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Chapter 1

An Island in the Sun

At the time of writing this book it cannot be denied that the United States of America is the most powerful nation state in the world. The capital of the United States is Washington, DC, a city originally planned and commenced at the very end of the 18th century. Like any major city on the Earth, Washington, DC is something of an urban sprawl, but at its heart – in its political and economic centre – it is, without doubt, one of the most beautiful cities in the world. From the Lincoln Memorial in the west, right along the Mall to the Capitol, some of the most magnificent and even awe-inspiring architecture ever created by the hand of man is displayed for visitors and residents alike to see. All these buildings, such as the Capitol itself, the Jefferson Memorial, the White House and countless buildings given over to government, the United States’ economy and institutions of learning and science, have one thing in common – they are built in a ‘classical’ style.

In principle this says much about fashion at the time Washington, DC was conceived. The period during which a free United States became a reality was one in which intellectuals in Europe were looking back to the great civilizations of Greece and Rome. Whilst it is true that Western taste was captured by the grace and symmetry of Greek and Roman architecture, with its soaring pillars and grand porticos, it was far from being the case that those who turned to this style of architecture were catering ‘only’ to a visual consideration. Rather they saw classical architecture as being representative of successful and powerful empires from the past. Even this notion was merely part of a departure in thinking that had followed the Renaissance.

The medieval period had been one of feudalism and repression. The reins of power had been held by Church and state combined. Anyone searching for truth, either spiritually or scientifically, had been liable to persecution, from repressive monarchies on the one hand and the cast-iron fist of the Roman Catholic Church on the other. With the religious Reformation that took hold from the 16th century onwards, large parts of Western Europe broke their ties with the Catholic Church. Even those areas that remained under its influence, for example Italy, became less restricted by its edicts and control. There is little doubt that many aspects of the Renaissance began specifically in the Italian city states, many of them right in the pope’s back yard. An increasingly corrupt and ethically bankrupt Church looked to retrieving its possessions throughout Western Europe, and at the same time failed to see what was happening on its own doorstep.

Once the genie of enlightenment was out of its bottle, nothing that either the Church or state might do could make it return. Lacking any confidence in the institutions of its own day, intellectual thought in Western Europe began to look back, to the apparent order and visual symmetry of the ancient world. Roman architecture had survived all across the vast sway of its empire but there was little original in Roman tastes. Practically everything the Romans created in terms of both civic and religious buildings owed their style to Ancient Greece.

At the same time something quite extraordinary began to take place. Long-lost writings by Ancient Greek thinkers and statesman began to find their way into Italy and subsequently across all of Western Europe. These had probably been present all along and many of them had been preserved by Arabic scholars, who were always much less fettered when it came to learning. These documents, from philosophers, politicians and mathematicians, reflected the very best of Ancient Greek thought. They spoke of personal aspiration, of a search for truth that was unrestricted by religious thought and of political institutions that were as far from those of the repressive Western European states as chalk is from cheese.

Greek art demonstrated a search for beauty for its own sake – of the elevation of the very human form to a god-like status, whilst those of its buildings that survived showed an understanding of aesthetics allied to mathematics and geometry.

Probably most important of all, Renaissance thinking flirted with a concept practised in Ancient Greece but almost totally unknown in Europe throughout the medieval period – democracy. The notion that ordinary people could take part in the order and running of the states in which they lived must have seemed at the same time outrageous and yet deeply compelling. However, democracy did make sense to people living in some of the city states of Italy at the time. Florence, for example, practised its own form of limited democracy. Its thinkers and even its leaders would have felt they had much in common with those who fitted the fluted pillars of the Parthenon together in ancient Athens.

The thinkers of the Renaissance and after could eventually enjoy the very best and most elevated thoughts of a long-dead culture, whilst at the same time knowing virtually nothing of its true history. Although Western Europe came to idolize Ancient Greece, with its democracy, its free-thinking philosophers and its schools of scientific learning, the truth of Ancient Greece, with its habitually warring states, its total reliance on a vast reservoir of slaves and its peculiar and often cruel traditions and laws remained unknown.

Ancient Greece as it was envisioned even by the 18th century, when Washington, DC was planned, was nothing short of a myth – though like all myths it contained an element of truth. Its highest aspirations were idolized, whilst its many faults and failings were either not known or were deliberately ignored. The founding fathers of the United States, men such as George Washington and especially Thomas Jefferson, were intelligent men, committed absolutely to the enlightenment and to the very highest aspirations of Ancient Greece as they saw them. They deliberately copied elements of both Greek and Roman republicanism for their own free state – once Britain had been beaten and the colonies could stand alone. As an example, the very structure where democracy operated and where the new state’s laws were laid down was called ‘The Capitol’, a reference to the Capitoline Hill in Rome, which was always seen as being the sacred and administrative heart of the Roman Empire. One of the legislative bodies of the United States’ republican democracy was and is named the Senate, another word derived directly from the Roman model of government, which itself owed much to Ancient Greece. In other words, the new United States republic based itself almost wholly and with pride on a quite seriously misunderstood version of an ancient world that was actually far from the paradise perceived.

Roman government, even during the republic, was despotic, cruel and on many occasions downright barbaric. Later, during the empire, Rome was ruled by a number of powerful factions and families, from which the emperors were drawn. With its reliance on slavery, its deplorable treatment of women, its flagrant disregard of the rights of its own people – not to mention those of the regions it conquered – Ancient Rome probably represents just about the worst role model for modern government imaginable. Ancient Greece, which consisted of hundreds of warring states, was hardly any better. In truth, both in the Greek city states and in Rome, only a tiny handful of citizens ever had any right to participate in government and the majority of individuals were studiously ignored and mistreated.

To the founders of the free United States, and to shakers and movers in other parts of America and back in Western Europe, none of this mattered – in the main probably because they were not aware of the true history of either Greece or Rome. Like all generations, they viewed the history that suited them, and even if their notions of history were at odds with reality, their aspirations on behalf of humanity were quite genuine.

Nevertheless, there was one area of both Greek and Roman ancient history that did play a very important part in the recovery of Western Europe from the repression it had experienced ever since the end of the old Roman Empire. This lay in the study of science – and the acquisition of genuine knowledge for its own sake.

The gradual proliferation of Ancient Greek and Roman books, most of which had been preserved in Arabic translations, now appearing in other European languages introduced much of Western Europe to concepts that had lain dormant for many centuries. A good example of this was astronomy. Catholic dogma always insisted that the Earth was the centre of the solar system, whereas the Ancient Greeks had known very well that this was not the case. As the power of the Church declined, there were scholars trained in Greek and Roman learning who could rapidly recreate the solar system in its true form. This led to a gradual understanding of planetary size and movement – and a view of the solar system and of the cosmos that owed nothing to religious doctrine.

Grand architecture, which for centuries had been the prerogative of the Church and powerful rulers, now gave up its secrets, and along with them geometry and mathematics became better understood outside of cloisters and castles. Experimentation became the norm. Previously anyone mixing chemical compounds stood a good chance of being accused of sorcery. Greek and Roman medical treatises became available, offering new incentives and information to those who sought to alleviate the ills of humanity, whilst political and philosophical thought underwent a transformation previously unknown in Europe.

There can be little doubt that all of this came as a legacy from Ancient Greece and Rome, but since almost everything Rome knew or cherished was originally Greek we clearly need to look towards the Eastern Mediterranean and the Aegean for the foundation of our modern world. Despite the misunderstandings of the 18th-century mind regarding many elements of the Greco-Roman past, one only has to look at the architecture of Western European and American towns and cities to understand just how very significant these cultures have been.

If there is a problem here, it stems from the use of the word ‘Ancient’ to describe the city states of Greece, which genuinely did exist several centuries before the modern era. Whilst in a linguistic sense it is appropriate to refer to the culture as ancient, advances in our understanding of history now clearly demonstrate that Ancient Greece did not spring, full blooded and complete, from nothing. The Ancient Greece and Rome which we still hold in a sort of reverence were both Iron Age cultures, whereas European history goes back beyond this, through the extremely important Bronze Age to the Stone Age. In comparison with the span of humanity, Ancient Greece is actually very recent. Everything it embodied sprang from ‘something else’; what is more, Ancient Greece itself was only gradually reconstructed after a ‘dark age’ that had lasted for centuries.

This book represents an attempt to show from where the Greeks, and ultimately the Romans, derived their knowledge, their religion and even their concept of democracy. The Greeks knew very well, and often admitted, that they had not been the first culture of note in the Eastern Mediterranean, though an absolute knowledge of where their own ‘parent’ culture had actually been situated seems to have been lost to them. This is not surprising because by the time the Greeks looked around to find it, the evidence lay under countless mounds of earth and broken pottery shards, not to mention beneath the waves of the Mediterranean itself.

Now the truth of the situation is making itself known, and in order to understand where Greek knowledge and civilization developed, which in turn has given so much to our modern world, we have to look to the south of modern Greece, to a large island which is today known as Crete.

Crete: Jewel of the Eastern Mediterranean

The vast majority of people arriving in Crete these days are holidaymakers. They make landfall at one of the island’s airports and if they arrive during daylight hours, visitors gaze in rapture at the azure blue sea, the white mountains and the fertile plains and valleys as their aircraft makes its final approach to Herakllion, Chania or Sitia.

Crete is the second largest island in the Eastern Mediterranean and is situated to the south of mainland Greece, where the Aegean gives way to the Libyan Sea. The islands of the Mediterranean are by no means similar to each other. Some are relatively flat, others are more mountainous but fairly sparse in terms of vegetation and many are quite arid, especially in the summer months. Partly because of its size and also on account of the nature of its climate, Crete is one of the most verdant of the Mediterranean islands. It is extremely mountainous, which means that it also offers plateaus, valleys and gorges, all of which are rich in vegetation.

Many parts of Crete have deep-red soils and the island is incredibly fertile. I was proudly told by a local on my first visit there, now well over 30 years ago, that almost any seed or seedling placed into Crete’s rich, volcanic earth can be guaranteed to grow. Every conceivable crop and fruit seems to flourish somewhere on the island and, thanks to greenhouses, even bananas are cultivated in abundance. To taste a Cretan tomato or courgette, with its unique flavour born of the verdant soil, the almost incessant sunlight and fresh, mountain-filtered water, is an experience in itself, whilst the sea around Crete is exploited for marine food of every conceivable sort. To any holidaymaker who thinks beyond the burger bars and fried chicken outlets, Crete represents a culinary heaven, made all the more appealing by its locally grown olives and succulent lamb, provided by sheep that live a peaceful life, grazing on the diverse herbage of the hill slopes.

Like any holiday resort Crete offers a wealth of possibilities. Some visitors never wish to wander far from the excellent beaches, strung out along a north coast that extends, with its many harbours and indentations, for the island’s whole 260-kilometre length. Again, like its Mediterranean and Greek island counterparts, Crete is the centre of a thriving youth holiday culture. Its many towns and resorts sport clubs and bars that, during the season, are open throughout the night. So for many the holiday progresses from beach to bar, from bar to club and then home in the early hours before hitting the beach again by lunch time. I have personally talked to summer visitors who have never strayed a single kilometre from their hotel and beach during the full two-week holiday.

However, to really appreciate what Crete is about, it is probably necessary to keep slightly more regular hours – to rise early in the morning and to set off, on foot, by car or on highly entertaining public transport, in order to explore one of the many hundreds of historical sites, natural wonders, quaint mountain villages, intriguing caverns, steep-sided gorges or olive-covered mountain slopes of this incredible place.

It is on such journeys that the true size and scale of Crete is appreciated and it is also the mobile visitor who gains the most from meeting with and talking to the Cretans themselves. Crete is, of course, now a part of Greece, though throughout its often stormy past it has been controlled by a number of different cultures. And though the Cretans are proud of their present Greek heritage, there is also something quite different about them: an independence and a sense of freedom that sets them apart, no matter what language they happen to speak these days.

By the standards of those of us who come from much more western and northern parts of Europe, Crete is blessed with a wonderful climate. It can become extremely hot in the summer months, though near the sea and in the mountains it is comfortable rather than oppressive. Travel to Crete in the winter and you will find cooler days and somewhat chilly nights. In December or January the locals walk around in thick woollen pullovers and shiver in temperatures that would represent an extremely pleasant spring or autumn day in my native Britain. To ward off the cold in winter the more elderly men frequent village tavernas by the middle of the morning and sit on ancient chairs by the roadside, sipping or gulping from small glasses of raki, a highly potent spirit flavoured with aniseed and herbs. The very aroma of raki anywhere in the world takes me immediately back to those quaint little white villages, nestling in the folds of mountains or at the head of narrow, green valleys, where the only sound during the still, hot days is the chirrup of cicadas and the soft, distant jangle of sheep bells.

To the mainland Greeks of long ago, Crete was reckoned to be the birthplace of their most powerful deity, Zeus, who could hurl thunderbolts at unsuspecting mortals or even his fellow deities. It’s no wonder he was thought to have come from Crete. On any dark, summer night, the clouds can creep in, unseen. Suddenly, there is a slight thrill in the air that is almost indescribable, and often this is the only advance warning of a sudden simultaneous flash and a crash of epic proportions that bounces between the mountains, so loud it sounds as though the very island is rending itself in two.

Moments later the rain comes down in monsoon-like torrents. Buildings quake as the wrath of Zeus breaks time and again across the landscape, with huge lightning flashes allowing momentary, ghostly and acutely monochromatic views of distant vistas. Despite the apparent terror of some visitors, the locals smile. They welcome the violent summer storms with their ferocious rain. Crete has streams, though nothing that could be referred to as rivers. Rain water drips down into natural aquifers and provides the necessary drinking water for people, animals and plants. There is also significant rainfall at times in winter – all part of the natural cycle that has, for thousands of years, made Crete into the paradise it is.

When I first visited the island, Crete was a much quieter place generally than a visitor will find it in high season these days. What was the small village of Malia, where I first stayed and enjoyed the delights of Crete, is now a thriving tourist town. But it’s still only a five-minute drive up the mountain and then less than an hour to the Plain of Lisithi, high in the mountains. How many times I have stood at its rim, staring out across the little fields at so many locally built windmills that the place looks like something out of Cervantes’ Don Quixote. In the distance is Mount Dicte, part of a long range of mountains and hills that protect the plain and which rise high above the coastal regions.

It was in Mount Dicte that the Greeks believed their father god, Zeus, had been born, the son of the great god Cronos and his wife Rhea. Other legends point to a cave in Mount Idi, some kilometres distant, but all the tales agree that Zeus was placed on Crete for safety from his tyrannical and jealous father. There he was nurtured by a she-goat, until he grew to manhood and overthrew his father to become king of the gods. It is possible to visit the caves associated with Zeus, and the area is popular in summer because it is sometimes pleasant to get away from what can be stifling heat.

The south of Crete is also worth visiting, though it has a generally rocky coast and does not attract tourists to the same extent as the north coast. Here there are other mythological tales, of Sirens and Cyclops. Sirens were believed to lure sailors to their doom by pretending to be beautiful maidens, whilst the Cyclops were ferocious one-eyed giants who would capture unsuspecting travellers and ate human flesh.

Back in the 1980s, if one took a drive into the more remote regions on a Sunday, it was possible to see old men sunning themselves in the village streets, sometimes adorned with belts of bullets, kept safe for decades after the Second World War. Crete was occupied by the forces of the Axis and, together with British forces left behind after Crete was overrun, the locals fought a ferocious guerrilla campaign, despite the fact that local civilians suffered terribly as a result. This typifies the Cretan nature, to whom freedom is everything. How many times when these elderly men were still alive I heard the expression which all Cretan males were willing to express: ‘Better dead than a slave’.

The reason Axis forces were so keen to gain and retain control of Crete was because of its strategic position. Located in the eastern part of the Mediterranean, it makes an ideal base from which to influence Greece and the southern Balkans to the north. Forces located in Crete can also regulate traffic to the east and the coast of the Levant, as well as controlling access to the Western Mediterranean. Crete became of even greater importance once the Suez Canal was opened in 1869. The Suez Canal is a shortcut that allows vessels to pass from Western Europe, via the Mediterranean Sea, into the Red Sea and the Arabian Sea beyond it, without having to travel all the way around the southern coast of Africa. Crete is strategically placed to the north-west of the Suez Canal and in the narrowest part of the Mediterranean, allowing naval forces stationed in its outstanding natural harbours to influence and even control international commerce.

Although the Suez Canal is less than two centuries old, the excellent geographical location of Crete was not lost on whoever wished to influence trade in the region, extending back not hundreds but thousands of years. This is one of the reasons why Crete has been so influenced by other European cultures. After its fascinating Minoan period, which we will deal with presently, it was settled by the Mycenaean Greeks. The Greeks were followed by the Romans – who held an empire that made control of the Mediterranean absolutely crucial.

At the end of the Roman era Crete fell under the influence of Arab rulers, before eventually being captured by the Venetians in the early 13th century. The Venetians remained in control for almost four centuries and the island became very prosperous, before the massive Ottoman Empire gained control of Crete in 1669. By 1821 Greece as a whole was fighting for its independence and the island of Crete was no exception. Decades of bitter struggle followed but Crete eventually gained its own government in 1898. In 1913 Crete opted to become part of the greater Greek state and has been administered as such ever since, except for the period between 1941 and the end of the Second World War, when Crete was controlled by Germany.

Crete is the home of many archaeological and historic sites, from periods extending back well over four thousand years. The best known of these is the ruins of the Palace of Knossos, first excavated by the British Arthur Evans in the early years of the 20th century. It was the unearthing of Knossos that led to the rediscovery of the Minoans, though in reality this is not the name members of the civilization gave themselves. Evans named the Minoans after the mythical King Minos, who is mentioned in Greek legends. The Minoans were indisputably Europe’s first ‘super civilization’. By as early as 2000 BC the island was trading far and wide across the Mediterranean and up into the Aegean. The Minoan civilization had good relations with most of the surrounding cultures, and even sent ambassadors to Ancient Egypt.

Minoan Crete had outposts in mainland Greece, Italy, almost certainly in southern Spain and also at the far eastern end of the Mediterranean, along the coast of the Levant.

The British Isles

The southern shores of the British Isles are over 2,700 kilometres north-west of Crete, but that is the distance that would be traversed by a modern passenger plane. By sea the distance from Crete to the British Isles is nearer five thousand kilometres. Whilst the British Isles are far bigger than Crete, they are also 20° further north; Crete is washed by the azure Mediterranean, but the British Isles suffer the ravages of Atlantic seas to the west and on the eastern side are battered by the North Sea, which is recognized as being one of the most treacherous and stormy stretches of water in the world.

Like Crete, the British Isles are verdant and green. True, the climate is nowhere near as mild as it is in the Mediterranean and the winters can be particularly harsh, especially towards the north, but even the very earliest farmers had no difficulty growing a range of crops or raising a multitude of animals. Early human habitation in the British Isles was a spasmodic affair. During the time humans have been present on the Earth, the climate in the British Isles has fluctuated dramatically, leading to some periods during ice ages when our early hunter-gatherer ancestors must have retreated back to more southerly latitudes.

However, by the time the Minoan civilization was growing and flourishing in far-off Crete, the British Isles were also doing well – though in a very different way. This period, towards the end of the Stone Age and into the Bronze Age, is a difficult one when it comes to knowing exactly what was taking place in the British Isles. A wet climate and acidic soils have not always been kind to archaeologists, whose only real glimpse of such a remote period on the very fringes of Western Europe comes from what these ancient people lost, abandoned or deliberately buried.

It might be assumed that life in Britain as a whole around 2000 BC was probably not so different than it appeared to be by the time the Romans invaded the larger of the British Isles early in the modern era. They found a place dotted with generally small villages and split into tribal homelands. The British Isles at the beginning of the Roman period was a place of agriculture (which is one of the reasons why the Romans wished to control the place). The people living across the islands were called ‘Celts’ by the Romans. They were an independent, aggressive and quarrelsome bunch – as likely to wage war against each other as to unite to fight the Roman invaders. By the time of the Roman invasion of AD 43 some of the bigger, more southerly British tribes were beginning to use coinage and regularly traded, both with other tribes and with outsiders, but across the British Isles as a whole there was no sense of unity and the British Celts never created what today would be considered a ‘civilization’.

Paradoxically, the very presence of the Roman invaders did cause at least some tribes to work together for a common goal but the historic enmity between many of them made it possible for the Romans to establish control over what is today England, Scotland and Wales – as much by political expediency and clever manipulation as by force of arms.

Two thousand years before the Romans arrived, the landscape of the British Isles would probably have been outwardly very similar. The main difference lay in the population. The people the Romans knew as the Celts did not begin to arrive in Britain until the Iron Age. It is generally accepted that they began to settle around 600 BC. Prior to this the British Isles were occupied by people about whom we know far less. The Stone Age and Bronze Age Britons spoke a different language, undoubtedly had different beliefs and practices and certainly behaved in a very different way compared to the later Celts.

The Celtic British Isles were a place of tribal interest and conflict, whereas going back to before 1500–2000 BC there is strong evidence of a much more integrated and co-operative population – one that was almost certainly less warlike. From the northernmost islands of Scotland, down to the tip of southern England and from the far west, right across to the North Sea, the British Isles are still covered by the evidence that our Stone Age and Bronze Age ancestors had a commonality of purpose that the Celts never knew. Beginning as early as 3500 BC, the people of the region began to create massive structures across the landscape. At first these were usually straight ceremonial tracks, sometimes extending for many kilometres. Soon these were complemented by circular earthworks, known as ‘henges’.

Henges are distinguished by having banks and ditches, with one or more entrances. There must originally have been many hundreds if not thousands of henges and some of them were colossal in size. In the north of England, near the city of Ripon, there is still to be seen an array of three giant henges. They stretch in a line across relatively flat landscape, from north-west to south-east and each of the Thornborough henges is so large it would be easily possible to fit a cathedral as large as St Paul’s into it. This undertaking alone was of epic proportions – around 3500 BC, it is impossible to imagine that it could have been achieved by a small, local population. Estimates vary, but it is unlikely that at this time there were more than a hundred thousand people living in the whole of the British Isles. All of these people had to be fed; this was achieved by subsistence farming, which would have taken up a great deal of everyone’s time. Resourcing the many thousands of hours necessary to create something on the scale of the Thornborough henges would surely have meant bringing in individuals from significant distances to help.

Nor were these the only giant henges, even in this part of the British landscape. There were others in the vicinity, just as large and just as time consuming to create. In some areas of the British Isles passage graves of a similar age to the henges are also to be found. These too are monumental structures, built in stone and covered over with great mounds of earth. Within a few centuries in Britain people had begun to drag huge stones around the landscape. These were carefully erected in circles (sometimes overlying earlier henges) or in avenues or other alignments. Most of these stones were pounded into regularity using stone mauls; on occasions they were dragged across moor and mountain for many kilometres to adorn what must have been deeply sacred sites. It is anyone’s guess how many stone circles once stood on the British Isles but since hundreds still remain, it must have been a significant number.

The people of the British Isles were not alone in these endeavours. The western shores of France, and in particular Brittany, carry similar monuments, together with amazing rows of stones that stretch for kilometres, and which date to more or less the same period as the stone circles. What all this effort was for is a question in its own right, but what must immediately be obvious is that these astounding feats could never have been contemplated without a tremendous level of co-operation on the part of the indigenous population. Even more astounding is the evidence that exactly the same units of linear measurement were used to construct these monuments, from the north of Scotland to the south of England and in Brittany, over a period of two thousand years.

There is little evidence of widespread warfare or violence across the British Isles during the long period that the henges and stone circles were being created. Burials of powerful warrior chiefs are absent until a much later date, and large defensive structures, such as the later Iron Age hill forts, are not in evidence. It is clear that most of the communal effort of the people at the end of the Stone Age and during the early Bronze Age was devoted to sizeable, communal projects that must certainly have had both a civic and a religious significance. In reality they were probably too busy co-operating in the creation of these masterpieces to contemplate petty, tribal disputes.

By the time Minoan Crete was establishing some of its most distant outposts in the Mediterranean and creating its huge palaces at home, great structures such as Avebury and Stonehenge were nearing their completion in southern Britain. One might reasonably suggest that two such apparently different cultures, though existing at the same period, could surely have had very few parallels This is exactly what I would have thought, had I not been provided with evidence that, as far apart as the British Isles and Crete were, significant links did exist between the two cultures. It is these connections I want to examine in this book, in order to establish a new understanding of European prehistory and its ultimate legacy.

A more recent connection between the British Isles and Minoan Crete also turns out to be highly significant. It comes in the form of a Victorian gentleman by the name of Arthur Evans.


Chapter 2

The Hill of Knossos

The science of archaeology as it is known and understood today is effectively a 20th-century invention. This is not to suggest that people in earlier periods failed to take an interest in the past. On the contrary, as the age of enlightenment dawned in the 18th century, a fascination with ancient history, and particularly of classical Greece and Rome, reached fever pitch in Western Europe. In particular the chance rediscovery, in 1748, of the ruins of Pompeii in Italy – a Roman city buried in a volcanic eruption in AD 79 – spawned an interest in the classical past that had much to do with the almost fanatical obsession with classicism that followed in art and architecture. However, those who first excavated sites such as Pompeii were, essentially, treasure seekers. Objects were rived from the ground with little or no understanding of context (the way one object relates to other associated finds) and apart from a known event, such as that at Pompeii, little or no attention was paid to the accurate dating of historical finds anywhere.

Of particular importance to antiquarians of the 18th and much of the 19th century were ‘collections’. These were invariably held in private hands, usually those of the rich and influential. A particular individual might go to great trouble to put together a collection of Greek vases, or Roman statuary, which would often be displayed for the benefit of the collector and perhaps his friends. In their anxiety to add to such collections, their owners were not usually too particular about how new acquisitions were obtained – or from where. As a result, a wealth of invaluable information regarding all manner of cultures was lost forever, as treasure hunters digging on any given site ignored everything they encountered which they considered to be of no material value.

In reality we probably have to be slightly charitable to those concerned. It took a very long time and a great deal of accumulated experience to catalogue the rediscovered past in a way that allowed even a rough dating of truly ancient objects to take place. Even then it was often difficult, if not impossible, to achieve anything more than an educated guess. Real accuracy in dating only became possible with extremely modern techniques, such as carbon dating. As a result, in the case of the classical cultures, a great deal of reliance was placed upon known, written historical sources, which often owed as much to legend as they did to fact. As an example, the story of the siege and the sacking of Troy, as described from Ancient Greek sources, was taken, by some at least, as being an expression of a genuine, historical event. As a result, the finds of the German Heinrich Schliemann (1822–90) at Hisserlik, Turkey in the 1870s were immediately attributed to the story of Troy, though with little or no factual evidence to back such a claim.

If it was difficult to understand historical finds from known cultures, which had left literary sources, how much more difficult was it to unravel the puzzles created by the sort of historical discoveries that were made in a place such as Britain? A local landowner might busy himself robbing a whole series of burial mounds on his estate and would happily lump together everything he found into the ubiquitous ‘collection’, without the slightest idea as to the reality of an extremely long British prehistory. The burial mounds he pillaged could have represented a broad cross-section of ancient history, from the early Bronze Age to the late Iron Age, on the way taking in several related or unrelated cultures, but to the collector they were all merely part of a shadowy prehistory about which little or nothing was known.

In the main, to the 18th-century antiquarian, it was gold, silver, statuary and the like that was of the greatest interest, whilst the simple, fragile elements of everyday life that had managed to survive were generally cast aside as worthless.
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