged to display their collections accordingly.444 Curators understood
what a world class collection was and strove for completeness, but in practice
found themselves constrained by limited access to material. Antiquities laws
prevented the removal of the sort of aesthetically pleasing and archaeologically
important material that museums wanted and curators found themselves
unable to compete with larger institutions when opportunities to buy such
material occurred.445
I want to show that collecting, even in the form of unsolicited gifts, is never
passive. The museum responded to offers with research and debate. This forms
the grounds for acquisition or refusal, but it also establishes the object’s place in
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the museum - sometimes literally as well as conceptually. The museum’s
research about new acquisitions is often preserved in museum archives. It can
show us the range of objects that was available to a particular museum, what
seemed particularly appealing or unappealing and why.
In this chapter, I will begin by considering what university museums saw as
their remit, comparing the Fitzwilliam with some similar institutions both
within and beyond Cambridge. I will then go on to look at how these
aspirations shaped practice through three case studies. I will begin by
comparing two objects that were arguably the most welcome and unwelcome
gifts offered to the Fitzwilliam antiquities department: a marble head in the
style of Polyclitus and a bronze nail, supposedly from Caligula’s barge. While
these differ in many ways, they offer particularly rich examples of the
acceptable and unacceptable use of literary material to understand museum
objects. The last section of the chapter will then go on to look at a more
problematic object: a gold diadem from Ithaca that was considered desirable
but turned out not to be authentic. It looks at how the museums’ investigations
into the diadem were framed by twentieth-century models of authenticity and
how these could fail because of an inability to grasp the imaginative
engagement with Greece that created the diadem.
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The role and aspirations of the Fitzwilliam
The range of different (and often conflicting) influences on museums as
institutions can make it difficult to pin down their aims.446 This chapter cannot
hope to give a full sense of the institution’s priorities, but it is important to
understand the major influences on the collecting decisions of the Fitzwilliam
Museum antiquities department, what it saw as its remit and what it hoped to
achieve through collecting. In a time before clearly framed mission statements,
this is not a straightforward task, but such motivations can be seen in the
decisions the museum makes and staff comments about the museum, both in
private and in public. Museums’ identities are often created in relation to others
that they emulate, complement or compete with and this is a particularly useful
tack in Cambridge, with its three museums that collect archaeological material
as well as its longstanding competition with Oxford.
The closest thing that the Fitzwilliam Museum had to a statement of purpose
was the stipulation in Viscount Fitzwilliam’s 1815 will that his collection was to
be used “for promoting the increase of learning and the other great objects of
that noble foundation.”447 This frames the founding bequest as something to
serve the university’s purposes and should probably be seen in light of the fact
that there had been a university museum in Oxford since 1683. But the will does
not seem to have offered much guidance in terms of new acquisitions or other
practical decisions; indeed, it deliberately left the future course of the museum
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in the hands of the university. Its mandate to promote “the increase of learning”
could be useful as a tactic when justifying specific educational aims.448
While its beginnings were deliberately flexible, the role of Fitzwilliam Museum
was later complicated by the creation of other museums within the university,
including competing collections of archaeological material. In 1884 its plaster
casts split away, along with the university’s ethnological and local
archaeological collections to form the Museum of Classical and General
Archaeology. This in turn split in 1911 and subsequently the Fitzwilliam, the
Museum of Classical Archaeology and the Museum of Archaeology and
Ethnology (later Anthropology) all actively collected archaeological material.
These splits themselves represent categories of material that are deemed worthy
of collecting, but excluded from the Fitzwilliam. This has rightly been seen as
an important process of defining disciplinary boundaries, and one that shows
up some of the contradictions and competing interests within the disciplines.449
These issues were not resolved with the creation of new museums and each
time there was uncertainty or disagreement over where an object should go, the
museums were forced to reflect on and articulate their particular slant on
archaeology and redefine their boundaries.
In practice, the first museum which was offered the material (most often the
Fitzwilliam, as the highest profile museum) got first refusal. The museums
often seem to have redistributed material amongst themselves to find a better
fit. So, for example, Archaeology and Ethnology sent its classical vases on a long
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term loan to the Fitzwilliam in 1939 and eventually transferred them in 1952.450
In return, the Fitzwilliam redirected pottery from Palestine and from India to
Archaeology and Ethnology.451 These redistributions were largely to do with the
source of the material - the Fitzwilliam’s archaeology collections were
dominated by Greek, Roman and Egyptian material, and these were seen as its
specialism.452 But these categories were not as clearly defined as they might first
appear. For example, most local material ended up at Archaeology and
Anthropology, but the Fitzwilliam would happily take material of exceptional
quality.453 More surprisingly, even though the Fitzwilliam had ejected its plaster
casts, as late as 1948 they were seriously thinking of acquiring a cast of the
Chatsworth Head, perhaps to replace the original which the museum had been
loaned in the thirties.454
The real reason why an object might be deemed to belong in the Fitzwilliam
Museum was quality. While limiting the sources of material collected to Greece,
Rome and Egypt may itself have been a judgement of the quality of their
products, objects that had been collected were not necessarily safe. For example,
after a long period of reorganisation, the museum’s Cypriot collections were
largely transferred to Classical Archaeology. The main criteria used seem to
have been aesthetic. Archaeological considerations were also in play and care
was taken to keep everything published in Corpus Vasorum Antiquorum, but
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objects from the same tomb were not kept together, something the keeper later
regretted.455 In 1949 when it became apparent that the Museum of Classical
Archaeology would have a new building, the Fitzwilliam eagerly considered
transferring “less interesting stone and marble sculpture and other objects in
the Greek and Roman Department which are not strictly speaking works of
art.”456 Again, care was taken not to lose objects that had been or might be
published. A memo about a subsequent reorganisation in 1957 succinctly shows
why these decisions were so fraught with difficulty:
The removal of objects which have little artistic value to places where
they could be studied by students but would not spoil the general effect
would give a valuable increase of space.457
The museum was very aware of its need to serve two publics within a limited
space: specialist researchers and general visitors. General visitors were expected
to experience the material aesthetically, while the students were expected to
engage intellectually. Objects without an aesthetic appeal not only required a
different approach, but they also appealed to a different group and ran the risk
of spoiling the aesthetic enjoyment of other objects. They were less public
objects.
In Cambridge, this problem was largely managed by relegating this more
specialised kind of archaeological material to more specialised museums, but
the Fitzwilliam was aware of alternative approaches, particularly that taken in
Oxford. As the major museums of two competing institutions with similar
collections, comparisons between the Ashmolean and the Fitzwilliam often
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seem inevitable. Such comparisons also seem to have been important for the
museums themselves.458 For example, a report ordered by the Cambridge
University Senate in 1949 to consider the Fitzwilliam’s current practice and
future direction included an extensive appendix comparing the two museums.
This confirms the emphasis on the aesthetic that we have already seen,
describing it as the main feature that distinguishes the two:
An aesthetic bias is…inherent in a Museum founded upon the private
collection of one of the great eighteenth-century dilettanti and built up
since chiefly by the taste and generosity of individual connoisseurs. It
would now be difficult, even if it were desirable, to change in the
character of the Fitzwilliam this radical quality, to which it owes much
of its attraction and reputation… The situation at Oxford is quite
different. The Ashmolean is one of the most ancient museums in
Europe. It was founded towards the end of the seventeenth century, not
long after the Royal Society, and with a somewhat similar impulse.
Besides some works of art, its original collections consisted of
antiquities, curiosities, objects of natural history, botanical specimens,
and so on. It began with and has continued to show a strong
archaeological and antiquarian bent, which has governed its growth,
though the Ashmolean also has become a great repository of objects
chiefly of aesthetic interest.459
This document emphasises the differences between the two museums based on
their founding collections, seeing the two museums as heirs of very different
collecting traditions. It describes the Ashmolean’s emphasis on archaeology as
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an inheritance from its antiquarian roots. Correspondingly, the Fitzwilliam’s
archaeological collections were less central to its remit:
While the Museum includes some important mediaeval antiquities, it
largely excludes (except in the Greek and Roman and the Egyptian
departments) objects primarily of archaeological, antiquarian or
ethnological interest.460
The department of Greek and Roman antiquities was an exception to the rule
that could collect material without aesthetic interest. But when it did so, it was
acting outside the remit of the museum as a whole.
The Ashmolean also looked to its roots in antiquarianism as a reason for its
particularly archaeological bent. Arthur Evans called it the “The earliest home
of archaeology in England.”461 However, it is important to note that the
Ashmolean had not always been thought of as the more “archaeological” of the
two. In 1881 Greville J. Chester (who had also catalogued the Ashmolean’s
Egyptian collections) described the state of the archaeological collections in
Oxford as “wretched” and “far behind Cambridge.”462 Evans’ 1884 inaugural
lecture as keeper of the Ashmolean addressed many of the concerns raised by
Chester about the consolidation and organisation of the archaeology collections.
Evans’ inaugural speech echoes the relationship between archaeology and text
that we saw in the previous chapter and anticipates his approach to Knossos.
While lip service was paid to the importance of classical texts, archaeology’s
great strength was to extend knowledge beyond them:
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the Treasury of Atreus may be an empty name, and to walk the halls of
Priam or to place upon our brows the diadem of Helen, may still for
aught we know be an idle fancy. Yet something tangible remains. Who…
can doubt for a moment the Oriental source from whence one and all of
them were derived?…What we might expect from language now stands
revealed to us in bodily shape by the inexorable Science of the Spade.463
This line of thinking stresses its distance from some of the more earnest
responses to Schliemann’s work that we have seen, but still evokes the
resonances of myth. This talk of deep time, foreign influence and scientific
approaches seems far from the Fitzwilliam’s focus on the aesthetic and high
classical. Indeed, his successful overhauling of the museum along
archaeological lines may be at the root of the Fitzwilliam’s defensive refusal to
compete in these terms fifty years later. Certainly the Fitzwilliam seems to have
watched his work with interest and in the early 1900s some in the university
were anxious to find a curator to make similar changes in Cambridge:
They did not want eminent men only. The eminent man was not
sufficient. They wanted a curator, they wanted a man who would
always be on the look out for increasing the actual objects in the
museum, just as was the case with Dr Arthur Evans at the Ashmolean
Museum. He (Prof. Ridgeway) drafted that part of the report in the
express hope that they would get a man who would occupy a good part
of his time in going hunting for objects for the University, and that time
would be credited to him.464
The Fitzwilliam did eventually get a more active curator of antiquities,
although perhaps not the man Ridgeway had imagined.
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Despite the Fitzwilliam’s discomfort in the face of the Ashmolean’s “scientific”
approach to Archaeology, by 1920 it had an honorary keeper of antiquities with
excellent credentials in this field. Winifred Lamb was regularly involved in
fieldwork but also took an active role in organising and extending the
collections.465 Like Evans, her primary interests were prehistoric and she wrote
hopefully of the power of archaeology to reach beyond the scope of the written
record:
When archaeology shall have produced sufficient material to
supplement tradition, we may be able to write its [i.e. Bronze Age]
history.466
As with Evans’ inaugural, archaeology appears at first glance to be “the humble
handmaid of a book-written history”467 but both represent a bid by
archaeologists to expand the concept of history into an approach to the past that
can include material as well as textual evidence. This was a particularly useful
line of reasoning for prehistorians and museum professionals in arguing for the
importance of their work.
Lamb took the opportunity of a new space becoming available in 1921 to reflect
her interests.468 The new gallery (variously called the archaic and the prehistoric
gallery) focused on early material. The fact that the new acquisitions case was in
this gallery may show that this time period was a priority for expanding the
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collections.469 However this gallery was not exclusively prehistoric and archaic,
and objects that did not fit its ostensible remit (including the Roman copy of a
classical statue head discussed in the next section of this chapter) were put
proudly on display there.470 Beyond the partition (and so beyond Lamb’s
territory) the room’s old function as a study room was still evident, with books
and paintings visible, (figure 8).

!
Figure 8: The new archaic/prehistory gallery in 1924, photograph scanned
from Fitzwilliam Museum antiquities department records.
This display reflects a spirit of compromise that seems to have pervaded
Lamb’s work for the Fitzwilliam:

Letter from Carl Winter to Winifred Lamb, May 21, 1951. Fitzwilliam Museum Archive,
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I am concentrating on Anatolian prehistory & could not write a good
catalogue on classical Greek antiquities... When I was first made Keeper,
I put all my enthusiasm into improving the Department. You with your
high standards of what is good and what is indifferent will understand
my feeling that I donʼt want to go on when Iʼm no longer giving my
best, but only what I can spare from other preoccupations. It strikes a
false note.471
There are three such attempts to resign by Lamb in the Fitzwilliam archives. In
fact, she lasted in the post until 1958.472 But this does show the distance between
Lamb’s museum work and the rest of her archaeological career and the gulf this
represents between the objects of contemporary study and the objects
considered desirable for museum display.
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Desirable and undesirable
Desire plays an important part in histories of collecting and, in general, the
most desirable objects are the most fruitful ones for histories of museum
collections, since more thought goes into evaluating, researching and displaying
them. This section looks at two very different objects from opposite ends of this
spectrum: a much-admired marble statue head and a bronze nail that no one
really wanted, but was accepted as a gift anyway. While I am not the first to
point out the contrast between these two extremes of the gifts, I want to explore
what these two objects can tell us about the value systems operating within and
beyond the Fitzwilliam.473 In particular, since both can trace their value back to
nineteenth-century private collecting and value systems derived from ancient
texts, they offer a glimpse of changing approaches to the past.
The Roman marble head in the style of Polyclitus was given by Lady
D’Abernon in 1948. It was received with considerable excitement. Lamb called
it “the kind of acquisition that we have always dreamed of at the
Fitzwilliam.”474 The museum’s director, Carl Winter later said it was “one of the
most admired objects in our Greek and Roman collection and gives great
pleasure to our visitors.”475 It was so well received because it offered the
intellectual appeal and classical status favoured by the museum and was also
validated by contemporary intellectual approaches. It was identified as a copy
of the same statue as the Westmacott Athlete in the British Museum. The British
Museum’s statue was, in turn, identified with a statue of Kyniskos of Mantineia
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by the foot placement on a statue base. While the base did not name the artist,
Pausanias ascribed the statue of Kyniskos he saw to Polyclitus.476

!
Figure 9: The marble head of a Polyclitan athlete, donated by Lady
D’Abernon in 1948.
We have seen throughout this thesis how attributions to named artists increased
the value of a work of art, but for a long time there was no systematic method
for doing this. In practice, very little surviving ancient sculpture could be linked
to named artists. By the nineteenth century, there was a growing awareness that
many surviving statues were Roman copies of Greek originals, offering the
possibility that these copies could be identified with specific famous artists and
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used to understand what the originals might have been like. In 1893, Adolf
Furtwängler published Meisterwerke der griechischen Plastik which (while it was
not the first attempt at stylistic attribution) set out a comprehensive approach
for identifying the styles of ancient Greek artists, which was picked up by many
others.477 While this approach was based on close stylistic analysis and has been
seen as a rejection of philological approaches to art, it still depended heavily on
the famous names and scraps of information about them found in ancient
literature.478
The Fitzwilliam’s Polyclitan head illustrates how the value systems for
identification of sculptors had been refined and formalised into a discipline that
used ancient texts but no longer drew its prestige from them alone. In fact,
although the attribution to Polyclitus was ultimately derived from a mention in
Pausanias, the Fitzwilliam’s research made no mention of the texts at all.479
Instead, it relied on a well established disciplinary framework surrounding
identifications of statues, based on comparisons with similar objects and close
stylistic analysis, as well as the authority of acknowledged experts such as
Furtwängler and Strong.480
The head was not only identifiable with the British Museum’s version, but had
been described by Strong in a 1904 exhibition catalogue as a “closer, more
faithful copy of the original than is the Westmacott athlete.” This idea that it
was a closer copy was, of course, not a result of direct comparison with the
original, but by comparison with other copies assigned to Polyclitus. This
shows how important this system of identifications was in museums’ value
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systems - it not only allowed objects to be seen as copies of originals by famous
sculptors, but also allowed for judgements to be made about their quality as
copies. In this case, Kopienkritik was working in the Fitzwilliam’s favour. Their
head was seen as a first rate object able to compete with the most important
collections, a major aim for the antiquities department.481
It is telling that Lamb emulated the display style of the British Museum’s
recently completed Duveen gallery in displaying the head - cutting edge
display was deemed necessary for a piece of sculpture with a claim to
international significance.482 This was a single object, not a massive new gallery
so the similarities with the Duveen gallery were limited. In practice this
emulation meant an isolated position with a low pedestal to allow students to
examine the head closely. Thus the emphasis on close, stylistic examination that
identified and gave value to the head was also embedded in plans for
displaying it. But this was not just an approach designed to appeal to
specialists. The Duveen gallery was a prominent example of a display in which
aesthetic concerns had triumphed over historical ones. The Fitzwilliam
antiquities department was able to look to it as a model for display which both
reflected their academic approaches and was also a good fit for the priorities of
the museum as a whole. Emulating the British Museum’s display may also have
been a way of acknowledging the work and preferences of its former owner,
since Lord D’Abernon had been a close friend of Duveen and deeply involved
in planning the gallery.483
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Keeping valued donors happy may also have been the reason the museum
acquired an unassuming piece of bronze with no real archaeological or aesthetic
value in 1947. It was described as an “Enormous bronze nail, reputed to have
come from Caligula’s barge” and its exciting sounding source was undoubtedly
the main reason for it having been valued and kept by the Tharp family who
donated it.484 This dramatic claim does not seem to have been taken very
seriously by anyone, let alone the museum staff. It was politely managed with
the word “reputedly” by staff and donors alike.485 The keeper of antiquities,
Winifred Lamb, certainly made her desires clear in a letter to the director “I do
NOT want an IMMENSE BRONZE NAIL.”486 The director responded that “The
nail, though immense, is lovely. I hope you will want it.”487 The exchange has a
sense of humour that is typical of letters between the two, but (since the nail was
ultimately acquired) also shows Winter’s ability to overrule Lamb.488 It was rare
for Winter to do this and, given that the nail hardly fitted with the museum’s
aesthetic priorities either, it is more remarkable that the nail was acquired than
that its acquisition was opposed.
The nail seems to have been offered as an afterthought along with the gift of a
Bronze age sword. The letter that offered the sword mentioned that “the
anthropological museum have always wanted it” and so the Fitzwilliam may
have been unwilling to pass on the nail to them (as was usual practice with
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such material) in case the sword went with it.489 However, the nail also carried
an emotional significance that made it harder to refuse. The two objects were
donated to commemorate two members of the family who had recently died.490
The museum seems to have made considerable allowances for the family’s
wishes, even letting them suggest their own labels.491 These labels gave basic
information about each object and its find spot but, unsurprisingly, stressed the
donation’s commemorative function.492 In one sense this is a far cry from the
emphasis on aesthetic and scholarly value in the Polyclitan head’s display. But
in both cases the museum staff took considerable care to reflect the reasons for
the acquisition in display.
While it is difficult to imagine the nail being kept, let alone offered to the
museum, without its backstory, no one seems to have taken it very seriously. It
was not known (and nobody seems to have asked) which member of the family
brought it back from Italy, or how and when it was acquired in the first place.
The association of such an ordinary object with a well-known figure from
antiquity seems faintly ridiculous, and curators were well aware of the past
demand for objects associated with Roman emperors. For example, the
Fitzwilliam itself owned a modern portrait of Nero, with a false provenance
tailored to appeal to collectors of ancient art.493 But the nail’s provenance was
not completely implausible: Nemi was an important stop on the Grand Tour
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because of its significance in Roman poetry and history.494 Caligula’s name was
linked to the site through Suetonius, who mentions him hiring someone to
depose its priest-king as one of a list of the emperor’s outrages.495 But there was
a much more tangible link between site and emperor through the ships that this
nail claimed to have come from.
While the ships at Nemi were not excavated until 1930, parts of the ships and
their contents (including nails in a range of sizes and materials) had repeatedly
been removed from them since at least the fifteenth century.496 This material
included pipes bearing Caligula’s name which inevitably coloured the
interpretation of the ships with suggestions of violence and orgies.497 The nail
could never have had the sort of detailed contextual information that makes
such objects interesting to archaeologists, but its story might have gained more
depth if it had been of more interest to the keeper. Certainly Lamb’s successor,
when publishing antiquities loaned to the museum in 1970, raised the
possibility that a statue of Asclepius found at Nemi could be linked to the
barges, despite lack of evidence to connect them.498 An evocative story was
nothing without an evocative object to accompany it.
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A knotty problem
In 1953 the Fitzwilliam Museum was given a piece of Hellenistic gold jewellery
that came to be referred to by staff as “the Ithaca Jewel.” This was a thin, knotshaped piece of gold, decorated with applied gold wire and set with red stones.
It was a Heracles knot shape (sometimes described as a “Gordian knot” by
staff) and as part of either a girdle or a diadem. Like the bronze nail discussed
in the previous section, it came from a private donor and was probably
originally acquired from nineteenth-century travellers. It was also linked to a
site with compelling ancient literary associations. Unlike the nail, it was the sort
of object the museum wanted to collect and its provenance seemed much more
watertight - apparently discovered by a named individual who published an
account of it. The only problem was that the Ithaca jewel was a fake.

!
Figure 10: The Ithaca Jewel - a nineteenth century forgery of a Hellenistic
gold diadem.
In this section, I will give a brief account of the Fitzwilliam’s convoluted
investigation into their Ithaca jewel. I will then explore the travellers’ accounts
and other relevant accounts that can shed light on the history and meaning of
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the jewel and the genuine ancient diadem which it imitated. Looking at two
important moments on the jewel’s path to becoming a museum object shows
two very different approaches to the ancient past and raises the question of
whether professionalized museums can ever be free of the legacies of
nineteenth-century traveller-collectors. The way in which a genuine account
(albeit containing imaginative engagement with myth) was attached to a
forgery offers a particularly rich case study for the role of stories (fact, fiction
and somewhere in between) in establishing authenticity and what authenticity
has meant at different times.
Scholarship on the Fitzwilliam Museum and its place in broader Cambridge
collecting has been particularly interested in forgeries acquired and other kinds
of material deemed inauthentic.499 It seems unlikely that the Fitzwilliam
Museum was much worse than others in this respect although, given how
circumspect museums can be about forgeries, it would be difficult to prove this
either way. This could simply be a question of the available material: objects
that raise doubts have more detailed records in archives, since there tends to be
more to say in a debate than a consensus. However, this interest also reflects a
wider shift in scholarship on fakes in recent years, moving from a focus on
uncovering deception to one which sees forgeries as evidence of contemporary
desires and tastes.500
The issue of forgeries does seem to have been a particular concern for the
Fitzwilliam. In 1957, Lamb wrote:
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Personally I have been daunted by the state of the Gk. Antiquities
market for many decades. Really first class things would be either from
private collections or smuggled from recent illicit diggings: the latter are
‘off’, the former are extremely few now. And the great snag is that
practically no important work of Gk art has been bought by any
museum for a long time without a challenger who says it’s a forgery.501
At this time, there were growing worries about the Ithaca jewel and wellestablished and well-publicised doubts over the Fitzwilliam Goddess (a forged
Minoan sculpture).502 These must have been fresh in Lamb’s mind, but there
was also a wider problem at stake. The museum was still expected to collect
actively, but antiquities laws and a competitive market made this harder to do.
The ability to detect forgeries was a crucial part of museum curators’
professional identity - enough so for the Museums Association to dedicate both
the keynote of its conference and an exhibition to the issue in its 1952.503 The
Museum Association saw this as an age-old problem, expressed a grudging
respect for successful forgers but hoped that the growing range of scientific
techniques might eliminate it. There was also some prestige to be had in
spotting forgeries, as one contributor to the story of the Ithaca jewel put it,
“There is nothing which art historians enjoy more than discovering fakes in
other people’s collections.”504
In many ways, the Ithaca jewel was a low-stakes forgery: as a private gift, the
museum did not pay any money for it and it could do little harm to their
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reputation. The fact that considerable effort was expended in trying to clear its
name anyway shows the museum’s commitment to ideas of authenticity
regardless of sunk costs. We have already seen the importance to the museum
of a model of authenticity that focused on close examination of objects, from
laboratory-based analysis to old-fashioned connoisseurship. But this model had
no place for validation through ancient texts. I want to argue that these texts
had been a crucial part of forming a very different sort of authenticity in the
nineteenth century, to such an extent that forgeries and modifications from the
previous century could not be understood (and so were missed) by twentiethcentury curators.
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Cutting the knot
The Ithaca jewel’s purported discoverer likened its form to the Gordian knot.
What started as a suitably ancient-sounding description of a knot with no
discernible ends came to be used by Martin Robertson as a metaphor for the
difficulties in untangling the evidence about its origins. When he made this
comparison, Robertson betrayed not only an exasperation at the complexity of
the problem, but also an unwillingness to “cut the knot” by dismissing the
Ithaca jewel as a forgery.505 This unwillingness, shared by the museum for many
years, left a long trail of investigation into the object’s past, now kept in a
dossier in the antiquities department. These investigations began almost as
soon as it was acquired, although there is no indication that doubts were raised
during the acquisition process.
Robertson saw the museum’s announcement of the acquisition in the end of
year report and wrote to the museum asking about the piece and drawing their
attention to accounts of the discovery in 1812 and a subsequent appearance in a
Sotheby’s sale in 1939.506 Robertson was a professor at University College
London who had excavated at Ithaca and maintained an interest in gold work
from this region, publishing additional thoughts on it in 1955.507 He pointed out
that the discoverer, John Lee, had added a fake Greek inscription to the jewel
and asked whether this nineteenth-century inscription was still visible. As well
as gently warning the jewel’s new owners not to trust the inscription, it seems
to also represent a genuine interest: he asks whether it is visible twice in the
same short letter. This seems to have inadvertently raised the first concerns
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about the jewel: the Fitzwilliam’s jewel did have a faint inscription but it was
impossible to construe it as the “ΣΑΦΦΟΥ ΛΑΟΔΑΜΙΑΣ” in Lee’s account.
The Fitzwilliam’s earliest memo on the subject reads it as “ΤΗΣΡΙΑΕΙΑΣ,”
interpreted as a name, although this cannot have been particularly clear, since
there are variant readings in other memos and it came to be read later as “in
friendship,” ΤΗΣ ΦΙΛΕΙΑΣ. By offering information about a new acquisition,
Robertson had inadvertently raised more questions than he answered.

!
Figure 11: Detail of the back of the Ithaca jewel, showing the inscription.
The museum’s main source of information about the Ithaca Jewel before
Robertson’s letter was a document that was donated with it, deemed genuine
because of its nineteenth-century watermark.508
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!
Figure 12. Sketch of the Ithaca jewel from the accompanying document
On it was a pencil sketch of the jewel (figure 12), a sketch of a ring in the margin
and the following description and account of its provenance:
Excavated in the island of Ithaca by J Fiott Esq. Travelling Fellow of the
University of Cambridge and at present in the possession of J Foster
Architect of Liverpool.
The above [i.e. figure 12] was found with several other gold and silver
antiquities of the ancient City. It appears to have formed the centre of a
Female Tunic as part of the belt was also found. It is of gold and appears
to represent a Gordian knot. The plate is of one piece of gold and has
evidently been stamped and afterwards enriched with fine gold filigree
ornaments, accompanied with 5 cut rubies. From the lower part are
suspended two heads supposed to represent Centaurs, from the beards
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of which are suspended 3 gold chains to each of which is attached a
Pomme Granate.
The Pommegranate is honoured and esteemed in Athens as the emblem
of good fortune, to this day similar gold chains are also made at present
on the opposite coast of Albania similar...to be found on a tile belonging
to Mr Fauvel at Athens509

John Fiott was soon shown to be the John Lee who described the jewel in
Archaeologia in 1848. He took his uncle’s name, Lee, in 1816.510 The reference to
Fauvel’s collection also fits well with this context, since it was a popular
attraction for travellers to Greece at this time.511 But there were also
discrepancies between the two accounts. For a start, the illustrations did not
match: the mounting of the central jewel appeared a lot larger in the Fitzwilliam
piece, the chains were constructed differently and attached in different places.
The report in Archaeologia describes the stones as garnets (not rubies) and the
pendants are described as poppy heads (not pomegranates). All could be the
result of mistakes in one or both descriptions or sketches but there were other
reasons to believe that there might be two Ithaca jewels.
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!
Figure 13. The illustration of the knot diadem from Lee’s account of his
excavations in Archaeologia (probably copying a sketch by Stackelberg512)
The Fitzwilliam was aware of a sale in 1939 which included a knot shaped piece
of gold supposedly found on Ithaca by Lee.513 This looked superficially very
similar to the Fitzwilliam piece but, on closer inspection, did not match theirs.
While the provenance claimed was the same, they knew that this sale had
happened after Mrs Acworth had acquired their diadem and close examination
of the Sotheby’s catalogue had established that the other version looked more
like the one illustrated by Stackelberg’s own book than theirs.514 Stackelberg’s
illustration differed again in its details both from the Fitzwilliam sketch and
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even from Lee’s illustration, (supposedly based on one by Stackelberg) showing
that what passed as “exact drawings” in the nineteenth century might not
suffice for the needs of the twentieth-century museum.515 Many of Stackelberg’s
drawings were destroyed or damaged when he was captured by pirates in 1813,
which may account for the discrepancies between published versions.516
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Figure 14. The illustration in Stackelberg’s Die Gräber der Hellenen,
different again.
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The museum was first offered the diadem found in Ithaca by Lee for sale in
1942 by Charles Seltman, acting as an agent for Mrs Trotter.517 There are no
details in the archive about why it was refused, but Seltman had a record of
asking high prices for dubious antiquities and may not have been trusted in this
instance.518 Seltman still had access to the jewel to include it in an exhibition he
organised in 1946.519 The catalogue entry for this references the Archaeologia
account of its discovery, but gives the wrong date (1915 - evidently a misprint).
D. L. Davis was listed as the owner. A similar exhibition held at the Fitzwilliam
in 1944 had many pieces of jewellery lent by Davis, but not this piece.520
Davis eventually contacted the Fitzwilliam after he saw its Ithaca jewel in the
1959 Treasures of Cambridge exhibition at Goldsmith’s Hall in London.521 The
exhibition catalogue made only very modest claims about the object, with no
reference to its reported provenance beyond the island where it was found:
“420. Clasp in form of a Herakles-knot, gold set with garnets Fitzwilliam
Museum (GR.1.1953) L 25/8 in. From Ithaca. Perhaps part of a diadem. 3rd cy
B.C. Presented by Mrs M.W. Acworth.”522 Davis’ objections were on stylistic
grounds, based on the close material similarities between the Fitzwilliam’s
Ithaca jewel and the one that had been in his own collection until recently. He
did not mince his words, accusing the Fitzwilliam of displaying a modern
forgery and threatening the involvement of its recent purchasers: the
Letter from Richard Nicholls to Mr Davis, April 30, 1959 File on GR.1.1953, Fitzwilliam
Museum.
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Metropolitan Museum in New York.523 His vehemence is probably because of
the risks to the reputation of his own collection - while his Ithaca jewel was
already sold, he was still trying to sell other parts of his collection. He even
used his approach to the Fitzwilliam to offer them the ring that accompanied
the diadem.524
It seemed that the Fitzwilliam had finally tracked down the other diadem.
Because of this new information, and in the light of Davis’ accusations, the
investigation into the piece stepped up. The Fitzwilliam had not given up on its
own version (although it acknowledged that it was of lesser quality) and hoped
to produce a joint publication about the two.525 In this process it became clear
that there had also been a manuscript accompanying the version now in the
Metropolitan:
Objects of Antiquity found in Ithaca 1815.
On the West side of the island are the remains of an ancient building,
now called the palaocastro of Aeto, which according to the local
tradition was the Castle of Ulysses.
Among the ruins of the wall was found the rude seal which is evidently
of remote antiquity. In a tomb near to the wall, on the outside, were
found the female ornament, of worked gold… and the gold ring, with
the bone of part of a thumb, still within it.
[crossed out lightly, vertically]These were sent to me from Ithaca by
General Ja[superscript s] Campbell in 1815
Letter from Graham to Richard Nicholls, April 10, 1959. File on GR.1.1953, Fitzwilliam
Museum.
523

Letter from Richard Nicholls to David Davis, November 23, 1960. File on GR.1.1953,
Fitzwilliam Museum.
524

Letter from Richard Nicholls to David Davis, April 30, 1959. File on GR.1.1953, Fitzwilliam
Museum.
525

!203

H Bunbury526
From this note, it is clear that these two objects that claimed to be the same one
are accompanied by considerably different descriptions. While it is
unsurprising that two separate objects would be owned by different collectors,
it is harder to reconcile the other details. The site Lee excavated at Aito had
been referred to as the palace of Ulysses by Gell, whose book Lee does seem to
have used as a guide to the island, however Lee was less keen on stressing this
identification. The document on the Metropolitan piece says that it was found
with a crude seal, which Robertson thought was the bird-shaped one from the
same sale, now in the British Museum.527 Lee’s account makes no mention of
such a seal. Finally, the hardest detail to reconcile of all is the date: Lee’s gives a
discovery date of 1812, whereas the document that accompanied the
Metropolitan jewel gives a date of 1815. This is listed as the date the objects
were received by Bunbury, and it may have simply been assumed that they had
been found in the same year; if so, the facts of its discovery had either been
forgotten or effaced. These subtly different claims transform the meaning of the
object - not least because of its evocative connections with the palace of Ulysses.
To make sense of them, we will need a deeper examination of the context in
which one piece was found and the other created.
So far I have mostly looked at the process of finding out the history of the Ithaca
jewel that can be traced in the museum’s archive. It shows museum
professionals engaged in something superficially very similar to reception
studies. Provenance research has long forced scholars to confront the opinions
and motivations of those who have gone before, but in service of understanding
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the value and meaning of a specific object, rather than for broader reflection on
the role of the past. Once the mystery of the whereabouts of the other diadem
was solved, and the Fitzwilliam’s Ithaca jewel was established as a modern
copy beyond a shadow of a doubt (it uses drawn wire and rubies, neither of
which were available to Hellenistic artisans), there was little reason for the
museum to pursue the questions that remained. It re-emerged briefly with the
growing academic interest in forgeries in an exhibition of forgeries in 1999.528
The final part of this chapter asks what we can learn from the Ithaca jewel if we
move away from the preoccupation with authenticity that drove the search for
its provenance and, to an extent, its later interest as a fake.

Ancient Imitations: Forgeries and Facsimiles from Antiquity [exhibition] the Fitzwilliam Museum,
Cambridge, Octagon Gallery, 3 August - 7 November 1999.
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Unravelling the context
Both jewels claim the same excavator, known as John Fiott or John Lee. He was
a fellow of Cambridge University, appointed Worts Travelling Bachelor in
1807.529 He visited Ithaca on his way back from Egypt and the Holy Land. He
was known to have acquired a valuable collection of antiquities on his travels,
although his main collecting interest was scientific instruments.530 Today he is
much more remembered for his scientific leanings: he was a founding member
of the Royal Astronomical Society and has a crater of the moon named after
him.531
Lee presented his finds from Ithaca (not including the jewel) and an account of
his travels to the Society of Antiquaries in 1848 and his account was published
in Archaeologia in 1849.532 This was nearly 40 years after the events, but provides
considerable detail. In many ways it is typical of travellers’ accounts of the time:
he describes visiting local notables, viewing natural and man-made features of
the land and the difficulties and discoveries encountered when conducting an
excavation. The account covers only part of Lee’s travels, including Zante,
Cephalonia, Samos and Ithaca. The latter receives the most attention in his
account and seems to have been his main aim at the time: he even cut short his
time on Samos to avoid the risk of bad weather on the crossing to Ithaca.533
Lee’s travels can also be explored through the writings of his fellow travellers,
although information about him can be difficult to trace because of his 1816
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name change and because of the scope for variant spellings of his name. For
example, Byron mentions him in one of his letters:
Here also are Messrs. Fyott, Cockerell and Forster, all of whom I know,
and they are all vastly amicable and accomplished.534
By Forster he probably means John Foster, who was a close friend of
Cockerell’s.535 If this is the case, Byron’s letter places Lee in Athens in 1811, in
the company of two members of the group that excavated at Aegina and Bassae.
The group referred to itself by a range of names including “the society of
travellers” “the friends” and “the proprietors.”536
We know that Lee was not alone in Ithaca. He mentions travelling with another
Englishman and later being joined by several other friends who had stayed
behind in Cephalonia. Five people (not including labourers) must have been
involved in the excavations, since the discoveries were ultimately split five
ways.537 The only one of his companions named by Lee is Baron Otto Magnus
von Stackelberg, who was also part of the Society of Travellers, and it is possible
that other members of the group were also involved. If so, this might explain
why Foster was recorded as the “architect of Liverpool” who owned the
Fitzwilliam’s diadem in its accompanying manuscript.
Another individual who is likely to have been involved, whether as an
excavator or an interested outsider, is Thomas Smart Hughes. While neither
explicitly mentions travelling with the other for this portion of their journey,
both Lee and Smart Hughes seem to have visited Zante at about the same time
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and to have seen many of the same sights and local inhabitants.538 Smart
Hughes’ account includes a detailed list of Lee’s finds, apparently based on
Lee’s own notes.539 This follows straight on from his account of his visit to see
the finds from Bassae while they were on Zante, and Hughes suggested that Lee
was directly inspired by the successes of the Society of Travellers.540 While he
was on Zante, Smart Hughes was also entertained by General Campbell, the
eventual owner of the Metropolitan diadem, which may explain his
involvement.541 While it is not clear what Smart Hughes’ role was on Ithaca, he
and Lee certainly travelled together in Sicily.542 The two seem to have shared an
interest in the Odyssey. Their experience of their travels was framed through
Homer, from the “rocks of the Cyclopes” that had been identified as such since
Pliny’s time through to being reminded of Polyphemus’ cave by a night spent
in a grotto with livestock.543
Ithaca’s mythical significance seems to have been a major motivation for Lee’s
visit, and even before landing on the island, he described having “beheld the
ruins of the Castle of Ulysses during the greater part of the transit.”544 His
account of the landscape seems to be haunted by myth. He also described a visit
to the fountain of Arethusa and a different “house of Ulysses” which he
dismissed as “probably at most a country seat of that sage warrior.”545 Most of
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these identifications come from William Gell’s account of his visit to the island
in 1807, which specifically aimed to identify parts of the island that appeared in
the poem.546

!
Figure 15. Lee’s map of the excavation area on Aito
Although clearly following the example of Gell, Lee had different priorities:
where Gell had surveyed the island and compared it with the text that made it
famous, Lee was interested in excavating and collecting objects. The day after
he arrived, he asked for the governor’s permission to excavate and engaged
labourers.547 He began excavating, not with one of Gell’s Homeric sites, but
with a set of Roman tombs that had been found to be fruitful by other travellers.
William Gell, The Geography and Antiquities of Ithaca (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, and
Orme, 1807), 1.
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They were not successful here, but soon found the site on the side of mount
Aito, outside the ruins identified by Gell as Ulysses’ palace where the knotted
diadem seems to have been found, along with plenty of other material. When it
became clear how rich these finds were, permission to excavate was withdrawn.
This did not stop Lee from digging, and the rest of his report is peppered with
references to conflicts with the authorities.
I then prepared a letter to the Commandant for the morning, in reply to
his received at Oxoi; but, with Ulyssean forethought we deemed it
unadvisable that it should be delivered to him until we had left the
town with our detachment of eight labourers, and were actually at work
on our old ground, on Mount Aito. 548
Lee identified his group with Ulysses in their cunning evasion of the
authorities. This sort of playful self-heroization crops up a couple of times in
Lee’s account - he also describes the finds as “opima spolia,” likening them to
Roman dedications of arms captured from enemy generals.549 The Ulysses
comparison highlights the need for the hero’s trademark sense of adventure
and skills of manipulation for excavating. The desire to make such comparisons
must have been strong, since Smart Hughes also did so:
The projector and leader of this enterprise was Mr. Fiott Lee, of whom it
may be truly said, as of the famous Ithacensian hero, 2ολλῶν ἀνϑρώ2ων
ἴδεν ἄςεα [sic] κὰɩ νόον ἔγνω.550
This quotation from the opening lines of the Odyssey seems more earnest,
perhaps because it is applied to someone else, so does not have to avoid
accusations of vanity. This could simply be an observation about character,
548
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made in Greek to sound more learned. But the presence of this comparison in
two writers with very different understandings of British involvement betrays
more than a cliché triggered by the location. It seems that British travellers in
Greece at this time identified strongly with this trickster-traveller. This does
more than excuse their actions, it is a fundamental part of their sense of
entitlement to the archaeology. We have seen (in chapter 2) how identification
with ancient individuals can give a sense of inheritance of ideas and objects. For
the travellers, the act of outwitting opponents in Odysseus’ home land allowed
them to actively participate in the myth. This was a straightforward heroisation,
effacing the ambivalence felt by Gell about this aspect of Odysseus’ character:
He has in all ages been held as the model of patriotism and of wisdom
united with valour, and though his character is somewhat lowered by a
frequent recourse to deceit and evasion, yet cunning was, and still, is in
those countries, held in the highest estimation.551
When cunning was seen in a negative light, it was seen as a part of the Greek
national character; as a positive quality it could be distinctively British.
National concerns seem to have been important to the travellers, and Smart
Hughes frames Lee’s collecting as something done for national benefit:
Had this gentleman not been prevented by mean jealousy and undue
influence, he would have enriched his country with a matchless
collection of rare and valuable antiquities.552
This national emphasis makes perfect sense in Smart Hughes’ account, since it
follows straight after discussion of the British Museum’s successful purchase of
the marbles from Bassae. Lee’s motivations seem to have been more personal,
but he certainly felt some sort of right to excavate and a duty to secure such
551
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rights for those who came after him - which he boasted of having done at the
end of his Archaeologia account.553 However, Lee and his companions did not
manage to outwit the authorities for long. Their digging was eventually
stopped and many of the objects confiscated, since grave goods were deemed
church property.554 Smart Hughes describes these items as falling into the hands
of a “semi-barbarian” who melted some of them down.555 Smart Hughes
usually used this term to refer to Turks, which could imply that the jewel
passed through the hands of the island’s Ottoman authorities. His comparison
of this individual to Verres implies abuse of power as much as misuse of art with the usual blind spot about the British sense of entitlement.556
The fate of the diadem in this is not clear. The fact that there was time for
Stackelberg to sketch it means that it probably escaped confiscation and was
one of the items shared out in Lee’s account.557 The jewel could have been
allotted to Campbell directly, if he was one of those involved in the excavations,
or it could have been acquired indirectly later. The diadem seems to have been
the object of particular interest by the group: it is one of very few objects not in
Lee’s possession to feature in both his and Smart Hughes’ accounts and,
apparently, the only object given an inscription:
An inscription being all that was wanting to render this a perfect bijou, a
fanciful one was quickly devised; and we read on the under side, lightly
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engraved, ΣΑΦΦΟΥ ΛΑΟΔΑΜΙΑΣ; a discovery that soon spread far
beyond our little antiquarian circle!558
The diadem was perceived to be crying out for an inscription. We have seen
how important the stories derived from ancient texts were for delineating
travellers’ experiences of Greece. For Lee, the search for material remains seems
also to have had a textual slant. Byron told of his fruitless search for new
manuscripts at Athos and Lee took care to record any inscriptions he found on
his travels.559 But the search for traces of ancient voices seems far removed from
the fabrication of inscriptions.
The usual explanatory model for understanding questionable inscriptions is
that it is an attempt to raise the value by adding historical associations, but this
is not always the case.560 If this were a straightforward attempt to make this
object more valuable with fabricated evidence for its ancient significance,
admitting to the forgery in this way would be deeply counterproductive. It
seems that the value added by the inscription is not financial or archaeological;
indeed such false inscriptions can harm the appeal of a genuinely ancient object.
The inscription is described as “fanciful,” it is something satisfying to the
whims of the group, but to understand why it was added we need to explore its
content.
The reason for picking these two names is far from clear. Perhaps the most
obvious thought on seeing the name Sappho next to another woman’s name is
of a romantic relationship between the two. Oliver seems to have explored this
possibility but found no woman called Laodamia associated with Sappho in the
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sources.561 Instead he sees it as a reference to Agnolo Firenzuola’s Dialogo delle
Bellezze delle Donne, a dialogue written in 1548 which mentions both names in
close proximity: it lists the ancient poet, Sappho, alongside Laodamia
Forteguerra, a modern one, and it implies that both were attracted to women.
The reference to Sappho and Laodamia also mentions Aristophanes’ Speech in
Plato’s Symposium, with its hints at the possibility of same-sex attraction
between women. While Forteguerra’s dialogue is a modern text, it is rich with
references to ancient texts and authors. Under this reading, the inscription was
a learned reference to the travellers’ reading, with a hint of titillating same-sex
desire.
While Oliver’s explanation is a plausible one, the two names also carried other
resonances that may have made them appealing for the inscription. Both
Sappho and Laodamia (this time the mythical wife of Protesilaus) voice poems
in Ovid’s Heroides. Love remains the major theme, but in this case both
represent frustrated heterosexual desire - even Sappho’s poem is addressed to a
man. In this incarnation, Laodamia is obsessed with images and absence turning to a statue of her husband after his death in the Trojan war. Again, the
parallel would link the object with desire and femininity, but in this case also
with absence and images, themes that had long given this text a resonance for
those dealing with ancient imagery and the longing to understand the lost
past.562 The themes of absent men and feminine longing must have also called
to mind Penelope’s wait on Ithaca for Odysseus - the theme of Heroides 1. They
may also have had personal resonances for these travellers.563
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The difficulty in separating out which versions of Sappho and Laodamia we are
meant to read into this two-word inscription may have been part of the point.
This is an exercise in erudition in which the same themes carry across different
potential meanings, imbuing the diadem with resonances of desire, loss and
feminine beauty. The inscription places the ancient object in a world of textual
references and imbues it with emotional content. The same imaginative
engagement with the past can be seen throughout the travellers’ writings. It
could manifest itself in flippant jokes, like Smart Hughes’ observation that the
gold of Ithaca might have been as much an incentive for Odysseus’ return as
Penelope’s charms.564 It can also be seen in Cockerell’s embodied reaction to a
complex past at the site of Patroclus’ tomb: stripping naked and running round
it, in imitation of Achilles and Alexander before him.565 This act was already
strange enough (and embarrassing enough) by the time his son published
Cockerell’s diary to require explanation:
The facilities for travelling nowadays have made us calmly familiar with
the scenes of the past, but in 1810 to stand upon classic ground was to
plant one's feet in a fairyland of romance, and a traveller who had got so
unusually far might well permit his enthusiasm to find vent.566
Greece was seen as a place where one could experience the authentic (“classic
ground”) and the fantastical (“fairyland”) simultaneously. The names inscribed
on the genuine diadem make it an embodiment of this Romantic mode of
experiencing the past. It allowed the group of excavators to explore the world
this piece of jewellery represented to them as a group and create a tangible
piece of evidence for both aspects of this experience. This particular approach to
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authenticity might also explain why the supposed forgery in the Fitzwilliam
does not appear to be a very good forgery. The “in friendship” of its inscription
makes no sense as a straight copy of the real thing, but works as a dedication on
a replica made for another person who, like Lee, would have liked to own the
original. Especially since, as we have seen, one of the names the group referred
to themselves by was “The Friends.” The Ithaca jewel and its counterpart show
a very different attitude to authenticity from our own, and so it is possible that
the Fitzwilliam piece’s status as a replica could have been deemed unimportant
from the start or forgotten in subsequent years.
No one would describe this as true archaeology, despite its close descriptions,
itemised lists and carefully-drawn maps and diagrams. But such approaches to
the past have made a lasting impression on the museum collections of Europe.
We have seen how the personal and fanciful sits comfortably alongside the
national pride in archaeological discoveries in the writings of Lee and Smart
Hughes, but the implications of this coexistence spread beyond a few days’ stay
in Ithaca. We know that some of the Society of Travellers were involved in the
discovery of the original Ithaca diadem, even if we never know the full
complement of excavators or the exact motivations of the forgery/replica. It
gives a glimpse of the attitudes and approaches of this group that excavated the
temples at Bassae and Aegina. While the acquisitive urge (whether national or
personal) and the aspects of inquiry that seem familiar to us are well
recognised, the Ithaca gem(s) are a reminder of the experiential, emotional and
social aspects of travelling at this time. This kind of relationship with the past,
in which ancient objects were bound up with personal experiences and inflected
through a classical education seems far removed from the institutional context
of the modern museum, but the Ithaca jewel shows how it has had a lasting
impact on their collections.
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These aspects of the experience tend not to be of interest for museums. As a
result, both original and replica have confused museum professionals whose
models of authenticity were based on a belief that false objects and false
inscriptions were intended as deceptions, not as fictions. In a way, this object’s
time has come again: we are more interested than ever in fakes for what they
can tell us about the time in which they were made. But the importance of the
Ithaca jewel is not in a mystery solved (and in any case, mine is a patchy and
speculative solution), but a paradox of authenticity embodied. The fake
inscription, the wrongly inscribed fake and the relationship with the past these
represent remain as alien to the practices of the museum today as they were in
the mid-twentieth century. As such, the Ithaca jewel(s) can still unsettle our
certainties about our abilities to grasp the past.
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5. “Everything good we stood for”: exhibiting Greek art in World
War II
Greek art seems an unlikely priority for work and interest in the fifth year of a
world war. But in the summer of 1944 the Fitzwilliam Museum opened its
Exhibition of Greek Art 3000 B.C.-A.D.1938. This chapter looks in depth at this
exhibition to explore what Greek art and its accompanying ancient narratives
meant at this time. Museum histories tend to treat war as a period of disruption
and hiatus, or pass over it all together - as I did in the previous chapter. This
effaces museums’ very active role; one where ancient narratives are deployed to
give a sense of continuity and universal values. Involvement in a conflict on the
scale of World War II inevitably had an impact on museums, draining staff into
more urgent work, and putting collections in danger of damage in attacks.
During the war, paintings were hidden in slate mines; sculpture in tube
stations.567 However, it also spurred a surge of temporary exhibitions which
made full use of the museum’s potential to boost morale and spread ideas.
Discourses about Greek art, freedom and society had always been potent tools
for exploring national identity, but these narratives took on new meanings at a
time when Greece was an occupied country with Britain fighting to liberate it.
We have seen throughout this thesis how narratives are chosen to fit
contemporary needs, particularly political ones, and the temporary exhibitions
of World War II are no exception. This chapter looks in depth at the Exhibition of
Greek Art 3000 B.C.-A.D.1938 which was held in Cambridge and Norwich in the
summer of 1944, focusing on the Cambridge exhibition because of the wealth of
surviving records. It brought together objects from the Fitzwilliam and other
university museums with others owned by shops and dealers and a range of
private individuals. Private lenders included the exhibition organisers
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themselves and prominent archaeologists such as A.B. Cook, R.M. Dawkins and
A.J.B. Wace.568 The objects represented an impressive time span of nearly 5000
years, from prehistory to the point at which it must have become difficult to get
hold of any more recent works from an occupied country. It gave a sense of a
long history whose future hung in the balance. In the words of one of its
organisers:
The exhibition told the story of Greek art, and the 700 works of art,
which covered a period of 50 centuries, made our own civilisation seem
small. It might be asked why such an exhibition should be held at these
times, and the answer was that Greek art was the symbol of everything
good we stood for, and everything we were fighting for, and everything
the Nazis and Fascism were seeking to crush. The Greeks were the
source of science, of poetry, Homer was the first of many, and some of
the earliest documents were written in Greek.569
The idea that Greek art could symbolise wider cultural achievements and show
up the deficiencies of contemporary society was hardly new. Much of the
rhetoric surrounding the exhibition would not look out of place in the debates
over the Elgin acquisition, discussed in chapter 2. But much had also changed
and the exhibition had to balance Greek and British national identities and to
negotiate a broader canon of ancient art and a changing contemporary aesthetic.
The wealth of information surviving from this exhibition makes it an ideal case
study for exploring these issues. This chapter uses archival evidence from
exhibition planning documents, photographs, publicity material and visitor
information, as well as newspaper reports and the published writings of its
organisers. I will also consider the exhibition in the light of others organised by
568
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the same team, beginning with an exhibition at the Royal Academy in 1942 and
one at the National Gallery of Scotland in 1943 and followed by another at the
Royal Academy in 1946.570 The series was very much a war-time phenomenon:
even though the 1946 exhibition was after the end of the war, its purpose was
commemorative and many museums were still closed at this time.571
This series of exhibitions enjoyed considerable official support. The British
Council and the Greek Government in exile provided funding and support. The
King of the Hellenes opened the first, and the Greek Ambassador spoke at the
Cambridge opening.572 The exhibitions also had substantial public impact. No
visitor figures survive for the exhibition's run in the Fitzwilliam Museum, but
the British Council’s annual report for that year states that “The Greek
Exhibition at Norwich was seen by 48 557 including organized parties of Allied
Servicemen and Norwich school children."573 This was nearly 20 000 more than
the Norwich Castle Museum’s busiest month in recent years.574 The final
exhibition in London attracted 72 413 visitors in 30 days, and reached further
through repeated coverage in The Times.575
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Histories of museums that mention World War II often dwell on the
practicalities of damage done and the evacuations of collections.576 Where they
discuss the temporary “sacrificial” exhibitions, it is either to describe the
destructive impact of war, or as an example of the role of museums in times of
crisis.577 These were arguably early blockbuster exhibitions, but they aimed at
more than popularity and there was often a specifically propagandist message.
Interest in the use of art and archaeology as propaganda during this period
tends to focus on the high-profile projects instigated by Fascist Governments,
such as Mussolini’s identification with Augustus or Hitler’s “Romecomplex”.578 The Third Reich also made considerable use of museums, most
famously with its degenerate art exhibition and Hitler’s plans for a museum at
Linz.579 Such receptions are uncomfortable territory and often dismissed as
“appropriation.”580 British war time propaganda in other media is a familiar
part of our popular culture so perhaps it is time to reexamine the role of art.581
The ideological importance of art, archaeology and museums at this time makes
it unsurprising that both sides used these tools to legitimate themselves and
their ideals. Propaganda emphasised how each country’s foundational beliefs
made it superior (and hence the inevitable victor) but these foundational beliefs

Wilson, The British Museum: A History, 249-51; Richard Fortey, Dry Store Room No. 1: The Secret
Life of the Natural History Museum (London: Harper Perennial, 2008), 286-9.
576

Wilson, The British Museum: A History, 250; MacGregor, “A Pentecost in Trafalgar Square,”
763.
577

Peter Aicher, "Mussolini's Forum and the Myth of Augustan Rome" Classical Bulletin 76, 2
(2000): 117-139; John T. Quinn, "The Ancient Rome of Adolf Hitler" Classical Bulletin 76, 2 (2000):
141-57.
578

Monika Ginszkey Puloy, “High Art And National Socialism Part 1: The Linz Museum as
Ideological Arena,” Journal of the History of Collections 8, 2 (1996): 201-215.
579

580

Prettejohn, The Modernity of Ancient Sculpture, 217-221.

“Keep Calm and Carry On: The Secret History” The Guardian Blogs, accessed March 1, 2013,
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/booksblog/2012/mar/09/keep-calm-and-carry-on-secrethistory.
581

!221

also shaped the content and effect of that propaganda.582 This chapter explores
an exhibition with strongly ideological aims, which was used by the British and
Greek governments to define themselves against their enemies.
This chapter begins by exploring the exhibition in its context. It examines the
exhibition’s aims and why the Greek government, the British Council and
Cambridge University staff would put time and resources into such a project. It
considers why these groups were invested in Greek culture and how the
exhibition presented Greek and British national identities and articulated the
importance of their alliance. It goes on to explore the relationship between art
and literature in the exhibition and the perceived role of these forms in
structures of power that made art inextricably political. It will look at some of
the uncertainties that crept into the exhibition as a result of changing
understanding of art, archaeology, literature and their relationship with society
as a whole. Finally, it reflects on the sentiment expressed by one of these
organisers that “in a civilized polity something in the nature of a Museum will
come into existence” and considers why the museum was chosen as the site for
exploring an all-embracing ideal of Greek culture that went far beyond art.
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Context and contents
While many members of staff were otherwise occupied and many of the
museum’s collections were in storage, the Fitzwilliam Museum did not
completely shut during the war.583 Five rooms were kept open, with temporary
displays that changed each term.584 Most of these exhibitions were not explicitly
about the war, although some did find historical parallels for contemporary
events. For example, one compared Napoleon’s invasion plans with those of
Hitler, with the comforting implication that such threats had been faced and
defeated before.585
There were also exhibitions elsewhere in Cambridge. In the week that it
opened, the Greek art exhibition was competing with at least two other
temporary displays: one of paintings, held in a gas showroom, and one of
weapons (old and new) in the Corn exchange.586 These were both part of “salute
the troops week”, a celebration that included a million-pound fundraising
target and a literal salute of the troops as they paraded past the Fitzwilliam and
along King’s Parade.587 The exhibition does not seem to have been explicitly
connected to this celebration, but it fits with the general use of cultural events to
support morale and tap into topics of interest for a public experiencing war. The
exhibition was also competing with other attractions, including a funfair which
advertised the opportunity to see (and ride on) Nero the World’s Largest St
Bernard’s Dog.588
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Despite these potential distractions, Greek Art 3000 B.C.-A.D. 1938 was met with
considerable excitement. It was opened at 12 noon on the 9th of May 1944, with
speeches by Thanassis Aghnides (the Greek Ambassador); Dr. T.S. Hele (the
university Vice-Chancellor); Sir Will Spens (a representative of the British
Council); and J.T. Sheppard (classicist and Provost of King’s College).589 Other
dignitaries who attended the opening included the head of the Greek Orthodox
church in Britain and the Mayor of Cambridge.590 The exhibition was
accompanied by a production of Euripides’ The Trojan Women at the Arts
Theatre, a gala performance of which was held the same night and attended by
the same guests of honour.591 There was also a performance of Greek folk
dances held in the gardens of Downing College.592
Objects in the exhibition were given numbers rather than labels, and a guide
booklet with information about each object was distributed to visitors. The
exhibition can be be fairly comprehensively reconstructed from this guide as
well as the plans and photographs kept by the museum. The continuity of
material used between exhibitions in the series means it is also possible to see
objects not publicly available today in the illustrated catalogue of 1946.593 It
occupied four rooms on the upper gallery of the Fitzwilliam that were usually
used for paintings. The choice must have been partially practical (at the time,
these rooms were empty) but they also offered a grand space, that emphasised
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the aesthetic value of the objects on display.594 The impact of this could be
transformative: bed curtains were hung in a space designed for old masters and
thus became high art (see figure 16).
The exhibition told the history of Greek art in reverse chronological order from
contemporary to prehistoric art.595 The first and largest room was dominated by
the large embroideries hanging on the walls which, along with pottery,
represented more recent Greek art. Cases at the sides of the gallery showed
pottery, coins and other smaller objects. The far wall seems to have had
examples of religious painting, with copies of bronze sculpture from Pompeii
flanking the door.
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Figure 16. The first room of the exhibition. Note the sand bag on the floor at
the centre of the picture.
Visitors entering the next room met a line of classical sculpture, including a
head from the Parthenon (lent by A.B. Cook) and an Apollo Sauroktonos from
the Fitzwilliam’s own collection (visible in figures 16, 18 and 20).596 Red figure
and white ground pottery was displayed in a case to the left of these and
bronzes to the right. There were coins on either side of the doorway and other
freestanding sculpture dotted around the room (see figures 17 and 18).
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!
Figure 17. A plan of the second, third and fourth rooms of the exhibition.
Visitors entered and exited by the doorway to the bottom left.
The next section of the exhibition was a smaller, octagonal room, dominated by
a large Geometric vase in its centre. It contained four cases: (clockwise from
entrance) “early bronzes”, “BF [black figure] vases” “geom. [geometric] vases”
and “early t.e.[terracottas]” - suggestions in brackets are reconstructed from
guide section headings. The final room was the smallest, with only three cases,
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containing Helladic, Minoan and Cycladic art. Even with the most ancient
objects, relevance to the modern world was stressed: “Here, five thousand years
ago, was a precise and formal art which has helped not a little to influence those
modern sculptors who prefer to discard realism.”597 This room was a dead end,
meaning that the journey from the distant past through to modernity was
physically enacted by visitors on their journey out of the gallery.

!
Figure 18. The second room of the exhibition, looking into the third.
While the Cambridge Daily News stated that the exhibition contained only
original material, there were a number of copies used.598 These included objects
from Seltman’s own collection and from the university’s collections, such as
copies of high-profile discoveries from Mycenae as well as Roman copies
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displayed alongside Greek originals.599 The guide makes clear where copies
were used, so it is likely that the Cambridge Daily News misunderstanding is
based on the fact that the exhibition made no use of Cambridge’s extensive cast
collections. In his proposal to the Fitzwilliam, Seltman specifically ruled out the
use of casts.600 This is understandable, since plaster casts were out of favour at
this time, but also would have moved emphasis towards sculpture, something
Seltman would have been keen to avoid: as we shall see, he believed that
sculpture had been given too much emphasis in histories of Greek art.601
Despite the flow from contemporary to ancient in the exhibition, the starting
point was not the most recent piece of art. Indeed, it was not even art. It was a
display called “Byron and the Liberation of Greece” containing an assortment
of objects relating to Lord Byron, including pistols and other weapons he used
in Greece, a medal struck by the Greek Government on the anniversary of his
death and even a cap and watch chain that once belonged to him.602 This
departure from the exhibition’s stated aim shows the importance of the
relationship between Britain and Greece both in motivating the exhibition and
in shaping its message. While Byron’s pistols did not fit the exhibition’s theme,
they were the perfect match for the subtext of British involvement in Greek selfdetermination. These weapons, used by a British man to fight for Greek
independence, established a strong historical parallel between British
involvement in the Greek War of Independence and the contemporary alliance.
Meanwhile, Byron’s status as a renowned poet demonstrated Greece’s
importance as a source of artistic inspiration, powerful enough to be worth
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fighting for. This set the tone for the rest of the exhibition which presented
Greek art as a source of inspiration and glamorised it as a motivation for
military action and the defence of Greek freedom.
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National identity
The exhibition was funded by the Greek Government in exile and the British
Council.603 It used its presentation of Greek art to make the case for Greek
independence and express deep cultural roots for the contemporary
relationship between Greece and Britain. This period has been described as the
peak of British involvement in Greek affairs, despite the fact that Greece was an
occupied country between 1941 and 1944.604 The exhibition at the Fitzwilliam
came just before the end of the occupation and was a symptom of the close
involvement between the two governments at this time. Looking at it in this
context explains why such a collaboration took place, but it can also shed
interesting light on how the relationship between Greece and Britain was
expressed to the public.
The local news report of the speech given by the Greek ambassador, Thanassis
Aghnides, at the opening takes a particular interest in the two nations’ shared
identification with ancient Greece:
“Greek art grew as a natural phenomenon through the unconscious urge
of Greek genius” he continued “and I hope you will not think me over
bold if I compare it to your own achievements in the realm of artistic
creation, in particular in the fields of poetry and political art.” If Greece
had evolved the noblest principles of political thought, England, he felt,
vindicated those principles in the most astounding and beneficial
manner in the noblest of all political creations, the British Empire.605
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The speech shows many of the associations between art, literature and politics
that we have already seen in the Select Committee report on the Elgin Marbles
in chapter 2. Like that report, it expressed the idea that the English are
inheritors of the ideal of ancient Athens. But these ideas had been modified to a
new political context. The association of Greek art with literature and politics
into a holistic ideal was still being used to express national identity, but it was
applied to both Greece and Britain. The message is that theirs was an alliance
based on cultural commonalities.
The two forces which Hamilakis calls western and indigenous Hellenism are
present side by side.606 Both modern Greece and modern Britain saw
themselves as the inheritors of ancient Greece. However, the ambassador gives
the two nations very different roles - stressing Greece as the inheritor of an
artistic “urge” and Britain as inheritor of the verbal strengths of politics and
poetry - possibly in reference to the Byron section of the exhibition. The result is
a paradoxical celebration of Greek independence as dependent on foreign
imperialism. It is important that the ambassador ended his speech with a
“tribute to the help given Greece by the Dominions.” The colonialist tendencies
of western Hellenism are clearly acknowledged and accepted by referring to the
British Empire as the “noblest of all political creations.” This reflects inequalities
of power in the political situation, in which an exiled government depended on
the support of others for any hope of return.
The context of a museum exhibition allowed the Greeks to express their power
in an alternative sphere: the shared value system of the arts. In legitimating
Britain’s claim to Greek heritage, the ambassador implied that modern Greece
should be the arbiter of such claims. The idea that Greece’s real power was
cultural, not military, has a long history from Horace’s famous line “graecia
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capta ferum victorem cepit” through to the Metaxas regime’s emphasis on the
spiritual and cultural power of the Greek nation, rather than territorial
expansion.607 While this cultural power is something of a cliche, the Greek
government was clearly able to use the country’s cultural capital for its own
ends on this occasion. The ambassador’s speech used the British belief that they
are the true heirs of ancient Greece to stress their obligation to defend the land
and its people from those who are not.
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!
Figure 19. The poster used to advertise the exhibition.
The idea of a debt owed to Greece for its cultural influence can be found
throughout the material relating to the exhibition. It was even used to advertise
the exhibition - its poster credited ancient Greece with “all modern civilisation
in Europe and America” (figure 19).
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By this reasoning, Greek art was the tangible manifestation of the values that
were being fought for in Greece and across Europe. We have seen how Seltman
thought that “Greek art was the symbol of everything good we stood for, and
everything we were fighting for, and everything the Nazis and Fascism were
seeking to crush.“608 Seltman framed himself as a rescuer of Greek art by
describing how he managed to get the large Geometric vase (from his own
collection) out of Paris days before the Germans arrived.609 Even the parameters
set out by the exhibition’s title (3000 B.C.- A.D. 1938) carry the threat that being
a conquered nation could mean the end of an era. For Aghnides, Greek art
showed how foreign and out of place Greece’s occupiers were and cemented
bonds with other more similar nations:
…the rich harvest of five thousand years cannot be destroyed even
though the Axis brings misery and starvation to the land. Indeed,
looked on as a bridge between Greek civilisation and other civilisations
of freedom, were these examples of Greek art not the most damning
indictment of the barbarian imported into Greece by the Teuton and
Bulgar?610
The idea that Greece’s occupiers are opposed to the values of Greek art was an
important way to deny the legitimacy of the occupation. While the Nazi party
was happy to make use of Greek art to propagandist ends, their archaeological
theories denied its Greekness: ascribing Greek cultural achievement to an influx
of Indo-European speakers. They did not see Greek art as an indigenous
achievement and even thought that interbreeding with the local population
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caused it to decline.611 To counteract this idea of a sudden, foreign influence, it
was not enough to look at the supposed peaks of Greek achievement and it
became important to look at Greek art as a continuous process of development.
Seltman would later write:
…the fifth-century art of Athens was no inexplicable miracle, but
something founded in a long tradition. We now know that because one
generation after another had, for more than two centuries, been devoted
to fine art, literature, the humanities and bold experiment, the people of
Athens were able to create that which still stands upon their
Acropolis.612
This explains why the overall theme of the exhibition was continuity, not
interruption. The 3000 B.C to 1938 A.D time span of the title was represented in
the galleries as a flow artistic influence and development from prehistory to the
present. In this narrative of Greek art history, art transcends periods of
interruption and destruction - the guide booklet speaks of “the unholy
destruction wrought upon the Greek empire by brutish crusaders and fanatical
Janissaries.”613 Outside influences were also recognised, but offset with
assertions of what Greek artists added. The guide book found a paradoxical
originality in Greek adoption of foreign motifs: “The originality of Byzantine
genius is apparent… in the transformation of oriental designs into something
fresh.”614
The sense of continuity in Greek art was strongest in descriptions of the folk art
which constituted the most modern element of the exhibition. The Cambridge
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Daily News article on the exhibition (which follows the words of the organisers
closely, often reproducing the guide book verbatim) commented that:
There is also an amazing steadfastness of design from 3000 B.C. to A.D.
1938 which although it shows signs of Turkish, Italian and other
influences, adheres chiefly to the geometric. Similar patterns are used
for both pottery and embroidery…The most recent items displayed are
specimens of pottery made in Skyros, chiefly in 1938, which include an
“askoi”,[sic] with a spout and a loop handle almost identical in shape to
an askos dating from about 1200 B.C.
The gallery guide repeatedly suggests commonalities between ancient and
modern pottery, using the same categories (askos, amphora, antefix) to describe
them as ancient objects and explicitly noting adaption of ancient designs.615 The
sense of dialogue with the past through everyday craftsmanship is most
strongly stated in the more detailed introduction of the 1946 guide, which said
of a modern antefix that appeared in both exhibitions:
Nor have the gods vanished… The volutes which support the head of
the god and the petal-like rays behind it have an ancient source. And
who could be older than this pre-Greek god? Yet this Hermes was made
but a few years ago to be placed high on a house there, flaunting winged
hat and Ionian youthfulness, to look down on what once was Dorian
Sparta.616
Similarly deep roots were claimed for recent Greek embroidery. The section of
the gallery guide on black-figure vases emphasises that Corinthian pots
“remind us constantly of the embroideries in the long gallery and are indirect
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evidence for the needlework of a distant time.”617 The embroidery section
gendered this tradition to explain why it is often overlooked.
The richness and splendour of the embroideries are rooted in a long
tradition, and if one usually thinks of the accomplishments of the great
men of Greece, here one sees, in the art which has endured longest, the
achievement of her women.618
It is telling that the embroidery write-up was the only section of the visitor
guide delegated to the female vice chair of the exhibition committee, Jacqueline
Chittenden. Seltman thought of himself as a feminist, but was prone to gender
essentialism when it came to who worked with which media.619 Despite this,
embroidery was clearly taken very seriously as a Greek art form, taking up
nearly five pages of the exhibition guide and 17% of the objects in the
exhibition. The interest in embroidery reflects a belief that the power of
tradition to pass on skills and designs could overcome the ephemeral nature of
embroidery and reconstruct lost ancient textiles. There was a fashion for
collecting Greek embroidery among those working at the British School in
Athens, and most of the embroidery was lent by people with connections to that
institution, including R.M. Dawkins, A.J.B. Wace and his wife, Seltman and
Chittenden.620 This emphasis on contemporary Greek art as the work of unnamed craftspeople may be an accident of loan availability. Certainly the 1946
exhibition at the Royal Academy had modern paintings by named artists.
However, it also reflects the biases of collectors, prioritising Greek tradition
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over Greek avant-garde, not least because this was believed to reflect the (even
more valued) ancient past.
The emphasis on tradition in contemporary Greek culture can also be seen in
the display of Greek folk dancing, held in the grounds of Downing College:
…the Greeks had always loved the innocent pleasures of singing and
dancing, and in no other country were the two arts so closely allied to
one another...The songs and dances were all traditional, although two of
them had not actually been put on paper until recently. They dated from
different periods, and helped to tell the history and the hopes and fears
of Greece...Those who interpreted them were themselves Greeks, and
well qualified to express the thoughts and feelings of their forefathers.
They did so in a natural and genuine manner, and soon had their
audience interested in their passion for freedom, their love affairs, or the
kiss received from a shepherdess received by a boy of 12 - a kiss he
never forgot.621
This presents an ideal that is simultaneously pastoral and political but it hardly
expresses respect for Greece as a modern nation. Greeks are described as
natural, innocent and only just thinking of writing down their traditions. Even
the “passion for freedom” is seen more as a sentiment, parallel with love, than a
political belief. While this might be deemed worth protecting, it shows the
scope for slippage between ancient and modern that follows from ideas of
continuity and shows the paternalistic attitude of the British towards Greece. It
is repeatedly implied that continuity between past and present is natural, or
even innate. From Aghnides’ description of Greek art as a “natural
phenomenon” to the local paper’s description of one of the pieces of
embroidery: “A sampler made by a child in Skyros about 1938 shows how the
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art is inbred in the people.”622 This ignores the agency of modern Greeks in
passing on a tradition or picking up an old motif.
This idea that the uneducated peasant is somehow more close to the ancient
world than other Greeks is also a recurring one in Greek discourse about their
own past.623 The stereotype of the peasant naturally in touch with his or her
past clearly appealed to both Greek and British Hellenism but it also offered an
alternative to heavily text-oriented approaches to the past that are found in both
traditions. The orality of the transmission of the songs made it seem more
authentic, more closely linked with the ancient world, more natural. But, as the
discourse around peasant traditions makes clear, this is an approach to the past
that is only available to those born to it. For those (whether Greek or British)
without such unmediated access to ancient traditions, texts remained an
important touchstone for understanding Greek art. As such, they played an
important part in the exhibition.
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Art and literature
While the exhibition was inevitably most focused on visual arts, its organisers
referred to art as just one among many Greek cultural achievements. We have
already seen how Aghnides’ speech and Seltman’s writings list art, literature
and politics as closely related aspects of the heritage of ancient Greece. This
interest in Greek art in its broadest sense brought other cultural productions
under the exhibition’s remit, such as the folk dancing discussed in the previous
section. These shared a desire to show cultural continuity from the ancient
world into the present. The same impulse may be seen in the use of literary
texts from ancient Greece to both deepen the sense of ancient context and reflect
on the present. The texts that were chosen and the way they were used shows
the impression of ancient Greece (and of Greekness more generally) that the
organisers were trying to create. Some of the texts are surprising choices and
reflect an attempt to develop a new theory of the relationship between art,
literature and society. This theory responds to recent developments in classics
and modern art in what would otherwise be a very traditional celebration of
classical Greece.
Although literature tended to be mentioned in passing as an example of Greek
excellence, it also played a prominent role in the supporting material and events
relating to the exhibition, including the gala performance of Euripides’ Trojan
Women, translated by Gilbert Murray. It is difficult to gauge the production’s
impact, but performances were held all week, and it was extensively discussed
in the local paper. According to the Cambridge Daily News, which ran its
review of Trojan Women right next to its coverage of the exhibition, the play
was:
The great cry of bitter anguish wrung from the hearts of women who
have lost all under the stress of war…terrible in its sense of the
relentless inevitable, yet having a beauty reflected from a spirit of
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nobility and courage under dire adversity, a spirit that distinguishes
character in individuals and in nations.
Its topicality today, when nations are enslaved, is unmistakable and
some may see in its picture of a conquered people fresh evidence of the
rightness of a modern, present day cause that is a crusade of
liberation.624
Contemporary relevance seems to have been an aim of the theatre’s programme
- the previous week’s performance had been about “re-educating Nazi Youth in
post-war Germany.”625 But the play also provoked debate in the local paper
about the accessibility of “the classics.” The play’s director, Norman Marshall,
used a speaking engagement that week to complain about “tremendous
arrogance of the plain man”- a sort of reverse snobbery in which people are
unwilling to even try high culture.626 A pseudonymous letter to the editor of the
local newspaper responded that it was Marshall’s productions, not the plays
themselves, that were difficult to understand:
If he must put on these morbid, moping and melancholy types with
their Freudian complexes and gloomy introspections, he should help
eager and tolerant persons to derive some pleasure and interest…Give
on the programmes an adequate outline of the plot and purpose of the
play, for without such a guide none but students can make “top nor tail”
of a difficult, unusual and woeful tragedy like the “Trojan Women.” I
could not gather the scattered threads even at the end.
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The letter’s writer seemed to agree with Marshall that tragedy could be
something of value because it was difficult: something that should be relevant to
everyone, but often falls short. This complexity meant that, while a Greek
tragedy lacks the direct simplicity of most propaganda, its very reputation for
being difficult and worthy lent a sense of dignity and importance to ancient
Greek culture and contemporary Greek struggle.
This was not the first time this play had been used as a comment on modern
wars.627 The preface to the 1915 edition of Murray’s translation stressed its
contemporary relevance because of the unchanging nature of war:
Great art has no limits of locality or time. Its tidings are timeless, and its
messages are universal. The Trojan Women was first performed in 415
BC, from a story of the siege of Troy which even then was ancient
history. But the pathos of it is as modern to us as it was to the Athenians.
The terrors of war have not changed in three thousand years.628
This approach sees Greek drama as the perfect way to reflect upon the
repetition of history, from myth through ancient times to the aftermath of the
First World War. Murray himself described Trojan Women as “the first great
denunciation of war in European literature.”629 In fact, this status is far from
clear: Euripides presents many conflicting points of view; by turns celebrating
and challenging the place of war in Athenian ideology.630 This opportunity to
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explore a range of attitudes to war, including Murray’s belief that it was an antiwar play with as much relevance to modern as ancient warfare must have
influenced the organisers’ choice in 1944.
But the play was not only chosen for its universal relevance in times of conflict,
it was also important for its Greekness. It is striking that the modern Greeks are
likened to a group conquered by their mythical ancestors. This identification
means a focus on the suffering of the Greek people and on Greece as a
conquered nation. The dissonance and negativity of identifying the Trojan
women with modern Greeks was managed by seeing the play itself as a Greek
triumph. The newspaper report emphasised the strength of Euripides’ handling
of characters and emotions, comparing him with Ibsen and Tchaikovsky. This
allows the play to stand for the universal relevance of Greek literature, both
speaking to the Greek people in their defeat and reminding them of their
mythic victories and cultural achievements.
Greek literature could represent its own time and seem to foretell and explain
events in the present. This scope for multiple simultaneous meanings, made it a
powerful tool for achieving the organisers’ aims. The sense of relevance and
repetition helped to give an impression of cultural continuity between past and
present, but it also implied that there was something special about ancient
Greece to be able to speak to the present in this way. Chittenden wrote that “an
understanding of the trends and the tempo of a span of history is important. It
reveals that whatever else may change, humanity itself remains constant in
several ways.”631 She thought that art was as powerful a source of this
understanding as literature, but the art in the exhibition was inflected through
literary quotations in the guide booklet given to the exhibition’s visitors.
Although this guide set out to keep introductory material to a minimum, it
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began with a quotation from an ancient author about ancient art, which was
here used to speak for the entire 50 century span of the exhibition:
Zeus caused a russet cloud to draw nigh to them and rained on them
abundant gold, while grey-eyed Athene herself bestowed on them every
art, so that they surpassed all mortal men by their deftness of hand, and
along the roads rose works of art like unto beings that lived and moved;
and great was their fame.632
This is not a typical quotation on the achievements of Greek art, but a passing
reference in a celebration of a Rhodian boxing victor in Pindar’s Olympian 7.633
The same quotation was also used to introduce the catalogue of the 1946
exhibition, so the exhibition organisers clearly thought it an important starting
point for transmitting the exhibition’s message. Removed from the context of
the rest of the poem, it loses its specific reference to Rhodes and can be read as a
broader celebration of the Greek people and their artistic talents. It reiterates the
exhibition’s message about the skill, realism and renown of Greek art from an
ancient source. The idea of Greek artistic talent as a blessing from the gods
expresses the feeling that there is something exceptional about the moment that
produced classical art. In an exhibition obsessed with origins and continuity,
this offered a sort of ancient origin myth for the material on display. In doing
this it placed a clear emphasis on ancient art as both source and point of
comparison for the rest of Greek art.
Pindar may have seemed a particularly useful author for this role because of the
strong links between his poetry and ancient art. His work was known to be part
of a context in which both literature and art flourished, and in which both could
serve the same purpose of commemorating victors in athletic contexts. Since the
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late nineteenth century, Pindar had been seen as an author whose work could
not only shed light on archaeological sites, but also be understood better in the
light of such research.634 Excavations at Olympia continued until 1943, so this
remained a highly topical work of literature. The fact that these excavations
were German and used for propaganda purposes must have been all the more
motivation to try to reclaim it.635
Pindar is also a problematic author for understanding ancient art. The
coexistence of poetry and statues as modes of commemoration generated a
rivalry that Pindar clearly expressed, describing monuments as limited to one
location and susceptible to physical damage in ways that poetry was not.636
While an exhibition of art that has lasted for centuries and travelled across the
seas contradicts Pindar’s view, it still sits ill with a celebration of Greek art as a
physical manifestation of a lost culture. Even the apparent praise in this passage
of Olympian 7 can be read to imply the superiority of Pindar’s poetry,
compared with the deceptive nature of statues.637 The infamous ambiguity of
Pindar’s language, means that this reading is easily missed, and it certainly
does not stand out in the quotation used in the guide. But the denigration of art
hidden behind this apparent celebration clearly shows the difficulties of making
ancient voices speak in modern contexts - a theme we will return to in the
conclusion of this thesis.
The guide also makes use of ancient literature to reflect on specific objects in the
sculpture section of the exhibition. This section occupied the most prominent
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point in the galleries, with its central grouping of sculptures facing visitors as
they entered the exhibition. The introduction to the relevant section in the guide
is comparatively long (one of only two such sections to take up half a page, at a
time when paper was scarce) and packed with literary quotations.638 The first of
these is from a somewhat obscure philosophical orator:639
‘It is the Greek custom’ wrote Maximus Tyrius in the 2nd century of our
era ‘to represent the gods by the finest things on earth - pure material,
the human form, consummate art. The idea of those who make divine
images in human shape is reasonable, because the spirit of man is
nearest of all things to godhead.’640
This picks up some of the themes of the lines from Pindar: the quality of Greek
art, the gods and realistic depiction of the human form. These themes are
reflected in the sculpture section, which was dominated by heads and torsos of
gods and humans. Despite the thematic unity at first sight, the guide book
indicates considerable diversity in this section: ranging from a head from one of
the metopes of the Parthenon to a marble Hippopotamus from Alexandria, with
a chronological span of more than five hundred years. As a late writer trying to
explore a long artistic tradition Maximus may have offered an appealing way to
deal with this variety.
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Figure 20. The most prominent pieces in the sculpture section
Unlike other authors more commonly used to reflect on ancient attitudes to art,
Maximus offers a philosophical text with a real interest in the meaning of art
and the problems of images. The quotation comes from an oration which
considers whether images of the gods are necessary for worship, discusses the
fact that such images are used by all cultures and comes to the conclusion that
images do not embody the gods, but can help stimulate worshippers to
experience them.641 As a Greek text, commenting on Greek culture from a
comparative perspective, it lends itself especially well to the exhibition’s theme,
Max. Tyr. Or. 2; Trapp, “Oration 2, Introduction,” in Maximus of Tyre: The Philosophical
Orations, 15-17.
641
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not least because it concludes that the Greeks’ way of representing the gods is
the best. This is another attempt to get ancient words to attest to the greatness
of Greek art. Again, the ancients seem to speak for themselves, this time from
an almost art-historical perspective that fits well with the context of an
exhibition guide.
However, Maximus did not set out to write art history, and this is in fact more
of a meditation on the nature of the gods and the relationship of imitations to
reality. It was part of a contemporary debate on idolatry and iconoclasm.642
Maximus saw images as harmless aids for people who struggled to grasp the
true nature of divinity, but denied the power of statues to act as equivalents to
or vessels for the gods.643 As we saw in chapter 1, religion is an important issue
in the question of whether ancient statues count as art in the modern sense whether they were primarily images or embodiments of the gods. Both roles are
attested in Greek culture, but Maximus’ denial of one of them presents the
objects as works of art, not focal points of religious worship.644 This favours the
aspect of religious images that is most at home in a museum context. It allows
the exhibition to engage with ancient religion (which was a research interest for
both Seltman and Chittenden) without interrupting the organiser’s focus on the
secular values of ancient Greece.645 Indeed Maximus’ focus on the human form
means that these statues can be viewed as much in human as in divine terms.
The introduction to the sculpture section also contains an aside from Lucian:
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One little head (no 240) seems to have what Lucian called ‘Aphrodite’s
melting eyes with their radiant glance...and Sosandra’s grave halfsmile’.

!
Figure 21. The smiling head of Aphrodite in the 1946 exhibition at the Royal
Academy646
This passing reference seems to be a straightforward (if somewhat obscure)
descriptive reference. It obliquely compares the head to a named (but not
extant) statue: the Aphrodite Sosandra by Kallias. The name derives from this
passage of Lucian, but may also be the statue by the same artist seen by
Pausanias on the Acropolis.647 The quotation offers a learned-sounding way of
comparing the head to a known statue type while sidestepping the difficulties
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of firm identification. It would have been impossible for Seltman to make such
an identification: little is known about this statue apart from this mention and
Lucian specifically states that the statue’s head is covered, which this head is
not. While looking for the originals on which statues were based was a wellestablished academic pursuit, Seltman condemned the practice as a dead end
and must have had other reasons to include this particular reference.648
The phrase quoted comes from Essays in Portraiture, a dialogue in which two
men create a composite portrait of the same woman: one in sculpture, the other
in words. In using this quotation, the guide compares a statue to a woman
being compared to a statue. This highlights the ambiguities between human
and divine in Greek sculpture, something particularly marked in images of
women because both women and goddesses present the same idealised
features.649 As in the Maximus quotation, this gently highlights the humanity of
ancient representations of the gods, and confirms Seltman’s humanistic
readings of Greek culture. This is also a text that reflects a relationship between
literature and art that is both collaborative and competitive. While the two men
work in parallel, Lucian keeps visual art in its place by stating that it cannot
represent the soul and, of course, we only see the visual portrait through
Lucian’s description.650
Seltman was well aware of Lucian’s mixed feelings about visual art. He used an
extensive quotation from The Dreamer or Lucian's Career in his Approach to Greek
Art.651 This describes a dream in which Lucian must choose his career between
two female personifications of Statuary and Culture. Culture wins out and
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sculptors are described as ill-appreciated, low paid labourers. Seltman used this
to argue that sculpture has been overvalued in the reception of Greek art. This
is a conclusion that is easily confirmed with reference to other ancient sources,
but Seltman was unwilling to completely devalue the status of all art. Instead
he posited a high-status category of art which he termed celature,
encompassing “carving, chasing and engraving on gold, silver, bronze, ivory
and gems.”652 It would be easy to see this as an attempt to raise the relative
status of his own specialism (Seltman was a numismatist) but it also allowed
him to reconcile ancient accounts of the low status of art (including Lucian’s)
with a desire to believe that high art in the modern sense existed in the ancient
world. It also reflects the skew in museum collections towards architectural
sculpture and painted vases, two categories of material that do not seem to
have been as highly valued in the ancient world as they are today.653
The exhibition reflected these values by including large numbers of coins
(ancient and modern) but they were not so prominently positioned as the
sculpture. The relative size of the two types of material must account for a lot of
this difference - coins simply could not be as visually arresting over long
distances. Similarly, visitor expectations of Greek art would have been largely
dominated by sculpture. While Seltman challenged ideas about sculpture’s
historical status, he was well aware of the place it occupied in the modern
imagination.654 The exhibition clearly does try to call attention to the beauty of
coins, and their guide entry is full of glowing, aesthetic praise. There is very
little attention to their context and no mention of practical use beyond wonder
at the beauty of such everyday objects.655
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The sculpture section of the guide contained all of the quotations from ancient
texts (apart from the introductory excerpt of Pindar). As well as those discussed
above, there is a brief reference to the relevant section of Plutarch for a statue of
Alexander Helios. The same statue also got a playful but condemnatory
quotation from a cautionary tale by Belloc (“Alas! That such Affected Tricks/
Should flourish in a Child of Six”) to stress the ridiculousness of a young child
wielding power.656 The effect is idiosyncratic to say the least, ranging from
learned to joking in a very small space. These are not particularly well known
texts and on the surface none of the quotations seems to undermine the
sculpture. They are more likely to be read as celebrations of the skill of Greek
artists. But the very act of encouraging understanding through literature in an
exhibition with a heavily aesthetic slant implied that these were not first rate
works of art.
All texts selected seem to be at best ambivalent, at worst actively against
statuary. Pindar was in active competition with sculptors and positioned his
poetry in relation to their work as a better vehicle for praise. Lucian described
his own choice between poetry and sculpture in one of his works and actively
problematised the act of comparing a mortal with a goddess in stone in the
passage quoted. Maximus described statues as something only needed because
of mortal deficiency. The ambivalence about art in each of these quotations
never quite comes to the surface and each serves its own purpose in
interpreting the museum display, often helping ancient art seem more familiar
and modern. But as a group, they show Seltman grappling with the relationship
between image and text through several ancient manifestations of this trope.
The fascination with the relationship between art and literature and the desire
to read one in terms of the other is clear in Approach to Greek Art, which Seltman
published in 1948. It appears to have been based on ideas developed through
656
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the production of the exhibitions between 1942 and 1946 and refined later.657
The book describes Greek art as divisible into two categories: poetry and prose.
This drew on the theories of the philosopher Samuel Alexander which
identified those two categories in all arts and was much more than an analogy.
Alexander saw poetry (in his broader sense) as being about creating a vivid
reality, prose about depicting and analysing.658 Seltman’s history seems more a
response to Alexander than straightforward adoption of his ideas. Alexander’s
brief account of ancient art concentrated on high classical and later sculpture659
and even in those statues they both discuss, they do not always agree: for
example, the Hermes of Praxiteles is poetry for Alexander and rhetorical prose
for Seltman.660 The idea that prose art is realistic and poetry stylised also seems
to have been an innovation of Seltman’s. This may be an attempt to come to
terms with the broadening of what was deemed “classical” art in the early
twentieth century and a response to concurrent interest in abstraction by
contemporary artists. Certainly, Seltman was much more comfortable writing
about art (ancient and modern) than Alexander and this leads to a clearer
definition of the stylistic differences between visual poetry and prose.661
Seltman fleshed Alexander’s ideas out into a complete history of ancient Greek
art. This begins with the stylised art of prehistory, arguing that it is not more
childish in comparison to classical art any more than Homer is childish in
comparison with Aeschylus.662 Seltman believed that the poetic tradition in art
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continued for centuries: He described korai as the equivalent to the Homeric
Hymn to Aphrodite; a Spartan bronze figure to the epigram on the monument to
Thermopylae; the temple sculpture at Olympia to Aeschylus.663 Prose makes its
first appearance in this history with the sculptures of the Parthenon (which he
compared to Thucydides’ descriptive realism), but eventually becomes
rhetorical and deceptive with Praxiteles.664 While Seltman thought of the two
forms as able to exist alongside each other, this pairing of literary and visual
equivalents gives the impression that there is something about a particular
moment in time that will be reflected in the character of its great works of art,
both literary and visual. In the light of Seltman’s literary categories for ancient
art, quoted texts in the museum guide provide not only background
information but also direct comparators. In this sense, Pindar makes a strong
introduction to the exhibition, since his poetry very much fits into the mythic,
stylised mould. But the expression “like unto beings that lived and moved”
hinted at a growing sense of realism, standing for the prose art that was yet to
come. Indeed, since Seltman saw victory statues as a major catalyst for the birth
of realism in ancient Greece, so Pindar represented an important turning point
between the two forms.665
The refusal to see non-realistic art as deficient and the desire to link style to
social context reflects wider trends in art history and archaeology, such as
Riegl’s embrace of a range of media and sociological view of art and the
growing interest in cultural relativism in archaeology.666 While these aspects of
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Seltman’s work were well received, his ideas about poetry and prose were less
so:
The application of this metaphor from literature to particular works of
visual art may occasionally be illuminating, but it remains a metaphor
and a wholly un-suitable basis for a rigid classification.667
We have seen repeated attempts to compare art and literature as sources for
understanding the ancient world throughout this history, often derived directly
from the ancient trope of ut pictura poesis. Often these represent an attempt to
link all aspects of ancient Greek culture. Seltman’s approach was no exception
to this, but he extended this conventional argument so that the underlying
content of art and literature was seen as identical, despite differences in
outward appearances. As a result, he described both as following the same
divisions of genre and quality. This means a dramatic departure from the
conventional association of art with form and literature with content. In the
resulting history of Greek art, art and literature are not two different cultural
forms that can only sometimes inform understanding of each other, but
products of the same thought processes that can let us experience the culture
that produced them in greater depth. Despite seeming like a strange line of
argument, this took a long tradition to its logical conclusion. The strangeness of
his conclusions is at least in part because they undermine many of our
conventional expectations about literature and art and highlight some of the
difficulties of assigning art an intrinsic meaning in a deeply logocentric system.
While we may not be entirely satisfied with his arguments for the equivalence
of literature and art, these theories show Seltman grappling with complex
problems that continue to vex art theorists.668
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Seltman was an outsider whose work seems to have had much more popular
than academic impact (figure 22). His work has been largely forgotten today but
he seems to have reached a large audience of his contemporaries through
exhibitions and his writing for popular publications. While his sweeping
theories and popular style were not warmly received by the academic
community, they gave his work the certainty and clarity that appealed to the
Greek and British governments for these exhibitions. Approach to Greek Art
shows a degree of self-awareness about this though its dedication to his
collaborator Jacqueline Chittenden with an adapted quotation from Catullus 1:
CVI DONO LEPIDUM NOVVM LIBELLUM
IACLINE, TIBI: NAMQUE TV SOLEBAS
MEAS ESSE ALIQVID PVTARE NVGAS669
It is not clear whether Seltman wished to be modest or falsely modest by
referring to his grand theory of Greek art as a little book (libellum) and a trifle
(nugas). This dedication does celebrate Chittenden’s role in encouraging
Seltman’s ideas during their collaboration on the series of exhibitions and the
importance of these exhibitions for his thought. The final section of this chapter
considers how these exhibitions did more than simply clarify Seltman’s ideas
about Greek art. It looks at the centrality of museums to Seltman’s
understanding about art and its political role. It explores what it means that he
thought the relationship between art and society (perfectly embodied in the
museum) to be an enduring feature of art, as much true in the ancient world as
the present.
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Figure 22: Charles Seltman and some of his antiquities represent Cambridge
University on the cover of Life Magazine in 1943. “A don is the holder of a
Fellowship at Cambridge or Oxford and the goateed gentleman appearing on
the cover is Charles Theodore Seltman, a fellow in archaeology at Queens’
College, Cambridge. He lives in the same rooms occupied by the great
Latinist, Erasmus in 1510.”670
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The museum
We have seen how Seltman’s theories of Greek art were manifested in his
wartime exhibitions and how important these were to developing his Approach
to Greek Art. Seltman’s theories of art were devised in the processes of
developing the exhibitions, and in these theories museums themselves were an
important element in the history of art. The final chapter of Approach to Greek
Art is titled “Museum” and sees Roman collecting as the culmination of the
classical tradition in art. To Seltman, the museum was not only an important
way of understanding ancient art in the present, but also a phenomenon that
could be observed in the ancient world and that had a real impact on ancient
art:
It is probably better to possess inferior statues and pictures than to
possess none at all, for out of a society containing many misguided
collectors, there will arise a few with taste and intelligence, and in a
civilized polity something in the nature of a Museum will come into
existence. Once you have anything like a museum then you have at least
the rudiments of scientific method applied to the contemplation of fine
art, for when the curator takes over, the dilletante departs.671
For Seltman, Roman art was Greek art in a different context, and therefore
Roman collecting was a fundamental way of responding to this tradition. He
argued that, in a society with all the art of the previous centuries at its disposal,
taste becomes an important way of coping with this abundance. Seltman
described most Roman collectors as tasteless accumulators, but some
individuals managed a deeper engagement with the arts:
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Augustus was an art patron, Nero an unstable genius, the Flavians
trustees, and Hadrian a scholarly curator.672
These parallels between the ancient world and the modern offer a playful way
of understanding ancient patterns of collecting through familiar reference
points. But this comparison also hints at Seltman’s underlying ideas about the
relationship between art and power and his belief that contemporary conditions
echoed those in the Roman empire. Seltman saw the modern British, with their
materialist (and now atom-based) physics and love of simple pleasures as
“Neo-Epicureans.”673 These perceived parallels extend to the art being
produced and enjoyed: he compared contemporary art with its mixture of
approaches to that of the first century B.C., with its perceived coexistence of
“poetry” and “prose.” He even went so far as to tentatively compare Western
Europe with Greece, America with Rome and the USSR to the Parthian
Empire.674 Seltman thought that artists were able to draw on a wide variety of
past art styles to produce a rare artistic diversity. As a place for encountering
and evaluating past art, museums were a defining feature of these conditions:
classification is an aid to the cultivation of taste. An unbiased museum
mind can disentangle muddles, and it helps indirectly by isolating
antiquarianism to promote freshness and originality in art. 675
This idea of looking back as a way of looking forward is an argument for the
importance of the museum in both past and present. In this model, the museum
ceases to be just a place for displaying art and becomes an important
development in art history, signalling a new way of thinking about art. This is
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an argument that many theorists of the museum would agree with, but what is
striking about these theories is that the museum is not only something with a
massive impact on the way art is made an appreciated, it is also an inevitable
product of a “civilized polity.”
Even in the context of Seltman’s own ideas, this is surprising, since he was not a
believer in an inexorable progress of art history. While his history does not
depart very far from their narrative, Seltman takes care to argue against
traditional ideas of progress and decay:
Greeks before the Hellenistic Age held no such views of continuous
development in art, for such a notion is part of the concept of human
Progress with a -capital P- foreign to earlier Greek thought. If you are
descended from Piltdown Man or from the simple savage of Lucretius,
you think you are on the upgrade and Progressing. Not so if you are of
the seed of Herakles or Ion and you believe the Golden Age is behind
you676
The unfortunate reference to a scientific hoax aside, this shows an awareness of
different ways of thinking about time, derived from ancient literary sources.677
Conventional chronologies of progress are re-examined through ancient eyes
and abandoned. This shows an interest in understanding ancient ideas in
ancient terms although, as we have seen, Seltman was not above selective use of
ancient sources to support his own ideas. The interest in reading art in its
cultural context, rather than as part of an arc of progress and decline had been
around since Riegl.678 But in this case it also leaves space for Seltman’s own
ideas about the causes of artistic change.
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While Seltman did think that new art responds to old and becomes more selfaware, he saw societal conditions as the main influence on artistic change. This
is only hinted at in Approach to Greek Art but an article published shortly
afterwards makes his links between art and society more explicit.679 It gives a
brief history of art from ancient Egypt to the “atomic age” - a term for his own
time that reflects both the place of nuclear physics in the popular imagination at
this time, and his ideas of contemporary “neo-epicureanism.” The main
argument of this article is that art is directly linked to levels of freedom in
society, with authoritarian societies favouring formalised “poetry” and freer,
more individualistic ones favouring “prose,” especially realistic representations
of the human body. Where before he had avoided judging the relative merits of
the two styles, the links of “prose” with freedom and “poetry” with control
have clear moral implications. In valuing realism over stylised depictions,
Seltman also revealed a desire for depictions to have a direct relationship with
reality - associating realism with honesty and displaying a discomfort with the
rhetorical use of art that sits ill with his propagandist use of art during the
war.680
Despite the emphasis on liberty, the point made by this article is more
humanistic than political. The source of control stressed is the domination of
priests and the persistence of tradition in religious societies. But Seltman
acknowledged the mingling of secular and religious power in ancient societies
and saw communism as a sort of modern religion and the major threat to
contemporary humanism.681 The important opposition for Seltman was not
between faith and atheism, but between paternalistic control and individual
liberty. His emphasis on art as a reflection of society, and particularly the power
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dynamic between rulers and citizens, makes it something inherently national.
He did not think of the nationalist themes of his exhibitions as a propagandist
use of art, but a reflection of its fundamental nature. It was, of course, a view of
the nature of art that was particularly well suited to an exhibition that aimed to
celebrate Greece and condemn its enemies. This desire for museums to present
the world as it really is, through clear, unambiguous facts (even when they are
trying to shape that reality through our opinions) is an enduring one. We have
seen it throughout this thesis when museums made use of ancient texts that are
deemed too fantastical. People had become more comfortable with stylised art
but fiction, myth and poetry had little place in museums.
To Seltman, the museum represented a meeting point between art and society,
where a group of people may display and reflect on art from different societies
and time periods. This was not just an opportunity to develop taste by
reflecting on form, it allowed a deeper understanding of human nature. Such
understanding could precipitate real change in both art and society:
Anything that will teach mankind to know more about man, rather than
about the means at man’s disposal, must promote happiness and
humanism. To such an end as this all art…can most perfectly celebrate
humanity.682
This thesis has shown that the idea of the museum as a location in which art
could influence society, particularly towards an ancient ideal, is one with a long
heritage. Seltman picks up on this idea and makes it suit his contemporary
context. Whether that was the relationship between Greece and Britain
demanded by the exhibitions of World War Two or the suspicion of
communism and celebration of western individualism that characterises his Art
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and Society, Seltman’s vision of ancient art always had a strong contemporary
relevance.
Today Seltman’s ideas seem odd and anachronistic and his influence on
classical scholarship has been minimal. However, they show up how easily the
museum naturalises our models of understanding art and projects them back
on the ancient world. The aspect of Seltman's work most familiar today is the
bringing together of two governments in collaboration on a temporary
exhibition. The war time exhibitions represent a phenomenon that became
highly influential: the loan exhibition in collaboration with a foreign
government as a mixture of diplomacy and public relations exercise has become
an important feature of the way museums work today.683 But the ability of art to
represent modern Greece and celebrate shared values depended for its
effectiveness on Seltman’s ideas about art and society. While theories of ancient
art appear to concern themselves solely with the ancient evidence, they can be
difficult to disentangle from the political use of museum exhibitions. This
political impact is all the more potent when museums pick up on ancient
narratives, thus seeming to honour the values of the culture on display, while
claiming universality for those narratives by making them operate in the
present. While the war is long over and museums today feel that propaganda is
antithetical to their aims, the conclusion of this thesis looks at how ancient
words in modern gallery spaces are more common than ever.684
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6. The writing on the wall. Where next for museum narratives?
A visitor to the Ashmolean Museum today, entering the Human Image gallery,
encounters one of the most famous images of Augustus, framed by two sides of
his textual legacy. On the left hand side of the statue, a physical description
from Suetonius:
His eyebrows met.
His ears were of medium size.
His nose protruded above
And curled in below.

!
Figure 23: Painted cast of the Prima Porta Augustus in the Ashmolean’s
Human Image gallery. (Photo credit: Stuart Bryant / Foter.com / CC BY-NCSA).
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This draws attention to the statue as a representation of a person. It invites us to
compare the description with the features we see in the sculpture and to
consider whether the sculpture is an accurate representation of Augustus. The
statue does not have the heavy eyebrows or protruding nose described by
Suetonius which raises the question of why they might be different. The idea of
wanting to present a more flattering image is easy to empathise with, but we
know that the image a public figure presents always involves power and
propaganda. These are picked up more clearly with a quotation from Virgil on
the right of the statue:
This is the man so often foretold
Caesar Augustus’ son, the deified Julius
and founder of a golden age in Latium.
Where Suetonius described the features of a man, this extols the image as a god.
It raises the question of whether the image flatters in the same way, and what
the role of portraits was in political legacy making. The two quotations draw
out two sides of the scholarship on this portrait - the question of its likeness to
its subject (and the enduring fascination with the realism of Roman portraiture)
and the question of its role as a tool of power.685 The grouping also sets out the
themes for the display of portraits (and other images of people) that this
Augustus presides over: exploring tensions between realism and idealism,
individuality and status. There is a sense that the ancients have been allowed to
speak in their own words, but this is still framed within the modern narrative of
the exhibition. As in the Exhibition of Greek Art discussed in chapter 5 (and in
less direct ways throughout this thesis), ancient texts are juxtaposed with
museum objects to make a point in the present, while implying authentically
ancient roots for this idea.
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The paint on the cast reflects how the original might have looked when new,
and so adds a degree of authenticity, but such painted statues have long
contradicted audience expectations of the classical aesthetic.686 Like the gaudy
polychromy of the cast, the quotations offer apparently authentic information
about the place of the Prima Porta Augustus in ancient life, but it is an
authenticity that unsettles modern expectations. Visitors are given two very
different “sources” to read alongside the image. Each is authentically ancient
without being authoritative and the gap between the two texts serves as a
reminder of the difficulties in interpreting evidence about the past. The display
enlists the audience in the process of interpretation and encourages them to
look more closely at the plaster cast, rather than trusting in the explanatory
power of text.
The Prima Porta cast and its quotations are the first thing visitors see on
entering the “showcase space” of the introductory galleries in the redisplayed
Ashmolean. As such it serves as an introduction to a wider approach that aims
to open up scholarship for the general public and cross the boundaries between
cultures and academic disciplines.687 Many of the wall texts include direct
quotations relevant to their themes, most often from ancient texts or from the
writings of archaeologists. These are often succinct ways of making the wall
text’s point, offering a personal viewpoint and introducing key figures or
themes. But direct quotations are also often used (as we have seen in the
Augustus example) to debate or unsettle expectations. A display of plain black
pottery contrasts an ancient statement that “silver is black” with Sir John
Boardman’s contradictory statement that “silver is white.”688 This both
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develops an argument that plain black wares imitated silver vessels (even
though they do not look very silver to us) and makes us aware of the scope for
great differences between ancient and modern ways of seeing. In other places,
visitors are invited to make sense of Linear B and confronted with some nasty
ancient ideas about gender (“If by chance you bear a child, if it is a boy, let it be;
if it is a girl, cast it out”) next to some harmless looking Greek pottery painted
with scenes of young children.
Ancient texts have moved from handbooks to gallery walls and the Ashmolean
is not the only example. Another cast of the Prima Porta Augustus stands in the
Nationalmuseet in Copenhagen, next to a passage from the Res Gestae to
illustrate Roman contact with the Germanic tribes that occupied what is now
Denmark. The same museum also provides context for its Greek art collections
with relevant excerpts from Plato’s dialogues and quotes Tacitus to explain bog
bodies.

!
Figure 24: Cast of the Prima Porta Augustus in the Nationalmuseet in
Copenhagen. Text reads “My fleet sailed all the way east over the ocean from
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the mouth of the Rhine to the land of the Cimbri, where no Roman had
reached before that time, either by sea or land, and the Cimbri, Charydes,
Semnones and the other Germanic peoples in that area asked through envoys
for the friendship of myself and the Roman People.”
UK museum visitors can find similar glimpses of ancient life through quoted
text in a number of different museums. The London before London gallery of the
Museum of London quotes Ovid on ancient British grooming habits and the
Roman Baths in Bath repeatedly illustrates its points about the social and
religious functions of the site by quoting ancient texts.

!
Figure 25: The Roman Baths in Bath evoke the ancient atmosphere of the
baths with the words of Seneca: “The picture is not complete without some
quarrelsome fellow, a thief caught in the act, or the man who loves the sound
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of his own voice in the bath - not to mention those who jump in with a
tremendous splash”
There have also been a number of more literal attempts to incorporate ancient
voices by playing recorded readings in the museum. For example, the British
Museum’s Hadrian: Empire and Conflict and Babylon: Myth and Reality temporary exhibitions that not only embedded recorded readings of ancient
texts, but also took a particular interest in the legacy of their larger narratives in
relation to the objects they displayed.689
In practice all of these texts were chosen because of their narrative power whether they tell of a journey where no Roman has gone before, or simply the
noises that can be heard coming from the baths on a typical day. Often they also
tap into larger narratives such as the problematic power of Roman emperors or
the idea of encountering “barbarians.” Quotations on gallery walls directly
acknowledge the role of ancient texts in understanding museum objects, but
they are also rhetorically effective within the larger aims of the exhibition.
Because the quoted words seem to come directly from ancient individuals they
belie the fact that they have been translated, selected by curators and modified
by the exhibition context. We have seen throughout this thesis how museums
were willing to use ancient texts selectively to support their own aims, and have
done so particularly effectively with the nationalist aims that museum theorists
view with discomfort. The illusion of ancients speaking in the gallery makes it
harder to see cultural differences between past and present, so feeding into the
modern museum’s universalising tendency which is its strongest ideological
tool.
In many respects, this trend of quotations is not surprising. As we have seen,
museums have been drawing on ancient texts since their very beginnings and,
Peter Lewis, “Babylon: Myth and Reality, British Museum, London,” Museums Journal 109, 1
(2009): 48–9.
689
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since museums today place greater emphasis than ever on interpretation, it is
no wonder that they continue to use these sources. Direct quotations are also a
perfect match for museum techniques that aim to include more different
viewpoints, appeal to emotions as well as intellect and provide a more
integrated sense of context.690 They can be a stimulus to the imagination (a sort
of reconstruction in the mind’s eye) or to critical thinking (as in the
Ashmolean’s contradictory pairs), depending on the texts chosen. Either way,
they offer a more active form of engagement than traditional labels. At the same
time, they tap into very traditional values: nobody ever got accused of
dumbing-down for quoting Virgil.
Given the long history of museums making use of ancient texts and narratives
to understand their collections, it is worth asking whether anything has
changed in current displays, or whether they are simply presenting the same
old image-text hierarchies with a veneer of the new museology. There are few
clearer demonstrations of traditional ideas about image and text than museum
labels and their objects. The use of labels establishes a relationship between
object and text in which objects are supposed to be the focus of attention, but
their meaning is (at least partially) ascribed to them in writing. This fits with a
wider tradition of comparing image and text in which these forms of
representation are regarded as similar enough to compete for superiority, but
operating in different ways. In this discourse, images are often seen as more
natural representations, bearing a closer relationship to the thing they signify,
while texts are seen as more cultural, with a greater scope for abstract content.
In practice, while readings of images cannot be disentangled from culture,
images do seem to work cross-culturally in ways that language cannot.691
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There is strong evidence that museum objects do not speak for themselves, and
that those who understand museum objects without supporting information do
so because of educational and cultural privileges.692 For outsiders this can make
their interpretations and, by extension, the works of art, seem foolish, but it also
raises the question of what and how an image communicates. Mitchell builds
on this to argue that the relationship between image and text embodied in
museum labels shows that the two are deeply mutually implicated (after all, a
label without an object would be just as incomplete) and that the relationship
between textual tradition and the artwork is something that is constantly
renegotiated.693
Because of this process of renegotiation, museums have long been a site for
debate about the relationship between image and text. This debate appears
particularly strong when people discuss Greek and Roman art in museums,
perhaps because of the long term cultural dominance of classical texts. It also
seems particularly relevant to ancient art since the trope of comparing art and
literature can be traced back to ancient texts, and often goes by the description
from Horace: ut pictura poesis.694 In chapter 5 we saw one example of a museum
exhibition which struggled with the relative status of art and literature in the
ancient world in order to lay claim to their totality, and how such analogies
could underpin grand theories of art and culture. Museums that want to lay
claim to these ancient debates have to be prepared to discover that our
assumptions about art and text are culturally situated and (despite being
partially derived from them) are not the same as those we find in classical texts.
While our culture places heavy emphasis on text as a vehicle for truth and
abstract reasoning, museums have a lot to gain from raising the value and
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cultural power of objects, and have been a rallying point for others interested in
challenging the hegemony of textual histories. Histories of archaeology often
tell a story of the discipline’s increasing independence from ancient texts.695
Professionalisation certainly did change museums and chapter four shows how
alien the private collecting practices of the early nineteenth century were to
professional curators a century later. But it also shows how older narratives still
crept in, even when museum professionals believed that they could determine
most of the things deemed important about an object (date, maker, place of
origin etc.) just by looking closely at it. Despite much having changed, the
rhetoric of the acquisition of the Elgin Marbles (chapter 2) and the message of
the exhibitions of Greek art during World War Two (chapter 5) look remarkably
similar, and the few differences are more to do with political context than any
archaeological innovation.
In spite of archaeology’s determination to distinguish itself from textual
approaches to the past, texts continued to creep into the museum. It would be
easy to depict such use of ancient texts as aberrations, but this thesis has shown
that these exceptions are often driven by people who otherwise play important
roles in the history of archaeology and museums, including such figures as
Charles Newton, Jane Harrison, Heinrich Schliemann, Arthur Evans and the
group who collected the Aegina and Bassae sculptures. The same Arthur Evans
who modernised the Ashmolean into a “home of archaeology” seems to have
enjoyed telling mythic stories about his discoveries. Perhaps the two are not as
distant as often supposed.
Narrative is a perfect focus for getting to the heart of this contradiction. It is a
form which crosses the boundaries between image and text, but takes on very
different forms in each. Even where objects tell stories in their own right (as
with the Greek vases in chapter 3) museums still needed to draw on the textual
695
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tradition to make sense of them. In this way, narrative has forced museums to
acknowledge the inextricable links between their collections and the textual
tradition. But narrative also plays a much deeper role in the rhetoric of museum
archaeology. Museums cannot form their story of the past based solely on the
objects themselves, especially when looking for grand narratives that explain
not only ancient art, but also the society that produced it and, more often than
not, the modern society that responds to it. Ideas that can be traced back to
ancient authors seem to carry greater authority but narrative is a potent tool for
expressing ideas about the past and can persist even where museums are
ambivalent or hostile towards text.
It certainly seems that museums have never been good at doing “pure”
archaeology, even when most enamoured of this idea. One reason for this is that
museums not only organise knowledge, but also aim to communicate it to nonexperts. This was the case when Charles Newton used narrative commonalities
between Greek vases and the Parthenon to convince a select committee that the
British Museum’s Greek collections should remain together. And when Jane
Harrison used the prestige and pleasure of Homer to get a broad public
interested in Greek art (chapter 3). Historical novels have been seen as a way of
mediating between intellectual argument and popular culture and this thesis
has shown that the imaginative content of museums was being used in similar
ways.696
Ancient narratives were rarely used purely as a form of evidence, and
archaeologists’ desire to tell stories when engaging with the public seems to
respond to a public appetite for stories about the past that tackle big themes.697
In practice, this use of stories could be patronising. While museums were happy
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to use narrative in some limited contexts, it was often relegated to more
ephemeral aspects of museums such as public lectures or temporary
exhibitions. This reflects a degree of suspicion towards narrative. We have seen
how Jane Harrison later disavowed the section of her career when she told
stories in museums and Schliemann met as much mockery as interest when he
claimed to have discovered Homer’s Troy (chapter 3). But this thesis has also
shown that specialists can be just as prone as non-specialists to searching for the
truth behind ancient myths or telling stories about Greece as the birthplace of
western civilisation.
This ambivalence reflects the desire to find deeper meaning in archaeology that
runs against the grain of its desire for empiricism. While the nineteenth-century
museum was keen to prove its worth against the more established discipline of
textual history, both shared the desire to ground themselves in empirical truths.
Nineteenth-century historians saw their work as an exercise in establishing
truth, while getting at deeper reasons that underpin the facts of what happened
when. This resulted in limitations of form and a suspicion of rhetoric.698
Narrating historical events turns them from discrete data to an integrated story
with a beginning and end, causality and explanation. As a result, a mistrust of
narrativity became a way to deny the construction involved in a work of
history. This sort of suspicion of the rhetorical impact of narrative is still present
in museums - especially in critiques of grand narratives.
Similar pressures towards neutral “truthfulness” caused dramatic shifts in the
way archaeologists reported their findings in the twentieth century, with a
move away from narrative, towards dry description.699 The problem is that
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description (while it can certainly be dry) is no more neutral than narrative.700
The awareness of this that came with post-processual archaeology has led to a
re-examination of the ways that archaeology is reported and presented.
Hodder has explored how both earlier narrative approaches, and later
descriptive ones are bound up with prevailing power structures, reflecting a
move from private, individual prestige to an institutional, public approach.701 A
widespread dissatisfaction with the readability and usefulness of the resulting
reports, along with a theoretical mistrust of their pretence of neutrality, has led
to a shift back to narrative.702
The critiques of traditional approaches made by museology mean that there is
no longer a single approach to museum displays that is seen as natural and
logical, so we need to think about whether there are some ways of displaying
museum material that fit better with the evidence we have and the needs of the
public. As White frames this question (speaking of history):
how are the facts to be described in order to sanction one mode of
explaining them rather than another?703
This sort of re-evaluation is now common in museums, and many have come to
the conclusion that narrative interpretation is the best way to get the facts across
(as we saw in chapter 1). We have seen throughout this thesis that the use of
narrative to make sense of museum collections and capture the public
imagination is hardly new, and that it can carry just as much ideological
baggage as any other approach. The rhetorical power of narrative that has made
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it seem to fit ill with the empirical aims of archaeology in the past and which
makes it ideologically suspect in the present will not go away. It is the same
rhetorical power which makes it such an effective way of communicating
archaeology and made it a recurring approach in museums. There are no easy
answers, but thinking hard about how such narratives have functioned can
improve museums. In this sense, the trend towards openness and questioning is
a good thing. The Ashmolean offers such an approach, using ancient words that
are surprising, outrageous or mutually contradictory to reveal a past as
complex as the present. But even using the ancients’ own words and with all
this complexity, museums must reconcile themselves to an incomplete and
constructed view of the past. It would be arrogant to think that this is the first
generation to tell ancient stories in museums. Looking at the past of this
phenomenon can help us think deeper on the subject, and find our own voice
for the ancients in the present.
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