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SOCIETY NEWS

Forthcoming Society Events

Weekend Conference and AGM 2025

This is being held at Hillscourt Conference Centre,
Rednal, Birmingham

14-16 February 2025

Zoom Talks

(hosted via Eventbrite)

Saturday, 1 March 2025, 3pm, ‘The Tithe War, 1881-
1936’ by John Bulaitis

During the 1930s, farming communities waged a
campaign of ‘passive resistance’ against Tithe Rent-
charge, the modern version of medieval tithe. Farm-
ers refused to pay the charge, disrupted auctions of
seized stock and joined demonstrations to prevent
action by bailiffs. The ‘tithe war’ was fought outside
farms, in the courts, in the press and in the wider
arena of public opinion. It posed problems for the
Church, legal system, every political party; split the
National Farmers’ Union and provided opportunities
for the British Union of Fascists and other sections of
the extreme right.

Saturday 10 May 2025, 3pm, ‘A Nice Cup of Tea—a
Potted History of Tea’ by Sandy Leong
The British answer to any problem or crisis is often a
cup of tea! If you have had a shock or an upset
someone will make you a nice cup of tea. But how
did the British love affair with tea start? It is a fasci-
nating tale of adventure, taxes, criminality, temper-
ance, rationing and a morale booster in World War |
and Il and of a Duchess who established the ritual of
afternoon tea.

Eventbrite will provide you with a link to the session

Click on the link — if you don't already have Zoom
on your PC or phone then you will be directed to a
webpage asking you to download the application

When it has downloaded, open the application and
Zoom will automatically open the session.

If you are new to Zoom and don’t have it installed on
your desktop/laptop/tablet etc this website might be
useful. how-to-use-zoom-for-the-first-time.pdf (age
uk.org.uk)

Sending Out General Notices via Email
As a means of cutting postage costs, the Society is
considering sending out general notices to members
with email addresses as email attachments.

Please let us know if you are happy/not happy for
us to use your email address.

We will still send out notices by Royal Mail to those
without email addresses or those who do not wish
their email addresses to be used in this way.

Please send your response to the Secretary or the
Membership Secretary. (Email and Royal Mail ad-
dresses on p.2)

A Great Big Thank You from the Editor
Many thanks to everyone who has sent articles to
Open History in response to the Editor's pleas. If
your article doesn’t appear in this issue, it will appear
in the next Open Historys.

Please keep sending articles. They are still needed
more than ever. Large or small.

Used Stamps - Please continue to

send them

Many thanks to everyone who has sent the late
Lynne Hazlehurst used stamps for her charity over
the last few years. Please continue to send stamps
in memory of her, but now send them to her husband
Philip. Send them to Mr Philip Hazlehurst, 52 Cren-
don Road, Rowley Regis, West Midlands B65 8LE.
(See Philip’s letter of thanks below.)

Articles for Open History

Length doesn’'t matter. Anything you care to send will be welcomed with open arms by the Editor.

It can be very, very short or very, very long. But if the article is very LONG, it might be an idea to contact
the Editor before submitting it because the article may have to be split over two or more Open History
editions.

Contributors, especially those sending by email attachments, please put your name at the beginning or end
of the article/book review. The editor normally typesets the article/book review on the day received. However,
on occasion it can be some days before the editor is able to typeset the item, so a clue as to authorship is
welcome.

Suggested Topics for Articles

Coronation 1953

Do you remember it? What did you and your family
do. Did your parents buy their first tv set and invite

Covid-19 Lockdowns History
What did you do in 2020 and 2021? What are the
important points of the pandemic for you?
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the neighbours round? Were there street parties in
your town/street?

Black History

This is a very wide topic and not just slavery or
invited immigration from the Caribbean to the UK in
the 1950s and 1960s (the Empire Windrush genera-
tion), or racism in the UK from the 1960s onwards.
What about Black History in the UK and how far it
goes back. Was the African lady who lived in Roman
York the earliest? What about the history of Kenya
before whites arrived, the trading/intellectual centre
of Timbuktu at its zenith in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, the history of the Great Zimbabwe, etc.

What about Cheddar Man, one of the earliest
known Britons, with his dark skin and hair and bril-
liant blue eyes?

And what about the 761st Tank Battalion, known
as the Black Panthers? This African-American tank
battalion served in WW2, especially in the Battle of
the Bulge. They won one medal of honour, eleven
silver medals and 300 purple heart medals. The
Hollywood actor Morgan Freeman took part in a
documentary, released in August 2023 on Sky Histo-

ry.
Black History isn’t just for October in Open History.

Neolithic/Bronze Agel/lron Age History
Are you are interested in these periods of history
(quite a large part of human history) or even in the
Palaeolithic and Mesolithic? Write about these peri-
ods and what they mean to you.

Doesn’t have to be European based. What about
the Neolithic and Bronze Age in the rest of the world?
The rising civilisations in North Africa, the Middle
East, in India, in the Far East? What was the equiva-
lent in America.

European History

Open History doesn’t get enough articles on Europe-
an History. What about pieces on lesser known (in
the UK) countries, like Moldova, Slovenia, Bulgaria,
the mountain kingdoms of Navarre and Andorra?

Australian History

The Australian mining rushes (gold, silver, zinc, iron).
What about comparison between the histories of
towns in Australia and the UK. Croydon, England
and Croydon, North Queensland, or Ipswich, Suffolk
and Ipswich, near Brisbane. Don’t restrict it to Aus-
tralia? What about Birmingham, England and Bir-
mingham, Alabama?

Industrial History
Write about the industry in your local area. Sheffield
cutlers, potteries in the most unusual places, glass

industry in Smethwick, Stourport, Gloucester, Tayn-
ton in the Forest of Dean.

Migration

This is what Brexit is partly about, so articles on
human migration over history please. Humans have
been migrating for several hundred-thousand years,
but is it only since the Neolithic and the beginning of
farming that there has been conflict between the
settled population and incomers? What did the Ne-
anderthals think about the immigrant Homo Sapiens
coming to Europe and taking their hunting grounds?

Also a Plea to Anyone Who has given
Talks at the Society’s Conference or

Lecture Day
Please send in your talk so that the rest of the
membership can enjoy it too.

Images for Reproduction with Articles

and Book Reviews

Please supply images or illustrations in separate
computer files. This is because there are problems in
the reproduction of such images embedded in Word
files as pdf files for printing.

Book Reviews

Would you like to review a book for Open History?
Contact the editor with the title and publisher of the
book you would like to review and she will try to
arrange for you to receive a copy of the book (free)
or a pdf version.

News Items
Send in news items/news cuttings via email or Royal
Mail. They are always appreciated.

Deadlines
The deadline for the next Open History (173) is 15
April 2025.

Also it is possible occasionally that issues of Open
History will fill up with articles (five or six per issue)
weeks or even months in advance. So if you have an
idea for an article that needs to be in a certain issue,
please contact the editor in advance. Otherwise, you
might be disappointed.

The deadlines for 2025/26 are: 15 April 2025
(OH173, Summer 2025); 15 July 2025 (OH174, Au-
tumn 2025); 15 October 2025 (OH175, Winter 2025);
15 January 2026 (OH176, Spring 2026)
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OPEN HISTORY NEWS

Many thanks to those who sent snippets of news for Open History News, including Alan Hunter. But the plea
from the Editor of Open History is please send me any history or archaeology news you find in the media. If
possible please send as email attachment, or just let me know the media source and the title of the news

item. | can then find it online.

Hoards of 2014 — Update

Galloway Hoard on Its Travels
A hoard of Viking hack silver, gold objects and an
Anglo-Saxon cross, known as the Galloway Hoard,
is going on its worldwide travels in 2025. Its first stop
is the South Australia Museum, Adelaide.

The hoard, buried in ¢.900 AD, was found in Dum-
fries and Galloway in 2024 by a metal detectorist.
(The i Paper, 23 November 2024.)

Hoards of 2020 and 2023- Update

Snake Ring and Medieval Coins

In 2020 a metal detectorist found a snake ring which
has now been dated to the first century AD in an area
south of Carlisle. The ring was declared ‘treasure’ in
October 2024.

A hoard of medieval coins dated between the late
thirteenth century and the mid-fifteenth century found
by a group of detectorists in 2023 is being assessed
under the Treasure Act of 1996. The coins were
found in a field near Okehampton Castle, Devon.
(The i Paper, 22 October 2024.)

(The hoard may have been buried during the Wars
of the Roses.)

Hoards of 2023 — Update

Roman Coin Replicated by An Anglo-Saxon

In the late fifth to early sixth century an Anglo-Saxon
coin maker replicated a gold solidus of the Emperor
Honorius. It has the emperor on one side and a
Christian symbol on the other. The Anglo-Saxon
maker was almost certainly not a Christian, but just
wanted to copy a Roman coin, which he then made
into a gold pendant.

This is highly unusual. Normally, the Anglo-Saxons
made pendants out of Roman coins they found in
abandoned buildings and cities in Britain. This coin-
pendant was made from scratch.

The coin was found by a metal detectorist near
Attleborough, Norfolk in 2023. It was declared ‘treas-
ure’ in October 2024. An unnamed museum plans to
buy it. (BBC News online, 20 October 2024.)

Roman Coin Hoard of Time of Emperor Nero
A hoard of Roman coins dating to the reign of the
Emperor Nero (AD 60s) has gone on display at
Worcester's Art Gallery and Museum until March
2025.

The coins and the ceramic pot they were deposited
in were discovered during building work in 2023 at
Leigh and Bransford to the west of Worcester. Most

of the 1368 coins were silver denarii. It represented
enough money to pay six Roman soldiers for a year.

One theory is that the hoard is the savings of a
wealthy local farmer. At the time Worcester, called
Vertis by the Romans, was close to the edge of the
empire. The hoard may have been buried at the time
of the Boudiccan Revolt in AD 60-61. (The i Paper,
14 January 2025.)

Heritage Crimes of the 1970s
‘Smuggled’ Cannons in the Tower of London
These rare cannon, which were allegedly ‘smuggled
out of Irish waters by a “gang of British treasure
hunters™ in the 1970s, have been a source of dispute
between the Irish and UK governments since the
1990s, according to documents newly released by
the Irish National Archives in Dublin.

The National Museum of Ireland, the Irish Depart-
ment of Foreign Affairs and the Irish chief state
solicitor made repeated claims for the return of the
cannon.

The cannon were ‘illegally smuggled’ from a Wa-
terford shipwreck in the 1970s and then sold on — ‘at
the “knock-down” price of £3,250 to a senior official
from the Tower of London, who did not ask about
their provenance. The cannon subsequently went on
display at the Tower and Royal Armouries.

The Maritime Institute of Ireland said to the Tower
of London in the 1990s that laws in both Ireland and
the UK had been broken by the smugglers and the
Tower of London. (The Guardian, 28 December
2024.)

Where are the cannon now?

Heritage Crime 2024

Heritage Crime or Just a Publicity Stunt?

In what seems to be an outrageous stunt to advertise
a film, eight Airbnb users and their partners will be
invited to stage mock duels inside the Colosseum in
Rome after normal opening hours on 7 and 8 May
2025.

The deal, a £1.2m sponsorship for the Colosseum
Archaeological Park (CAP), was announced as the
film Gladiator Il opened in Italy. It was immediately
condemned as turning Rome into Disneyland. The
CAP argued that the deal, and others like it, would
help finance an education programme and other
projects. The i Paper, 16 November 2024.)
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Export Bans of 2025

Anglo-Saxon Panel

This Anglo-Saxon panel was found by a metal detec-
torist in 2013 in East Yorkshire. It is made of gold and
garnets. The government has put a ban on the export
of this important until 25 March 2025 to allow a UK
gallery or museum to buy it. Its value is set at £4,000.
(The i Paper, 28 January 2025.)

Auctions of 2024

Napoleon’s Brace of Pistols

A brace of pistols made by Boutet of Versaillles for
Napoleon Bonaparte were given by the then ex-em-
peror to Captain John Marshall, as he and his entou-
rage waited on board HMS Bellerophon off the
Devon coast in August 1815 for the British govern-
ment to decide his fate. (Napoleon wanted to live in
England as an exile, but that was refused, and he
ended up on St. Helena.)

The pistols were expected to make £14,000 when
they were sold in London on 4 December 2024. They
actually made £37,000. (The i Paper, 23 November
2024; Whatsthejam online, 6 December 2024.)

Museum News

Ulster Museum’s Troubles and Beyond Project
The Ulster Museum’s latest phase of its Troubles
and Beyond is Voices of '74. 1974 saw the Ulster
Workers’ Council strike that ‘brought the region to a
halt’, the Sunningdale Agreement which tried to es-
tablish a power-sharing executive. Voices of 74
includes oral history from thirty people — ‘an author
and television reporter, a teenage loyalist political
prisoner, a civil rights activist, a nurse, and an intern-
ee and member of Sinn Féin. (The i Paper, 25 Octo-
ber 2024.)

British Museum Gifted £1bn of Chinese Ceramics
The Sir Percival David Foundation has donated £1bn
of Chinese ceramics dating from the third century to
the twentieth century to the British Museum, making
it the largest collection of Chinese artefacts ‘outside
of the Chinese-speaking world’.

One of the items is a cup decorated with a chicken
used to serve wine to the Chenghua emperor in the
1400s.

Some of the items will be loaned to the Shanghai
Museum in China and the Metropolitan Museum in
New York. (BBC News Online, 13 November 2024)

New Finds at Pompeii and Hercula-

neum

CT Scans and Al Deciphering Papyri

Papyrus from the Villa of the Papyri in Herculaneum
are fragile, charred, elongated lumps. Previous at-
tempts at reading the scrolls in the 300 years since
they were discovered as led to scrolls being dam-
aged or even shattering into tiny fragments.

Then in 2023 computer scientists were invited to
read small parts of a papyri thought to be by the
philosopher Philodemus and compete for prizes.
They do it using CT scanned images and algorithms.
The top prize was won by three students in Germa-
ny, Switzerland and the US for reading fifteen col-
umns of 2000 characters — even though none of
them were Greek speakers. This proved that the
‘instruments work’.

A second challenge was issued in August 2024. In
this challenge the investors and entrepreneurs want
the computer scientists competing to read entire
scrolls laser-scanned by researchers from Pisa Uni-
versity and the Victor Emmanuel Il National Library
in Naples, where the scrolls and fragments from the
Villa of the Papyri are kept in grey metal cabinets.

Itis hoped that soon annotated editions of the texts
will appear on the internet and be open access. (The
i Paper, 19 October 2024.)

Tiny House in Pompeii Found

The House of Phaedra is a tiny house which has just
been uncovered by excavations in Pompeii. Like
many houses in Pompeii, the House of Phaedra —
named after a demi-goddess — has high quality erotic
frescoes.

Another, not typical, feature is that the house’s
atrium has been replaced by a private bath house. It
was quite unusual, since most people in Pompeii
used the nearest public bathhouse. (The Guardian,
26 October 2024; BBC News online, 17 January
2025.)

Old Ships
New Home for Two Historic Ships
Spider T, a sloop built in 1927, and HMS Pickle, a
replica of the ship which brought the news of the
victory at Trafalgar and the death of Admiral Lord
Nelson, were given new homes in Hull Marina in
December 2024.

The Spider T transported goods on the River Hum-
ber. (The i Paper, 9 December 2024.)

Library Book Returned Very Late
113 years late. It was borrowed from the library of St
Bees school, Cumbria, on 25 September 1911. The
borrower was Leonard Ewbank. The book was Poet-
ry of Byron. It was found by a man in Carmarthen-
shire and returned in October 2024

Mr Ewbank later went on to study at Queen’s
College, Oxford, and then enlisted as a lieutenant in
the 15th Border regiment in 1915. He died in battle
near Ypres on 23 February 1916 and was buried at
the Railway Dugouts Burial Ground in Ypres, aged
twenty-three.

St Bede’s said it was ‘honoured’ to have the book
back and would not charge an overdue fine. (The
Guardian, 19 October, 2024.)
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What the New Finds at Petra Reveal —
Or Not

The ‘spectacular monuments’ at Petra are renown
the world over, but we still know very little about the
people, the Nabataean, who carved them out of the
red stone in the Jordanian desert. We know that the
Nabataeans were a people who ruled from Damas-
cus from northern Saudi Arabia and controlled the
trade routes and trade in important and valuable
aromatics such as frankincense and myrrh. The
Nabataean empire became very rich and powerful, at
a time of the Roman Empire.

The Nabataeans had coins showing that they had
queens as well as kings and that women could be
powerful in their own right, owning property and
having political power. They were a literate people,
but left very little written records. They had buildings
at Petra influenced by Hellenic architecture, which is
not surprising when you realise that after Alexander
the Great a lot of the Middle East and Egypt was
ruled by the generals Alexander installed and their
descendants.

The new finds, which were trumpeted in a Discov-
ery History Channel documentary in October 2024,
according to some experts in the field, were hyped
more than they should have been. The tomb where
the new dig was done was already known. It is called
the Khasneh or Treasury. (The Jordanian depart-
ment of antiquities had already excavated two tombs
nearby and left this one for the time being.)

The dig found twelve bodies and grave goods of
bronze, iron and pottery. But what they signify no one
knows yet. (The Guardian, 19 October 2024.)

Thousands of Bodies Found in Un-

marked Graves in Bristol

The site of the unmarked graves at Blackberry Hill
Hospital, Stapleton, Bristol, was found by archaeolo-
gists from Cotswold Archaeology excavating ahead
of a housing development. Over 4,500 people were
buried in the grounds of the hospital.

The archaeologists excavated the site over five
years. Where the hospital was built the site had a
long history. It had been the site a prison in the late
eighteenth century for Prisoners of War (PoWs)
through to the 1830s. The prisoners came from
France, Spain, Holland and the USA (we were at war
with the Americans in 1812).

In the 1830s the prison was no longer in use for
PoWs and Bristol, in the middle of a cholera out-
break, needed a hospital in the area. Then five years
later the hospital became a workhouse.

Most of the graves were from the time when the
building was a workhouse between 1837 and the late
nineteenth century. Some may date to the Napoleon-
ic Wars (1792-1815).

All the bodies found so far have been treated with
dignity and re-interred in special vault on the site of

Blackberry Hill Hospital. (Bristol Post, 22 October
2024.)

Mayan City Found by PhD Student in

Mexico Jungle

A large Mayan city has been discovered by a PhD
archaeology student, Luke Auld-Thomas of Tulane
University, Lousiana. He was studying LiDAR imag-
es of the Mexican jungle in Campeche state, done by
a Mexican organisation monitoring the environment,
when he saw something which the environmentalists
had missed. He saw the remains of a huge Mayan
city.

Mr Auld-Thomas and Professor Marcello Canuto
looked at the LiDAR images in detail and found the
city had pyramids, ball/games courts, roads to con-
nect areas and amphitheatres, about 6,764 build-
ings. It would have been home to 30-50,000 people
at its zenith from 750 to 850 AD.

Professor Canuto thinks that LiDAR will help dis-
cover as many Mayan cities in the Mexican jungles
in a very few years as archaeologists found in the
last hundred years. (BBC News Online, 29 October
2024, via Anita Jays.)

The Sinking of the Lisbon Maru

This is the title of a Chinese documentary about a
Japanese ship in WW2 and its cargo of British and
Canadian prisoners of war (POWSs). The film was
going to be China’s entry for the Best International
Feature prize at the 2025 Oscars — much to the
surprise of the director, Fang Li. However, because
the film had more than 40% English dialogue track it
was not accepted.

Mr Fang, then a businessman, learnt about the fate
of the Lisbon Maru when he visited the island of
Dongiji in the Zharshan archipelago and talked to
fishermen who were there in 1942,

So what was the fate of the Lisbon Maru? It was an
unmarked ship and had been a troop carrier. It had
no indications that it now carried POWSs as it sailed
through the East China Sea. The US Navy was also
in the East China Sea. One of their ships, the USS
Grouper, saw the Japanese ship, torpedoed it on 1
October 1942.

Of the 1816 British and Canadian POWSs on the
ship more than 800 drowned or were shot by Japa-
nese soldiers from the Lisbon Maru and machine
gunned by from other Japanese ships as they tried
to escape. The POWs were being kept in the most
appalling conditions in the hold. When the torpedo
struck the hatches on the hold were battened down.
The men in the hold battered the hatches open. 1028
POWs escaped, but many drowned. When the
POWSs of the Royal Artillery realised they couldn’t
escape they started singing: ‘It's along way to Tip-
perary’.

644 POWSs were rescued/recaptured from the sea
by the Japanese. 384 POWSs were rescued by Chi-
nese fishermen, who had seen the smoke and the
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debris, and taken back to Dongji. But 381 of them
were recaptured by the Japanese. Three POWs, J.C.
Fallace, W. C.Johnstone, and A.J.W. Evans, were
hidden by the Chinese, and eventually made their
way back to England. The Chinese fishermen of
Dongiji had no love for the Japanese, who had invad-
ed their country in the mid-1930s.

Mr Fang, for whom the documentary is a passion
project made without official support from the Chi-
nese government, talked to the old fishermen from
Dongiji Island and their relatives. He also talked to the
descendants of the captain of the Lisbon Maru, who
was convicted of war crimes in 1947.

The Lisbon Maru had set sail from Hong Kong with
the POWs after that colony was captured by the
Japanese. There is a memorial to the POWSs in the
Lisbon Maru in the chapel at St. Stephen’s College,
Hong Kong. In 2007 the survivors had a reunion on
board HMS Belfast, London.

In addition, Mr Fang placed an advert in The
Guardian and The Observer in 2018, to contact any
surviving POWs or their relatives. He got 380 re-
sponses.

From all of this research, Mr Fang put together the
story of the end of the Lisbon Maru and the stories of
the POWSs and their Chinese rescuers. For Mr Fang
the film is a memorial to the 828 POWs who died and
the over 300 who survived. In 2022 President Xi
Jinping had a letter hand delivered by the Chinese
ambassador to the daughter of one of the last surviv-
ing POWs from the Lisbon Maru.

Since the making of the film it has been very
popular in China. In November 2024 Mr Fang was
looking for UK distributor. (The Guardian, 2 Novem-
ber 2024.)

‘Time-capsule’ Records Found on RN
Ship

Letters, a postcard, newspaper cuttings, photo-
graphs were amongst the old records dating back to
WW?2 found on HMS Chiddingfold, a forty-year old
RN vessel as it was on operations in the Gulf. When
HMS Chiddingfold was launched in 1983 the WW?2
records from a previous RN ship of the same name
were transferred to it. (The i Paper, 9 November
2024.)

HMS Chiddingfold was named after a RN destroy-
er which had served in WW2 protecting convoys in
the North Atlantic and the English Channel. This
HMS Chiddingfold was retired after the war, then
refitted and given to the new Indian Naval Service
and renamed INS Ganga.

Historic England’s At Risk Register

2024

Historic England has added 155 buildings to its at
risk register. This includes twenty-six London build-
ings. Some of them are:

Jacobean Charlton House, Greenwich

Smith Square Hall, the Baroque church in Westmin-
ster, is also a concert hall

Stoke Newington Town Hall

(Timeout, 15 November 2024.)

‘Sacred Arc’ Stone Circles on

Dartmoor
A lifetime’s work by a local archaeology Alan Enda-
cott and volunteers has discovered a series of Neo-
lithic stone circles on the high points of Dartmoor.

The first one, Sittaford, was found by Alan and his
team in 2007. In 2024 two more have been found,
adding credibility to the theory that a ‘sacred arc of
monuments’ was built on Dartmoor. One of the cir-
cles had similarities to the Stripple Stones on Bodmin
Moor, the Ring of Brodgar in Orkney and the earliest
phase of Stonehenge. Trade and widely travelled
people meant there would have been a lot of contact
between these places.

The other henge was off to one side as if it was a
gateway for pilgrims to the rest of the arc. (The
Guardian, 16 November 2024.)

Gladiator Knife Handle

A Roman knife with a handle in the form of a gladiator
was found in the River Tyne near Corbridge by two
divers. It dates from the first to second AD.

The knife and its handle may have been bought as
a souvenir and might depict a real-life, left-handed
gladiator.

The knife handle goes on display at Corbridge
Roman Town sometime in 2025. (The i Paper, 16
November 2024.)

Two Ancestors of Homo Sapiens Lived
Close to Each Other

Two of our human ancestors, Homo erectus and
Paranthropus, lived at the same time in the same
place in the Turkana Basin in Kenya. The evidence
for this comes from muddy footprints on the shore of
a Kenyan lake. They were researched by palaeoan-
thropologist Louise Leakey, daughter and grand-
daughter of two famous palaeoanthropologists,
Richard and Louis Leakey.

Unlike the dating of fossils, the dating of footprints
can be quite precise. The footprints have been dated
to 1.5m years ago. What is more, research says that
the footprints were made within days, if not hours of
each other. The two human species would have
seen each other in the area, possibly even influ-
enced each other in some way. (The i Paper, 30
November 2024.)

The skeleton of a young Homo erectus person,
known as Turkana Boy, was found in the Turkana
Basin in the 1980s. He lived at about the same time
as the footprints. (Wikipedia, Turkana Boy.)
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Central Thessaloniki’s Rapid Transit
Through 2,300 Years of History

Thessaloniki, the capital of northern Greece, has had
to suffer decades of controversy and inept govern-
ment with regard to the building of its underground
rapid transit system.

Thessaloniki (known as Salonika in the early twen-
tieth century and once a city of Macedonian) has a
history going back millennia to the Romans, then
under Byzantium and later the Ottomans. Excavating
and building the rapid transit system was bound to be
complex, even though the system only has a 6 mile
track.

But then the sheer numbers of ancient artefacts
unearthed once spades were put in the ground
(300,000 at the end) stunned everyone and forced
the engineers to call in the archaeologists and histo-
rians to work with them. Amongst the items found
were two marble squares, an early Christian basilica,
Roman streets and water engineering, plus ancient
Greek burials full of jewellery and gold. ‘Signature
pieces will be shown at the thirteen “archaeo-sta-
tions”.

The system, with ‘driverless trains and hi-tech
automation’, opened at the end of November 2024,
twenty-two years after it first started to be built and
twelve years after it was originally planned for com-
pletion. (The Guardian, 30 November 2024.)

New Buildings Found at Huttons Am-
bo, North Yorkshire

This parish in North Yorkshire was first excavated in
the 1950s, when twelfth century and thirteenth centu-
ry fortified buildings were found in Low Hutton, as
well as glazed pottery from the thirteenth century
named after the parish.

Archaeologists from Ethos Heritage CIC returned
to the site in 2023 with small scale excavations. They
found Medieval,Roman, Bronze Age and Neolithic
artefacts, animal bones and building material — 6,000
years of human occupation.

These excavations were expanded in 2024 and the
archaeologists found two previously unknown medi-
eval buildings. One may have been connected to the
nearby twelfth-to-thirteenth century fortified manor of
Hutton Colswain.

The second building was dated to the fifteenth
century and remained in use until the eighteenth
century, and was probably the house of a wealthy
farming/local gentry family. But there is no written
record of such a building.

Earlier finds from the Roman period from the first
to third centuries, along with Roman building materi-
als and local grey pottery, and a large bank ditch,
show the possible presence of a Roman building of
unknown use. (Current Archaeology, December
2024.)
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Workers Find Ancient Statue under the

Acropolis in Athens

Workers laying a gas pipeline near the Acropolis
found an ancient statue of a nude young man buried
upright in a brick-lined pit. The statue has been
identified possibly of the god Hermes. It might have
once graced the townhouse of a wealthy Athenian.
(The i Paper, 10 December 2024.)

Identity of Medieval Icon Painter Dis-

covered

For centuries the name and identity of a medieval
icon painter was a mystery. The icon painter, who put
a little more humanity into his religious paintings,
operated from the late thirteenth century to the early
fourteenth century. He was known by the nickname
Manuel Panselinos — or Manuel of the full moon.

By looking at the handwriting on the icons he
painted with the lettering on a manuscript in Paris by
a known person, experts think they now know the
real name of the painter. He was loannis Astrapas
and he was a member of the Macedonian School of
painting in Thessaloniki. (The i Paper, 6 December
2024.)

Cannibalism in Bronze Age Somerset
Human remains dated to the Early Bronze Age were
found in a saft 15 metres deep at Charthouse Warren
in Somerset. The human bones were in 3,000 frag-
ments, the remains of thirty-seven women, men and
children.

A recent analysis of the bones showed all the
people died from blunt force trauma. In addition,
many bones had cut marks, similar to those found on
butchered animals. So were these people killed and
then eaten by their enemies as a way to dehumanise
them?

Other similar ancient human remains have been
found at nearby Gough’s Cave in Cheddar Gorge,
but this was probably part of the funerary rituals.

The Charterhouse Warren killings look like a sur-
prise raid on a settlement and the cannibalism a way
of ‘othering’ the victims and treating them with ex-
treme disrespect, throwing the remains down a hole.

So the Early Bronze Age wasn’t as peaceful as
archaeologists have previously thought. (The i Pa-
per, 16 December 2024.)

National Heritage List for England

2024 Additions

256 buildings and sites have been added to the
National Heritage List for England in 2024. They
include:

An electricity junction in Huddersfield built only three
years after electricity arrived in the town.
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A ‘Brutalist’ 1960s church in Bristol's Broadmead
shopping centre

Browndown First World War practice trenches, Gos-
port, Hampshire

Three seventeenth century tombs in St. Clements,
Leigh-on-Sea, Essex, including one of a woman,
Mary Ellis, who was said to be 119 years old when
she died; Mary Haddock, mother of eighteenth cen-
tury Admiral Richard Haddock; Mary Haddock’s fa-
ther Wiliam Goodlad, who developed British
maritime routes, ‘including charting the first whaling
expedition to Norway’. (The i Paper, 18 December
2024.0

Humans Did Not Cause the Demise of
Giant Sloths

Recent research has found that yes the first humans
to reach the Americas did hunt giant sloths. They
made items out of giant sloth osteoderms (bony
structures).

Giant sloths lived from Argentina in the south to
Alaska in the north.

Even more recent discoveries show that humans
lived with giant sloths in the savannahs and wetlands
of the Americas for at least 10,000 years ‘without
making them go extinct’.

What circumstances did cause the demise of the
giant sloth is now a mystery, but it wasn’t us. (The i
Paper, 21 December 2024.)

Vasari Corridor of Florence

Built in 1565 by Giorgio Vasari for Cosimo | de’
Medici, Duke of Florence, the Vasari Corridor is a
narrow 750 metre passageway over the Arno at the
Ponte Vecchio. The original purpose of the corridor
was to connect the Uffizi Gallery (the centre of the
city’s government) with the Medici Pitti Palace and
the Boboli Gardens and give Cosimo and his entou-
rage protection from potential assassins and not
have his progression held up by the crowds on the
Ponte Vecchio.

The Vasari Corridor is famous for the small win-
dows, all seventy-three of them, through which Duke
Cosimo would have had a grand view of what was
happening in the city, and more importantly in the
sixteenth century, of the fisheries, mills and industry
around the River Arno.

The corridor was for the Duke, his guests and later
on, dictators and Europe’s elite, latterly study groups
and rare private tours. The people of Florence and
ordinary tourists were not allowed in, until now. For
€18 on top of the €25 fee to enter the museums of
the Uffizi Galleries.

The Vasari Corridor has undergone a restoration
from 2016 to 2024. (The Guardian, 21 December
2024.)
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Stonehenge — The Neolithic Statement
of Unity

For a long time Stonehenge has been seen as a
religious structure and a calendar, a place where
rites were practised to mark the winter and midsum-
mer solstices. What if it was also a place of political
unity for the whole of Britain? That is one theory put
forward by Professor Mike Parker Pearson. (Anoth-
er, which has archaeological evidence, is that Stone-
henge was a place of burial, a place of the dead. Not
far away, and closed to Durrington Walls, a large
circle of pits recently discovered, could have been
the place of the living.)

After all, we know that the bluestones came from
the Presili Hills, possibly from an already existing
henge, which was then re-erected on Salisbury Plain
with a bank and ditch. Later the sarsen stones from
12 miles away were added and the henge made into
a different configuration and with trilithons and the
horseshoe trilithons in the centre. All in a couple of
hundred years.

We know that the army of people who built and
rebuilt Stonehenge lived in the settlement at Dur-
rington Walls. We also know that they came from far
and wide from the isotopes in the teeth of the live-
stock they brought with them for the feasts.

Then came the shock discovery in 2024 that the
‘Altar’ stone came not from the Presili Hills like the
bluestones, but from the Orkneys.

This part of Salisbury Plain had been a place of
significance and ritual ever since Mesolithic people
arrived there to hunt aurochs (think large cattle with
attitude), horses, elk and deer.

Professor Parker Pearson think the ‘Altar’ stone
might have arrived at a time of great change to
reinforce the idea of unity. People from Europe with
metal-working skills were beginning to arrive. (The i
Paper, 21 December 2024.)

Volcano Famine Mystery Solved

In 1831 a volcano, Zavaritskii, on the island of Simu-
shir, part of the Kuril Islands in the Sea of Okhotsk,
erupted. The eruption caused a global cooling of 1
degree C. It also caused crop failures and famines,
however, not quite on the scale of 1816 — the year
without a summer.

Whilst the location of the volcano which caused the
year without a summer in 1816 (Mount Tambora in
Indonesia) has been known for some time, the loca-
tion of the 1831 volcano was a mystery until recently.
Scientists from St Andrews University, Scotland,
looked at polar ice cores dating to 1831 and ana-
lysed the microscopic shards of ash, in collaboration
with other scientists from Japan and Russia. (The
Kuril Islands in the Western Pacific are close to both
Japan and Russia and have belonged to either coun-
try at one time or another — currently owned by
Russia.)

The analysing and delving into Kuril records took
some time, but eventually at the end of 2024, the



Open History 172

team announced they had found the source of the
1831 eruption. (The i Paper, 31 December 2024.)

The Painted Throne Room

In a Moche palace room at Pafiamarca in northern
central Peru, known as the Hall of the Moche Imagi-
nary, spectacular wall paintings were found. Then in
2024 a decorated earthen throne was found. It was
not a symbol; the backrest was worn. Then the wall
paintings of a procession was discovered, telling the
archaeologists the gender of the backsides that sat
on the throne — women. The procession wall painting
had a woman at its centre, holding a rattle and a
sceptre, and wearing an elaborate headdress, hair
braids. Images of this woman have been found in a
smaller wall paintings, including one in which she is
seated on a throne like the one found. This shows
the Moche had a female leader from c. AD 600, the
date of the two rooms found so far.

The archaeologists also found a room, called the
Hall of the Braided Serpents. Where the Hall of the
Moche Imaginary was secluded from the rest of the
complex, the Hall of the Braided Serpents looked out
onto a plaza and was probably a place of gathering.
(Current World Archaeology, December
2024/January 2025.)

Armenia, the Earliest Christian
Country

Did you know that Armenia was the first country to
adopt Christianity as its state religion? This was in
AD 301, a few years before the Emperor Constantine
made it the official religion of the Roman Empire.

The first church in Armenia was built in Artaxata,
the capital from the early second century BC to the
fifth century AD, but was later superseded and for-
gotten, when the courses of the two rivers it was built
nearby changed and caused flooding.

The the first church was found in ancient Artaxata
in2018. In 2024 a joint Armenian-German archaeolo-
gy team investigated the octagonal church. It was
deliberately burnt to the ground at its end, but there
are still substantial parts of it surviving. It had an
ornate marble floor imported from the Mediterranean,
where there were similar churches in the Eastern
Mediterranean in the fourth century AD.

Two of the church’s wooden beams have been
dated to the mid-fourth century along with pottery
finds, about the time of Armenia’s adoption of Chris-
tianity. (Current World Archaeology, December
2024/January 2025.)

New Centre of Archaeology
Huddersfield University is the new home of the Cen-
tre of Archaeology. The Centre was previously at the
University of Staffordshire.

The new Centre will link up with the Holocaust
North. The Centre will work on sites in the UK and
abroad.
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At a time when the Centre for Applied Archaeology
at Salford University has closed, the opening of the
new centre is very welcome. (Current Archaeology,
January 2025.)

‘King Arthur’s Hall’ Dated to the
Neolithic

‘King Arthur's Hall’ is a rectangular monument on
Bodmin Moor. It has a bank of earth and stone with
fifty-six standing stones on the top.

Excavations took place on the monument in 2022
by the Cornish Archaeology Unit (CAU). Test sam-
ples for Optically Stimulated Luminescence (OSL)
were taken of the soils underneath to date the earli-
est phase of the monument. The analysis was done
by the Universities of Reading, Newcastle and St.
Andrews. The date that came back was 6000 years
Before Present (BP)- Middle Neolithic — before the
large stone phase of Stonehenge.

Unlike Stonehenge, the stones at ‘King Arthur's
Hall’ were local, possibly even from the sunken inte-
rior of the monument.

The monument was used for various activities until
the early thirteenth century AD. In the Iron Age the
sunken interior was ‘cleared out'. It was later used as
a domestic animal pound. From the eleventh century
to the thirteenth century AD it was used as a ‘tin
stream-working reservoir’.

‘King Arthur’s Hall’, as a rectangular monumental
of the Middle Neolithic is unique in the UK, Ireland
and Europe. (Current Archaeology, January 2025.)

Homo Heidelbergensis in Oxfordshire
Excavations in north Abingdon, Oxfordshire have
found evidence of ancient humans and ancient lost
river channels. The excavations were twelve test-pits
and two boreholes in small areas.

The ancient river is thought to be part of the Lodge
Hill Channel, an interglacial channel. Fossilised snail
shells, freshwater fish bones, plant material and
pollen was dated to between 500,000 and 600,000
years BP, the Middle Pleistocene.

Evidence for the presence of Homo heidelbergen-
sis came in the form of worked flint tools and a piece
of a large hand axe on the edge of an interglacial
channel. Homo heidelbergensis was the ancestor of
Denisovans and Neanderthals. They hunted in Brit-
ain in warmer times between Ice Age 800,000
400,000 BP.

Future work on the site is hoped to provide more
information on the environment and the presence of
early humans. (Current Archaeology, January 2025.)

Ex-Nuclear Bunker in Northern Ireland

to be Archive

The Northern Ireland Regional War Room was a
building amongst houses in South Belfast. It was
built in about 1952 with thick walls and with the ability
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to accommodate forty-five people and be the centre
of civil government if there was a nuclear attack.

At the end of the Cold War the building was closed.
Now the Northern Ireland government are repurpos-
ing the building to hold archives such as databases,
written records, maps and digital material held by the
Historic Environment Record of Northern lIreland.
(The i Paper, 4 January 2025.)

Citizen Archaeologists

There are quite a few citizen archaeologist projects
these days. And a number of long-running projects,
like Vindolanda, use citizen archaeologists. And then
there are the archaeology societies, full of citizen,
students and professional archaeologists.

Recently, there has been DigVenture and its Big
Digs every summer. And the Make Your Mark cam-
paign together with the Scottish Refugee Council,
have designed ‘archaeology taster sessions’ for peo-
ple who would not ordinarily get involved in archaeol-
ogy. ‘It's not just Oxford dons doing it.’

One of the long-term citizen archaeology projects
is a community archaeology project at East Lomond
Hillfort near Falkland in Fife. Here the retired, the
young and everyone in between help to discover the
history and archaeology of the hillfort — which is
thought to have been in use from the second or third
century AD to 700AD.

In 2024 the excavation at East Lomond made a
rare and very significant discovery — a spear butt, a
metal fitting placed over the end of a wooden spear
shaft to counterbalance the spearhead, and possibly
save the shaft from damage. The spear butt was
made of bronze and had Pictish symbols incised all
over it. It was found by citizen archaeologist and
retiree Joe Fitzpatrick, along with the leader of the
dig, Professor Gordon Noble of the University of
Aberdeen. (The Guardian, 4 January 2025.)

‘Parallel Histories’

No, this is not about ‘What if..’/Counterfactual Histo-
ry. ‘Parallel Histories’ is an educational charity. It's
aim is to help teachers when it comes to teaching
about controversial historic subjects such as the
British Empire, The Troubles in Northern Ireland, the
origins of the present conflicts in the Middle East and
the War in Ukraine.

Some schools and teachers are so concerned
about parental criticism/backlash that the history
curriculum has been restricted to distant periods and
distant geography.*

‘Parallel Histories promotes new ways to study
conflict, helping teachers to explore the roots of
contemporary wars with their students, and assess
the legacy of leaders such as Churchill.” In doing so
it aims to be ‘an antidote to populism and extremism’
and to get students to walk a mile in someone else’s
shoes/history.

The charity uses primary sources contemporary to
events to aid the debate and asks students to be
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advocates for two different/opposites views. This
sounds very exciting and will give students the
means to think for themselves and to examine claims
for this, that and the other from all sides. And be an
antidote to fake news.

When the charity published an ebook on the War
in Ekraine and the claims Putin used to justify his
invasion to the Russian people, the ebook asked:
‘Can you see how he is convincing people?’

I do hope this is how history is being taught to my
granddaughters and their generation. It is just such a
fascinating and useful way to engage students.
Where can | donate? (The Guardian, 11 January
2025.)

[Editor. In the case of some controversial histories
the causes started so long ago, schools would have
to go back to the last Ice Age to avoid the possibility
of criticism and backlash.]

The Anthony Blunt Scandal Kept from

the Late Queen for a Decade

Anthony Blunt, once one of the ‘Cambridge Five’ spy
ring, along with Kim Philby, Guy Burgess, John
Cairncross and Donald Maclean, had been spying
for Soviet Russia since the 1930s, when he was
recruited at Cambridge University. Burgess and Ma-
clean defected to Russia in 1951 and Philby, once
tipped to be head of MI6, in 1963. Blunt, who was
then Keeper of the Royal Pictures, was also thought
to be a detection risk in the 1950s by MI5.

According to papers released by the National Ar-
chives at Kew, Blunt made a confession in 1963 after
Philby’s defection. In return for his confession he was
allowed to keep his position at the Queen’s court and
granted immunity from prosecution. Because it was
feared that the scandal would be too great, MI5 and
MI6 kept a lid on things, even to the extent of not
telling Queen Elizabeth. But possibly she had been
broadly made aware of concerns about the man in
the 1950s. She was said not to care for Blunt and
met him but rarely.

The late Queen was not the only one kept in the
dark the documents reveal. The then Cabinet secre-
tary, Sir Burke Trend, and the then prime minister, Sir
Alec Douglas-Home, were not told in 1963. Only in
1973 when MI5 and MI6 thought the scandal was
about to break when Blunt became seriously ill with
cancer and was like to die (journalists had been
hearing Whitehall rumours about Blunt for some
time) was Queen Elizabeth informed. ‘The Queen
took it calmly and without surprise. She was not keen
on Blunt and saw him rarely.’

However, the full scandal didn’t come to the atten-
tion of the public until 1979 when Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher named Blunt and gave details of
his spying for the Soviets in the House of Commons.
Blunt, stripped of his knighthood, died in 1983. (The
i Paper, 14 January 2025.)
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Powerful Celtic Women

An ancient DNA study of skeletons found in Dorset
dating to the Iron Age and 60s AD has shown that it
was the men who moved in with their in-laws, living
with their wives’ communities, rather than the other
way round. Whole communities were built around
‘the female line of a family over generations’. Proba-
bly even descending from one woman.

The Romans ignored this matrilineal movement of
power from mother to daughter when they first invad-
ed in the 40s AD. As result, when the Romans
disrespected the Queen of the Iceni, Boudicca, and
her daughters after the death of Boudicca’s husband,
the Iceni Queen was able to raise a large, multi-tribal
army to rebel against the invaders in 60 AD. (BBC
News Online, 15 January 2025.)

The Latest on the Excavations at the

Site of the Glencoe Massacre

In 2023 a team of archaeologists, students and vol-
unteers excavated around the ‘summerhouse of Ma-
clain’ (Alastair Ruadh ‘Maclain’ MacDonald, clan
chief) in Gleann Leac-na-Muidhe, Glencoe.

2024 was devoted to investigating the nearby
abandoned township of Achnacon and especially
around a ‘classic post-supported, turf-walled byre
house, with a hearth and a space that probably
housed cattle’. Because of the large amount of im-
ported glass and pottery found there, it is thought it
was the Tacksman’s house. (The Tacksman was ‘a
member of minor Highland gentry’ and the clan
chief's agent.) The byre house was also probably the
site of the massacre.

Also found were some coins, including a 1690
piece of ‘gun money’. (‘Gun money’ was produced
from melted down cannon, church bells and pewter
by James Il to pay those fighting for him in Ireland
1690-1691, with a promise that they would be

changed for silver when James Il was victorious —
which he wasn’t.) The coins may have been used in
gambling on the night of the massacre.

Alastair Maclain’s cousin, MacDonald of Achnacon
escaped. He was dragged outside to be shot, but
escaped by throwing his plaid over the attacking
soldiers. Just outside the byre house musket shot
and a bent plaid pin were found, which has been
interpreted as evidence of the attempted murder of
MacDonald of Achnacon.

The investigations have shown how traumatic the
massacre was to the local community. Its effects
were compounded over fifty years later by the perse-
cution by the British Army and government after the
Battle of Culloden in 1746 and later the Highland
Clearances. (Current Archaeology, February 2025.)

Twelfth Century Mass Burial Pit Out-

side Leicester Cathedral

During the excavations ahead of the building of a
new heritage centre (to commemorate Richard Il
and opening in 2025), a burial pit was found dating to
the early twelfth century, away from the normal
graveyard. Over a hundred men, women and chil-
dren had been hurriedly buried in the pit, suggesting
that a sudden epidemic killed about five per cent of
the then population.

The remains were articulated, which means that
the bodies were put into shrouds by their families
before the carts came to collect them for the burial
pit. This would all have needed organisation and
control by those governing the city at the time.

Analysis of the remains is being undertaken by the
Francis Crick Institute, looking for the ancient patho-
gens that may have caused the epidemic. (Current
Archaeology, February 2025.)

EVENTS

Blackness Castle, Linlithgow
In The Land, of the People
Until 2 March 2025

British Library
Medieval Women: in their own words
25 October -2 March 2025

British Museum
Picasso: printmaker
7 November 2024-30 March 2025

War Rugs: Afghanistan’s Knotted History
26 October 2024-29 June 2025
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Gladiators of Britain
25 January 2025-19 April 2026

Ancient Sudan: Enduring Heritage
1 February-9 November 2025

Buckingham Palace
The King’'s Gallery
Drawing The ltalian Renaissance
1 November 2024-9 March 2025

Dorset Museum and Art Gallery,

Dorchester
Gladiators of Britain
25 January-11 May 2025
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Durham University
JACT Durham Greek and Latin Summer School
26 July to 2 August

St John's College, Durham University
Course offered in Greek and Latin at five different
levels from Beginner to Advanced, and an addition-

al course on the Homeric Hero.

For more details about the course and the cost go

to https://www.durhamglss.org/JACT

Imperial War Museum London
War and the Mind
27 September 2024 to 27 April 2025

Kirkcudbright Galleries, Dumfries and

Galloway
Mary, Queen of Scots Silver Casket
2 November 2024-27 April 2025
Then it travels to Stirling Smith Art Gallery and Mu-
seum, 30 April-31 August 2025.

London Museum
Secrets of the Thames: Mudlarking London’s Lost
Treasures
Opens April 2025

London’s Science Museum
South Kensington
Versailles: Science and Splendour
(including the Breguet’s No. 160 watch made for
Marie Antoinette, who did not live long enough to
wear it)

Until 21 April 2025

Tickets — adults £12; children 11 and under free

Museum of Archaeology and
Anthropology, Cambridge

Fault Lines: imagining Indigenous futures for coloni-
al collections
Until 2 March 2025

National Museum Cardiff
Streic! 84-85 Strike!
26 October 2024-27 April 2025

National Science and Media Museum,

Bradford
Re-opened 8 January 2025 as Bradford became the
UK City of Culture

National War Museum, Edinburgh

Castle
Maps: Memories of the Second World War
Until 25 January 2026
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National Waterfront Museum,

Swansea
Making Waves — RNLI Cymru 200
Until 16 March 2025

Petrie Museum, London
Seeing and Unseeing the Pyramids: Lee Miller in

Egypt
Until 28 June 2025

Portsmouth Museum and Art Gallery
Touring exhibition: Ancient Sudan: enduring herit-
age
1 February-19 April 2025

The People’s History Museum,

Manchester
Bridge Street, Manchester
2025 Banner Exhibition
18 January-29 December 2025

Reading Museum
Lectures: Roman Silchester by Professor Michael
Fulford
15 March, 12 April and 10 May 2025
£12 per talk. Book online.

Sir Duncan Rice Library, University of

Aberdeen
Imagined Norths
Until 13 April 2025

Shrewsbury Museum and Art Gallery
Sun and Fire: life and death at the dawn of history
Until 30 April 2025.

The Warburg Institute, London
Tarot: Origins & Afterlives
Until 30 April 2025.

Weston Gallery, Lakeside Arts,
Nottingham

Tales from the Caves: exploring Nottingham’s un-
derground stories
Until 9 March 2025

Weston Library, Oxford
Oracles, Omens and Answers
6 December 2024-27 April 2025

West Stow Anglo-Saxon Village
Near Bury St. Edmunds, Suffolk

Yorkshire Museum, York
Star Carr: Life after the ice
Until Spring 2026
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General admission — adults £9.50; children £4.75.

Young V&A East Museum
The Music is Black: A British Story: 125 years of
Black British Music Influencing the rest of the musi-
cal world
Spring 2025

The Rest of the World

Museums
Archaologisches Landesmuseum

Baden-Wirttemberg

Benediktinerplatz 5,78467 Konstanz, Germany
The Hidden Land: us in the 1st millennium

Domus Tiberiana, Palatine Hill, Rome

Built for Nero after the fire of 64 AD, and a home of

emperors, this palace is now open to the public, af-
ter decades of restoration.

London Region Arts Club

This is our sister organisation, also attached to the
Open University.

Visit to Colchester Roman Circus with

afternoon tea at the Officers’ Club
Roman Circus Walk, Colchester CO2 7GZ
Saturday, 5 April 2025, 1pm-3.30pm
Members — £25.00; non-members — £28

Contact London Region Arts Club at
http://www.Irac.co.uk or book via Eventbrite.co.uk —
www.eventbrite.co.uk/o/london-region-arts-club
Irac-12323236011

FUTURELEARN FREE ONLINE COURSES

Just Google FutureLearn for a list of all the courses. Below are a selection of the history courses to be run
online over the next few months. You can join these courses partway through.
Futurelearn is now offering ‘upgrades’ on some of its courses for money. FutureLearn is also now offering

degrees.

Below are listed most of the history courses run through FutureLearn.

New

The Significance of Whales to Aotearoa New Zea-
land, Museum of New Zealand, Te Papa Tongarewe
5 weeks, 3 hours per week.

The Imperial Forces on the Western Front: A Com-
prehensive Study, The University of Kent
4 weeks, 8 hours per week

Other Courses Available

Anarchy in the UK: A History of Punk from 1976-78,
University of Reading

2 weeks, 3 hours per week

Antisemitism: From lIts Origins to the Present, Yad
Vaseem (the World Holocaust Remembrance Cen-
tre)

6 weeks, 3 hours per week

Archaeology: from Dig to Lab and Beyond, University
of Reading
2 weeks, 3 hours per week

Black Tudors: The Untold Story
6 weeks, 4 hours per week
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Beyond the Ballot: Women’s Rights and Suffrage
from 1866 to Today, Royal Holloway University of
London and the Houses of Parliament

4 weeks, 4 hours per week.

The Book of Kells: Exploring an Irish Medieval Mas-
terpiece, Trinity College Dublin
4 weeks, 4 hours per week

Change of Era: The Origins of Christian Culture
through the Lens of Archaeology, Universita Degli
Studi di Padova

4 weeks, 5 hours per week

Christian-Muslim Relations, The University of Edin-
burgh
4 weeks, 3 hours per week

Confronting Captain Cook: Memorialisation in muse-
ums and public spaces, National Maritime Museum
5 weeks, 3 hours per week

Country Houses and the British Empire: How Imperi-
alism Transformed Britain’s Colonial Countryside,
University of Leicester

6 weeks, 2 hours per week
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Dead Interesting: Uncovering Roman Britain in Old
Museum Collections, University of Reading and Col-
chester Museums

2 weeks, 2 hours per week

Discover the Hidden History of York, University of
York
3 weeks, 4 hours per week

Early Modern Scottish Palaeography: Reading Scot-
land's Records, University of Glasgow
3 weeks, 3 hours per week

Empire: the Controversies of British Imperialism,
University of Exeter
6 weeks, 3 hours per week

Endangered Archaeology: Using Remote Sensing to
Protect Cultural Heritage, Durham University, British
Council, University of Leicester and University of
Oxford

6 weeks, 3 hours per week

English Football: a Social History, De Montfort Uni-
versity and University of Leicester
4 weeks, 3 hours per week

Enlightening the Dark Ages: Early Medieval Archae-
ology in Italy, Padua University
4 weeks, 3 hours per week

Exploring Stone Age Archaeology: The Mysteries of
Star Carr, University of York
4 weeks, 4 hours per week

Forensic Archaeology and Anthropology, Durham
University
6 weeks, 3 hours per week

From Waterloo to the Rhine: The British Army 1815-
1945, University of Kent and National Army Museum
4 weeks, 4 hours per week

Genealogy: Researching Your Family Tree, Univer-
sity of Strathclyde
6 weeks, 4 hours per week

Getting to Know Catalonia: An Introduction to the
Catalan Language, Culture and Society, Universitat
Pompeu Fabra Barcelona

3 weeks, 3 hours per week

A Global History of Sex and Gender: Bodies and
Power in the Modern World, University of Glasgow
4 weeks, 4 hours per week

Great South Land: Introducing Australian History,
University of Newcastle Australia
3 weeks, 3 hours per week
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Heart of Scotland: History & Heritage of Stirling at
900 Years, University of Stirling
4 weeks, 3 hours per week

The History of Protest in Aotearoa New Zealand, Te
Papa
5 weeks, 3 hours per week

History of Slavery in the British Caribbean, University
of Glasgow and University of the West Indies
4 weeks, 4 hours per week

Introduction to American History: From Reconstruc-
tion to World War, 1865-1919, University of Newcas-
tle Australia

3 weeks, 3 hours per week

The Life and Afterlife of Mary Queen of Scots, Uni-
versity of Glasgow
3 weeks, 4 hours per week

New Zealand History, Culture and Conflict: A Muse-
um Perspective, Te Papa Tongarewa
3 weeks, 1 hour

Peterloo to the Pankhursts: Radicalism and Reform
in the 19th Century, Royal Holloway University of
London and The People’s Museum, Manchester

4 weeks, 4 hours per week

Policing and Protest in Manchester: The Moss Side
Riots, Manchester Grammar School
6 weeks, 2 hours per week

Pubs: History, Consumers, Management, and Pro-
tection, University of York
3 weeks, 4 hours per week

The Qur'an Between Judaism and Christianity, Uni-
versity of Nottingham
4 weeks, 3 hours per week

Railway History: The Rise of the Railway Station,
University of Strathclyde Glasgow
4 weeks, 3 hours per week

The Scottish Highland Clans: Origins, Decline and
Transformation, University of Glasgow
3 weeks, 4 hours per week

Walter Scott: The Man Behind the Monument, Uni-
versity of Aberdeen and Abbotsford
4 weeks, 2 hours per week

Why Do People Migrate? Theories, European Uni-
versity Institute, Robert Schuman Centre
6 June 2022, 3 weeks, 3 hours per week

Working Lives on Britain's Railways: Railway History
and Heritage, University of Strathclyde
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4 weeks, 3 hours per week

Working Lives in the Factories and Mills: Textile
History and Heritage, University of Strathclyde
4 weeks, 2 hours per week

Working Lives in the Coal Mines: Mining History and
Heritage, University of Strathclyde

4 weeks, 3 hours per week

Zoroastrianism: History, Religion, and Belief, SOAS,
University of London
4 weeks, 3 hours per week

PRESIDENTS PIECE
February 2025

“The pastis foreign country: they do things differently
over there.” the opening lines of L.P. Hartley’s novel
The Go-between (1953), which is not about history,
but has a good point, relevant to my current musings.
Most history is dirty, and modern attempts to retro-
rethink and rebuild it to something more palatable
are futile and dangerous in the door that they open to
rebrushing history (see Soviet and Chinese history
and the changing/deleting of records to justify mass
murder).

But history is revisited regularly by historians (us)
for reasons of theory, practice, metaphysic princi-
ples, or just real enjoyment in attempting to establish
how our ancestors lived (and died), accepting the
dirty, and the good, without contemporary moral
histrionics, and valuing it as a source of familiarity,
guidance, identity, enjoyment, and escape. We as
OUHS members know that history is done with
things, not just paper, parchment, and writings in the
archives, but with photographs, art, numismatics,
archaeological artefacts, inscriptions, memory, lan-
guage, oral transmission etc. These all have to be
usually integrated into verbal or written narrative, for
papers or presentations (or TMAs!), and therein is a
dilemma, the temptation (which is not only modern
but has historical antecedents), to clean it up, for
whatever reason, a little like restoration and conser-

Alan Carroll

vation of historic paintings and buildings, (which
always attracts controversy). So, should we leave
things as they originally were, dirty and worn, to
emphasise their distance and difference from us and
our current culture(s), their change over time, or
reinterpret them to fit our modern sensibilities?

I do not have the answer to that challenging
dilemma, and am sure that each of our members
would have a different take on how to approach it,
but we need to acknowledge that history now faces
some challenges from modern human attitudes to
the past. First as a big supermarket of happenings
which are not relevant to them, (especially the young
it seems), and secondly as a lever attractive to the
dubiously intellectual, usually political axe-grinders,
and suitable for manipulation to suit their purpose.

To meet the challenges, we have to demonstrate
that history is a very relevant collective enterprise
(hence the OUHS) that uses only verifiable evidence
and subsequent objective analysis to sort out con-
flicting memories of the past and challenge their use,
abuse, and misuse.

The upcoming annual weekend presentations and
discussions will | am sure directly or indirectly ad-
dress our challenges as it always does, (if you are
not attending most materials should be available).

CHAIRMAN’S CHATTER

Keith Ward

Jenny

Those members who visited Walton Hall a short
while ago were invited by the Archivist to inspect
documents and artefacts relating to the founding of
the Open University in 1969.

In the 1950s and 60s a group of academics, includ-
ing Michael Young (a building on the campus is
named after him), were considering the possibility of
a University of the Air being set up. They were
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concerned about the poor level of education in this
country, not least that provided by universities and
the lack of educational opportunities for most people
especially those of post school age. They considered
that the medium of television could change this, and
on visiting other countries where distance learning
was in place, believed it could become part of British
culture.
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In 1963 Harold Wilson, then leader of the opposi-
tion, supported the idea of such a university, and
subsequently in 1966 as Prime Minister, set out his
proposals for bringing this about. He saw this as a
means of providing equality of opportunity as well as
being part of his policy to modernise the nation,
improving economic competitiveness and bringing
about a technical revolution. However there was
opposition from the civil service and Government
ministers who argued that the cost involved ought to
be spent in other ways.

Wilson turned to Janet (Jenny) Lee to implement
his proposals. Jenny who was born on 3 November
1904, was the daughter of a Scottish miner (a friend
of Keir Hardie) who had a strong socialist belief and
was involved in trade unionism. She was educated at
Edinburgh University where she gained an MA and
LLB before obtaining a teaching certificate. She was
a member of an editorial board of a student newspa-
per and after graduation held a teaching post in
Scotland.

Jenny was elected MP for North Lanarkshire in
1929 but lost her seat two years later. However she
re-entered Parliament in 1945 and remained as the
member for Cannock until 1970. She was an outspo-
ken and controversial politician, and in her maiden
speech she criticised Churchill’s budget as being
cant, corrupt and incompetent. She also opposed
Ramsay MacDonald’s 1931 proposals for a National
Government, and was known to criticise her Labour
Party colleagues. She held a number of Government
posts including aircraft production and Minister for
the Arts where she did much to enhance the Arts
Council, and in 1967 was elected Chairman of the
Labour Party.

Out of Parliament she retained an active interest in
politics, supporting the Spanish Popular Front and in
1933 travelled to Spain with George Orwell as a

journalist, while writing for the Daily Mail. Considered
by some to be a feminist, nevertheless, she had a
relationship with a married man but he died in 1933.
The following year she married Aneurin Bevan and
they remained together until his death in 1960. She
opposed his support for a nuclear deterrent.

On taking on the role of establishing the Open
University Jenny was described as being its midwife.
In a White Paper she argued it should have open
access to all irrespective of their social background,
educational attainment or financial situation, which of
course is still its philosophy today, and that it does
not insult any man or woman, whatever their back-
ground. Nothing less than the best is good enough.
The concept of a “University of the Air,” was met with
widespread scepticism and opposition from among
others, the Labour Party, Industry, and the Depart-
ment of Education. Nevertheless, her dogged deter-
mination and support from Wilson and influential
friends resulted in the Open University being granted
a Royal Charter in 1969 with the first students being
enrolled in 1971.

A library on the Walton Hall campus was named
after her. She wrote four books including a biography
of her husband.

On leaving Parliament in 1970 she was elevated to
the House of Lords as Baroness Lee of Ashridge in
the City of London. Ashridge was a farm in Bucking-
hamshire where she and Aneurin lived between
1954 and 1960. They also lived at 23 Cleveden
Place, Chelsea for ten years from 1944. A blue
plague on the property indicates this. Jenny died in
1988 and her papers are deposited in the Open
University Archives where they are available for
viewing.

EDITOR’S VIEW

| am Going to Recommend a Couple of

Books
The Bookseller, The Draper, The Candlestick Maker:
A History of the High Street by Annie Gray, Profile
Books. £22.00. ISBN 9781800812246

This is a book for those interested in social history
and shopping, and why our high streets are the way
they are. From places for markets and their stalls
(which some towns are still lucky enough to have) in
the Middle Ages to the shopping malls of the 1960s
and the out-of-town centres in the 1980s and 1990s.

From Chapter Two onwards each chapter looks at
a particular town’s high street in a particular period.
Annie Gray does this by taking you the reader,
putting you into a particular strata of society with a
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Jill Groves

shopping list. Then she shows you how you would
have shopped and where, and where you would
have taken refreshment during the tiring business of
shopping. Spoiler alert — you start near the top of
society and go down a level with each chapter and
each period.

This is not a dry history. Annie Gray looks at all
aspects of the high street and ways of shopping in
each period, which can take in modes of transport
and the state of the roads, the Slave Trade etc. In the
words of the historian Greg Jenner this book is
‘passionate, funny and deeply knowledgeable’ or for
another historian, Lucy Worsley, ‘Like being in the
company of a chatty, trusted friend..’

I loved it.
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Life — A Fifty Fifty Path? by John Kirkaldy (self-pub-
lished). Available from Amazon. Paperback £7.99,
Kindle £3.99.

This book (a novella he calls it), by an OUHS
member, is an entertaining read about a young Eng-
lish man, a student in London in 1968, and his
meeting with an Australian girl and them spending
her last few days in England in Brighton. It is told at
first from the point-of view of the student as an older
man. Now a retired academic historian, he wonders
what happened to Julie, the girl he met in 1968. Boy
meets girl, boy loses girl (to a plane going back to
Australia) — and then what? In 2008 he goes out to
Australia, to Queensland, to find Julie. A happy-ever-
after love story? Well not quite.

This is also a book about the role of luck in all our
lives. ‘That chance meeting, an article seen in a
paper or a debate a major cross road... What is the
role of luck and how rational are our choices?’

This is not a proper review of John’s novella. But
there are probably a few OUHS members who have
bought John’s book since he gave a fascinating talk
(via Zoom) to the membership on 25 January. Could
one of you give a fuller review — and help John sell a
few more books, please?
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MEMORIES OF CORONATION DAY

WAS A FEW days away from my fourth birthday
when Coronation Day arrived. | lived in
Scunthorpe, Lincolnshire at that time, my father

Coronation of Elizabeth Il April 1953. (Wikimedia
Commons, Library and Archive of Canada.)

being one of the many steelworkers who had been
exempt from serving in the army during World War 2
due to his occupation. | was a late surprise addition
to the family for my parents, so being the youngest of
four girls meant that my mother had, over the years,
become resourceful at clothing all of us, and | always
wore home made clothes.

My mother adapted a soldier suit she had previ-
ously made for one of my sisters for me to wear on
Coronation Day. It was made of white satin, and had
navy blue piping round the collar, and down the
outside of the shorts, which were in fact far too long.
Mother's enduring motto was 'you'll grow into it soon’
but of course in this case, it was never used again by
me. | also had a matching hat with a blue chin strap
— similar to a top hat, again made by Mother, but
which kept falling down over my eyes. Apart from a
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Alison Barrett

A Coronation Day street party in Shrewsbury, April
1953. (Wikimedia Commons.)

pair of underpants, the other garment | was made to
wear was my liberty bodice, turned the wrong way
out so that the fluffy side did not touch my skin as it
was summer. We only wore it the correct way round
in winter to keep us warm!!

There was a street party covering the first ten
houses on each side of the street, and included our
house - we had sandwiches and cakes, plus were
encouraged to sing some songs to keep us occu-
pied. The home made bunting which was meant to
stretch the length of the street kept falling down,
greatly helped by the boys who were bored, so it
ended up being used — just once — in a tug of war
game.

My parents did not buy a television set for this
occasion — indeed at this time, we did not have a
refrigerator, a vacuum cleaner, nor a washing ma-
chine of any kind. All the laundry was washed in the
copper boiler in the back outhouse and put through
the wringer there. But one of the neighbours had
splashed out to buy one and all the adults supervis-
ing the children at the street party, took turns at
popping in to watch the events being televised, in-
cluding my mother who was in awe of what she saw
and talked about it for days thereafter. She insisted
in explaining to me all the photographs which subse-
quently appeared in the newspapers the next and
following days to instil in me the nature of this historic
occasion.

Thanks for jogging my memories
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WELCOME TO RICHARD II'S SELECT
READING CIRCLE

But don’t forget he insists you bring your own handkerchief!

| Q LL POMP AND majesty | do forswear,' said the
King in Shakespeare's Richard Il (Act IV
Scene 1) but then went on a bit. In similar
vein our text for today is from the Book of Justin's
farewell message to the Lords Spiritual and Tempo-
ral and the lesson is 'if you're in a hole stop digging.'
The Rev. Welby's tactless mention of his distant
predecessor Archbishop Sudbury's fate during Rich-
ard's reign simply reminded us of our need to chuck
out some of our medieval baggage in the House of
Lords and was clearly evident when watching their
faces on the BBC Parliament Channel recently.(1)

Whether the now former Archbishop of Canterbury
has read satirical stories such as The Fable of the
Featherless Owl I'm not sure but, like much of medi-
eval and modern critical comment, calls for change
in the church are nothing new. Some seven centuries
ago it was then ridiculed by Archbishop FitzRalph of
Armagh who was only one of a few clergy to call for
reform. Instead most of his colleagues favoured 'co-
ercive authority' in those distant times.(2)

Being someone who has mainly written about the
United States and the modern period for years, at
this anxious present 'President Elect Trump time' |
feel the need to stray into less familiar fields. So let's
escape to the distant past and 'talk of kings', visit the
fourteenth century and
the intriguing world of
Richard Il who reigned
from 1377-1399.

Although the prevail-
| ing language at his
| court was probably
| French, growing rates
. || of literacy and the fact

| that English was an
ideal language for ex-
pressing ideas chipped
steadily away the
church's once invalua-
ble monopoly of the
written word. As we
have seen in my last
Open History article
John Wycliffe's stupen-
dous achievement in
&l translating the Bible

was met by Pope Gre-
gory Xl sniffily picking

Richard Il
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Sidney Brown

out Wycliffe's 'errors', although English was not even
the Holy Father's first tongue! Clandestine, increas-
ing numbers read in Lollard 'at homes' to their illiter-
ate friends. One such was William Sweeting who
even preached 'in the fields and hedgerows' along
with the beasts! Such individuals, only occasionally
Oxford trained, used homely anecdotes to press their
points. Amazingly by this method it was noted that
humble folk 'ken by heart ' texts from the Holy Scrip-
tures through Wycliffe's 1397 translation.(3)

Richard's mother was familiar with Lollard ideas.
So was John of Gaunt. Richard II's court probably
encountered such novel ideas as it restlessly moved
around the kingdom which became it has been sug-
gested the focus for an astonishing variety of cultural
activities which were discussed in the excellent tele-
vision programme which originally prompted this
article. In his presentation, How to Get Ahead at
Medieval Court, Stephen Smith championed Rich-
ard's 'achievement'. In Smith's view he was our first
monarch to cultivate a genuinely artistic/culturally
inspired monarchy in England. Painters, sculptors,
poets worked together with tailors, cobblers (long
shoes with points were really trendy at court), weav-
ers, carpenters, builders and a host of other equally
gifted individuals who flocked to Richard to offer their
services to the monarch. What is considered the
earliest authentic portrait of an English king takes
pride of place amongst the striking visual material
presented in the programme. To view his face and
consider the ultimately tragic life as Shakespeare's
much later play recounts is a genuinely intriguing
experience in the 'worth a thousand words' sense for
our more artistic readers somewhat similar in taste to
the visually image conscious Richard. However,
these were violent times. Early in Richard's reign
Stephen Sudbury, the Archbishop of Canterbury was
beheaded by the 'revolting peasants' according to
(now) former Archbishop Welby in his farewell House
of Lords speech. Sensibly the young king took his
own security seriously. A depiction of Richard's de-
lightful heraldic device, the White Hart adorned the
tunics of his private bodyguard, the fearsome Chesh-
ire archers. With friends like that Richard hung on to
his throne for just over twenty years.

Undoubtedly the striking Wilton Diptych painting
holds pride of place in the discussion which led the
programme's narrator to suggest Richard's court
anticipated a genuine early 'English Renaissance'
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and certainly seems impressive. Because the Court
was always on the move the three painted panels
were of conveniently modest proportions (h. 213.5
cm. w.110). A Westminster inventory of 1388 men-
tions a canopy for the king by the great altar. After
the death of his first queen, Anne of Bohemia in 1394
the devastated Richard commissioned a joint monu-
ment in Anne's honour in the choir of Westminster
Abbey where they had both often worshipped.(4)

During the Reformation it was moved from the
back of the king's pew and was later rediscovered
fastened to a door of a basement room by John, Lord
Lumley who informed the then reigning monarch,
Queen Elizabeth I. It perhaps could have been the
basis for her own coronation portrait now in the
National Portrait Gallery. Interestingly after the Essex
Rebellion the always canny Elizabeth would not
allow Shakespeare's Richard Il and Henry IV to be
performed.

Henry IV. Portrait by unknown artist (National Portrait
Gallery.)

So much for the visual arts. What do we know of a
possible 'mini-renaissance’ in literature during the life
and times of Richard 11?7 Rather less it seems. How-
ever, what is certain is that his library was very small
compared with most of ours, for it was not until 1471
that William Caxton's 'red pale' sign went up outside
his premises in Westminster proudly showing off the
wonder of the age — a printing press in England — and
saving copyists' costs.
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Oldest known picture of a printing press. (C.W. Airne
The Story of Mediaeval Britain Told in Pictures,
Manchester, 1946.)

Geoffrey Chaucer from a page of the Ellesmere

MSS. (Wikimedia Commons.)
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We can hazard a few tentative guesses at what the
few literate individuals would have read both inside
and even outside the court during the fourteenth and
early fifteenth centuries courtesy of the Royal Acad-
emy of Arts in 1987 exhibition catalogue.(5)

On the literary side the king and court probably
most admired Chaucer's knight and squire amongst
his company of pilgrims. It's less certain whether the
fastidious monarch would have taken to one charac-
ter with wide black 'nosethirles', the unsavoury Miller
in The Canterbury Tales? Chaucer's 'religious char-
acters' certainly such as the Pardoner and Friar
reflect a growing anti-clerical climate linked partly to
nationalism.

Even without Chaucer the period would still be
notable for the growth of material written in English
by authors such as John Gower, William Langland
and the anonymous Gawaine Poet could well have
featured in select /court reading circles.

It's difficult to ascertain how far the literary flower-
ing was due directly to the monarch's patronage or
encouragement from other sources elsewhere, such
as the Lancastrian noble Duke Humphrey of
Gloucester (whose remarkable library is in Oxford's
Bodleian Library), or increasing numbers of provin-
cial patrons who had modest collections of books.
What is remarkable is that in a period blighted by
conflict, plague, political crises and social disloca-
tion, English society and the native tongue not only
survived but flourished experiencing marked devel-
opment and transformation. Several 'Oxbridge’ col-
leges were founded.

What explains this? Were the writers we're consid-
ering mainly intended to be studied in solitude, read
for communal entertainment or, perhaps wanted to
encourage social change, spiritual edification or mo-
tivated by a quest for their own upward mobility in a
society undoubtedly in flux? The increasing numbers
who favoured English rather than French is markedly
evident reflecting perhaps a growing sense of nation-
alism. Yet books were precious and expensive. Per-
haps some were simply mere 'Prince Pleasers' but
which were lovingly treasured as much for their artis-
tic covers as their content.(6)

Apart from Chaucer another writer, William Lang-
land is of particular interest in our discussion. He
wrote Richard the Redeless, obliquely a criticism of
the king and, unsurprisingly, was not invited to court.
But his name lived on in an intriguing way for those
interested in old history texts like myself. For several
generations late nineteenth/early twentieth century
children would have come across his name during
their lessons at school it seems. Some time ago |
found in a charity shop an old school text which was
one of a series entitled the Piers Plowman Histories.
It is a rich source for those interested in the way our
subject history was once taught over a century ago
complete with quaint illustrations usually based on
original sources. It was similar to my own beloved
sixpenny Woolworth's 'first history book' | shared with

my then recently demobbed dad in 1945 which | still
treasure.(7)

Yet items during the late medieval period such as
books were not universally treasured by even the
‘cultured classes' and as late as the fifteenth century
were sometimes burned. Nevertheless, by then Lon-
don was to have a thriving market for such 'new
technology'. Certainly by then wealthy patronage
was well established. This was not merely, financial
but in the form of board and lodging for authors.
However, in some cases reward may have been just
simply in the form of flattery and encouragement
from the extravagant Richard as his shrinking re-
sources dwindled further.(8)

Undoubtedly the period according to many writers
was marked by a moderate degree of social mobility
of the 'middling' due to the drastically diminishing
population caused by the impact of the Black Death.
This put enormous pressure on the labour supply in
the waning feudal system, ultimately leading to some
extent to the rise of towns and a wage earning
economy. In this context to a few ambitious literate
individuals whose first language was English some
opportunities, not the least at Richard's court, may
have appeared. Growth in patronage even extended
'‘downwards' elsewhere to not only the nobility but
eventually to an emerging educated 'middle class',
some of whom tried their hand at writing and were
increasingly based in the provinces.

Chaucer at the court of Edward Ill, nineteenth centu-
ry oil painting by Ford Maddox Brown
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Most of us are familiar with Richard's wordy depo-
sition through Shakespeare's Richard Il. In 1981 he
was to endure a 'second deposition' this time as a
literary patron! The once fanciful image of the king
'presiding at the center (sic) of a literary court would
no longer stand close scrutiny' according to one
American scholar.(9) In the ensuing academic furore
resulting phases such as 'historical savages' were
bandied about and 'views which no longer command
respect’ were rejected testily as traditionalists and
revisionists locked horns. The latter championed 'a
democratising and rusticating push' from an upward-
ly mobile middle-class for whom opportunities had
excitingly opened.(10)

Many historians now are convinced that evidence
of Richard's so-called 'cultural patronage' was at best
flimsy even for writers such as Chaucer who simply
could not compete in the king's eyes with artists or
goldsmiths or even tailors and favourite chefs in
Richard's impeccably dressed, gourmet court.

In reality it was Chaucer's routine household duties
at court which paid his bills and probably to Richard,
his grandfather and uncle (all of whom he served ) he
was at best a mere nodding acquaintance and gifted
servant. Indeed the royal family was not 'particularly
bookish ' despite the Victorian artist Ford Maddox
Brown fanciful painting of Chaucer reading at the
court of Edward 111.(11)

Court financial records indicate fees, for example,
paid to minstrels or goldsmiths but not to writers. It
seems that such people as Chaucer could not rely on
writing as a reliable 'day job' for a source of income.
Yet many historians continue to argue that royal
patronage of writers could have featured during Ri-
chard IlI's and Edward lll's reigns. The lack of evi-
dence of payments could be explained by the fact
that it was the monarch craftily diverting such 'ex-
penses' through his personal chamber accounts to
keep them hidden from scrutiny.

So was Richard's court active in encouraging this
apparent literary flowering? The jury remains divided
on this. The revisionists continue to stress the ' rural
and urban context' of some of Chaucer's contempo-

(C.W. Airne The Story of Mediaeval Britain Told in
Pictures, Manchester, 1946.)

raries although conceding the advantages inherent
in royal patronage and likelihood of rich rewards . In
essence it would seem astonishing if a leading writer
such as Chaucer had not tried to impress the king
and his court.(12)

Unsurprisingly, the late medieval monarchy was
really hard-up frequently. Richard himself was
obliged to pawn his jewels whilst his predecessor
was a habitual bankrupt! As Chaucer held key re-
sponsibilities such as work with royal finances, it's
reasonable to assume his day was a busy one in the
service of the extravagant king leaving little time for
writing. Nevertheless, by the 1380s Troilus and Cri-
seyde was certainly read at court.(13) Although the
widowed Richard's cultural preference remained
firmly with the visual arts. It is not known whether
Chaucer's Legend of Good Women was intended as
a tribute to Queen Anne. The cryptic poem Lack of
Stedfastness may well have been a sly rebuke to an
indecisive king as the Lancastrian threat to the
throne loomed.(14)

But in happier times Richard's taste for the theatre
had certainly led him to York to see the 1393 Mystery
Plays put on by the craft guilds. He had a specially
constructed royal box and sumptuous picnic laid on.
That meeting of 'God's Anointed' and Piers Plowman
and his working fellows would have constituted a
'reet good Yorkshire treat and outing ' wouldn't it!(15)

Notes

1. The furore at the time of writing has continued with
the Archbishop of York being the latest target. Anoth-
er former Archbishop has just left the Church of
England!

2. M H. Keen, England in the Later Middle Ages : A
Political History (London, 1973), 5, 301.

3. In W. C. Sellar & R.J. Yeatman (London, 1932,
rep. NY, 1969) 40-41 Lollards became 'dullards' but
were in fact anything but. Chaucer's Canterbury
Tales and ghastly characters such as the Pardoner
and Friar provide the best insight into medieval soci-
ety's critical perceptions of formerly revered institu-
tions under fire by the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries. See also Barbara Hanawalt, (ed.), Chau-
cer's England: Literature in Historical Context (Min-
neapolis, 1992), xii-xiv.

4. How to Get Ahead at Medieval Court was transmit-
ted on BBC 4, 12 November 2024 and leaves little
doubt that Richard was a genuine patron of the arts.
5. Jonathan Alexander & Paul Binski (eds.), Age of
Chivalry (London, 1987) , Ch. XVIIl to whom ac-
knowledgement is made to reproduce illustrative
material .

6. According to Derek Brewer, An Introduction to
Chaucer (London, 1984) 56, Oxford's few colleges
ceased to exist due to the Black Death's impact.
Compare with Maureen Jurkowski, 'Lollardy in Ox-
fordshire and Northamptonshire' in Fiona Somerset
(ed.), Lollards and their Influence in Late Medieval
England (Woodbridge, 2003), 89.
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7. J. J. Bell, Piers Plowman Histories Junior Book IV
(London, 1930). This can be compared with W.O.
Hassall, They Saw It Happen: An Anthology of Eye-
witness Accounts of Events in British History 55BC
to AD 1485 (London, 1957) which covers the same
period for a new generation of pupils. I've used my
sixpenny Woolworth's The Story of Mediaeval Eng-
land told in Pictures by C.W. Airne (Manchester
1945) for some of its well-drawn illustrations. It was
wisely spent pocket money!

8. That said Richard's predecessor Edward Ill was
forced to ransom Chaucer after his capture in France
according to Douglas Gray (ed.), The Oxford Com-
panion to Chaucer (Oxford, 2003), 56. See also A,R.
Myers, England in the Late Middle Ages (Harmonds-
worth, 1952 rep 1966), 87. and Nigel Saul, Richard Il
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(New Haven, 1999) 179-180 for Richard's money
problems.

9. Hanawalt, op. cit., 4, 3-20.

10. Ibid., For the traditional view see May McKisack,
The Fourteenth Century 1307-1399 (Oxford, 1959,
rep. 1988), 519, 291, 511.

11. Steve Ellis, Geoffrey Chaucer (Plymouth, 1996),
13.

12. Hanawalt, op. cit., xii-xvi.

13. Ibid, 11.

14. Gray, op cit., 148, 210-211..

15. Amongst my fondest teaching memories were
taking groups of visiting American students to these
plays which had been revived by the 1970s.
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THE PHILOSOPHER’S STONE BETWEEN
CHEMISTRY AND ALLEGORY

URING THE MIDDLE Ages, alchemists strove to
Dcreate a mythical substance known as the

Philosopher's Stone for two main reasons.
The first reason was that they believed the element
could turn base metals into gold and silver. The
second was the conviction that the Stone could cure
illnesses and even grant eternal life. The creation of
the Philosopher’s Stone, also referred to as the Mag-
num Opus or Great Work, was the ultimate goal of an
alchemist’s career. However, the pursuit of the Stone
had also a much deeper spiritual meaning as its
attainment symbolised perfection, divine illumination
and heavenly bliss. Accordingly, my contribution will
explore both the practical and the allegorical aspects
of the Philosopher's Stone to determine whether
alchemists were successful in their quest. To that
end, | shall first consider the development of alche-
my, from its birth in antiquity until its discovery in
twelfth-century Europe by way of Muslim-dominated
Spain. Secondly, | shall discuss the impact of Muslim
knowledge on European thinkers and the discovery
of alchemy as a new science. Thirdly, | shall consider
the allegorical meaning of the Philosopher’s Stone
as a symbol of the human soul’s rebirth in heaven
after death. Finally, drawing on my findings, | shall try
to gauge whether or not attempts to create the Stone
were successful.

The origin and purpose of alchemy
The twentieth-century English Clifton College Sci-
ence Professor, Eric John Holmyard classified alche-
my into two main subcategories: exoteric alchemy
and esoteric alchemy. The Philosopher’s Stone falls
into either category, yet with different meanings. The
first category pertains to all practical attempts to craft
the Philosopher’s Stone which would enable alche-
mists to turn base metals such as lead, tin, copper,
iron and mercury into gold and silver.(1) This process
is known as transmutation. The mystical and even
metaphorical meaning of the Philosopher’s Stone
falls into esoteric alchemy. In the second category,
the transmutation of metal takes on the symbolic
meaning of the transformation of the sinful man into
a perfect being through prayers and submission to
God’s will.(2) The common denominator of both cat-
egories is the attempt to turn the imperfect into the
perfect, and therefore to find a way to render man-
kind immortal.

Alchemy as a subject was discovered in Europe in
the twelfth century through the works of translators
who rendered into Latin the writings of Islamic schol-
ars and philosophers, in particular, Jabir bin Hayyan
(died c.AD 806-AD 816), also known as Geber, and

27

Antonio Battagliotti

7. Four alchemical authorities, Geber, Arnold of Villanova, Razi, and
Hermes, presiding over operations in a laboratory. (From Thomas
Norton, Ordinall of Alchimy, London, 1652)

Ibn Sina (c.AD 980-1037) known in Europe as Avi-
cenna. During the Islamic invasion of North Africa
and Europe, the Moors took control of former centres
of Greek culture in the Mediterranean, in particular
Alexandria of Egypt and many other centres where
Greek culture flourished. This gave Muslim scholars
a chance to appreciate Greek knowledge to the full
and wise Islamic rulers such as Harun al-Rashid (AD
764-AD 809) and al Ma’mun (AD 786-AD 833) estab-
lished a large number of academies where classical
Greek works on philosophy, astronomy, mathemat-
ics, medicine, and many more sciences were trans-
lated into Arabic.(3) These academies were so
successful that from the eighth century onwards,
Islamic scholars started their own works on many
subjects.(4) Studies on alchemy fostered cultural
exchanges between Latin Europe and Islamic North
Africa as translators such as Robert of Chester,
Adelard of Bath, and Gerard of Cremona travelled to
Moorish-controlled Spain to learn Arabic in order to
study the works of Muslim scholars. It should be
noted, however, that alchemy as a philosophical
concept goes far beyond the Mediterranean world
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26. The Sulphur-Mercury Theory. S
Aureae Mensae Duodecim Nationum, Frankfort, 1617)

and the process of transmutation was also practised
in China and India around the fifth century BC.

The origins of European alchemy are as much
Egyptian as they are Greek. Plutarch (AD 46-120s)
argued that the word chemia refers to the Egyptian
art of preparing counterfeited silver and gold from
base metals.(5) Similarly, those who prefer a Greek
origin of the term have argued that the idea of trans-
mutation was a genuinely Greek philosophical con-
cept as the ancient Greeks were concerned with the
nature of matter and its transformation. Other schol-
ars have favoured a shared origin of the art, arguing
that it was the offspring of the syncretic union be-
tween the Greek god Hermes and the Egyptian god
Thoth. The syncretic union of these two deities sym-
bolises the fusion of the material and spiritual worlds
and gave birth to the branch of philosophy known as
Hermeticism of which alchemy is a subcategory.(6)

When Alexander the Great conquered Egypt in
330 BC, he founded a city and named it Alexandria
after himself. Over the centuries, Alexandria evolved
into a vibrant intellectual centre where Greek, Egyp-
tian and Persian influences blended in perfect har-
mony. The fusion of principles and ideas from these
three cultures brought about alchemy. The idea of
transmutation derived from Aristotle’s metaphysical
theory on the basic composition of matter. The prac-
tice of working on metals and alloys was Egyptian as
they had a reputation as expert artisans and
craftsmen.(7) Finally, Persian ideas about astrology
provided the mystical element of alchemy, in particu-
lar, the conviction that life on earth (microcosm) was
a mere reflection of events in the greater world of the
stars (macrocosm).(8) When these three different
influences blended in the workshops of Alexandria,
the gradual search for the perfect metal (gold) be-
came an allegory for the search of the human soul for
perfection. Thus, alchemy was born out of the fusion
of Egyptian knowledge, Greek speculation and Per-

ec pp. 74, 75. (From M. Maier, Symbola
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sian mysticism.(9) After the Roman conquest
of Egypt in 80 BC, Alexandria was still ac-
claimed as one of the most culturally and
technologically advanced cities in the Medi-
terranean world. However, during the Ro-
man occupation, Alexandria was severely
damaged as a result of the accidental burn-
ing of the Great Library by Julius Caesar in
48 B.C. The consequences were devastating
not just for the city but for mankind as a
whole if we consider that ancient historians
recorded losses in the range of 700.000
volumina (manuscripts in the form of a
scroll).(10) Moreover, the disintegration of
the Western Roman Empire marked the be-
ginning of a period of cultural stagnation for
the city. It was ultimately because of some
Syrian scholars that the works of Plato, Aris-
totle, Galen and some early alchemical writ-
ers did not fall into oblivion. Before leaving
Egypt for Persia, these scholars took what-
ever classics they could find and duly translated
them into Arabic. These include the works of Greek
alchemists such as Zosimos of Panopolis (born in
third-century Roman Egypt), Synesius, Heliodorous
(fourth century AD) and Olymiodorus (fifth century
AD). These translations became a source of wisdom
for Islamic scholars in the seventh century AD.(11)
Within a century after Prophet Muhammed’s death in
AD 632, Islam had become a vast empire stretching
from the Pyrenees in Europe to the Indus in Central
Asia, and Arabic had become the official religious
and literary language throughout the Islamic World,
including Spain. By the ninth century AD, the Arabic
alchemical doctrine was well-established, and alche-
mists such as Jabir Ibn Hayyan (or Geber), Ali Ibn
Sina (or Avicenna) and Abu Bakr Al-Razi became its
foremost exponents.(12)

The Arabic alchemical doctrine revolved around
the theory of the four basic elements (air, water,
earth and fire) postulated by the ancient Greek phi-
losopher Aristotle (384-322 BC). Aristotle believed
that the four elements were distinguished from one
another by four primary qualities: the fluid (or moist),
the dry, the hot, and the cold. Each element possess-
es two primary qualities:

Fire is hot and dry;

Air is hot and fluid;
Water is cold and fluid;
Earth is cold and dry.

The four elements along with their primary qualities
make up every single thing. Jabir expounded on
Aristotle’s theory, adding that in metals two of these
primary qualities were interior and two were exterior.
For instance, lead is predominantly cold and dry
while gold is hot and moist. According to Jabir, if the
qualities (or ‘natures’ as he termed them) are rear-
ranged, a different type of metal is created. However,
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such transformation requires a catalyst which is a
type of elixir known as the Philosopher’s Stone. To
explain the transformation, Jabir theorised that met-
als form in the earth through the combination of
sulphur and mercury. Depending on the quality of
sulphur, several different metals can be formed, with
gold being the ultimate prize as it is essentially the
result of sulphur at its finest, best-balanced form. He
regarded mercury as the base element for all metals.
Mercury in its finest form is known as the Philoso-
pher’'s Mercury and derives from purified silver.(13)
To obtain purity, mercury needs to be stripped away
of all its imperfections.(14) Once ready, the Philoso-
pher's Mercury needs to be combined with a sub-
stance known as the Philosopher’s Sulphur, which
relates to elemental fire and originates from purified
gold.(15) As Ragai notes, the Philosopher’'s Mercury
provides metallic properties such as ductility and
lustre while the Philosopher’s sulphur ensures the
alterability of metals.(16) Finally, these two primary
materials must be combined with the Philosopher’s
Salt which allows the union of the Philosopher’s
Sulphur and the Philosopher's Mercury.(17) The
combination of these three crucial elements allows
the creation of a transmuting agent capable of con-
verting one hundred times or even a thousand times
its own weight into gold or other metals.(18) Trans-
mutations varied exponentially depending on the
stages of perfection.

In accordance with the Arabic alchemical tradition,
the creation of the Philosopher’s Stone was a crucial
element in the alchemical process of transmutation,
without which the creation of gold and silver could
not be possible. As Jabir explained in his writings,
the level of perfection that the Philosopher’s Stone
can bring about is not merely material but also spirit-
ual. The Stone can perfect mankind physically but
also morally as it can cure physical illnesses, extend
a person’s lifespan, and strengthen a person’s moral
nature by giving them increased understanding and
heightened faculties. Put differently, obtaining the
Stone entailed the attainment of a level of material,
physical, moral and spiritual perfection. It is for this
reason that this type of Arabic philosophy took medi-
eval Europe by storm when friars and scholars trans-
lated the works of Jabir and Avicenna during the
twelfth century.

The intellectual invasion of Europe

The Muslim occupation of Spain, which began in AD
711 and ended in AD 1492 with the fall of the
Caliphate of Granada, fostered an unprecedented
cultural exchange between European and Muslim
scholars. During the Islamic occupation, Spanish
cities such as Toledo and Cordoba effectively be-
came centres of cultural exchange where scholars
throughout Europe came to learn Arabic to under-
stand the advances made by Islamic scholars in
mathematics, astrology, medicine, the natural sci-
ences, and ultimately the hitherto unknown alchemy.
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The Alchemist in Search of the Philosopher's stone’
by Joseph Wright of Derby, 1771.

Ironically, the whole process of transmutation was
based on Aristotle’s theory of the four elements, yet
it took Arabic scholarship to perfect it and make it the
foundation of alchemy.

The cultural exchange was also part of an intellec-
tual movement whereby European scholars, driven
by a spirit of free inquiry and a thirst for knowledge,
were willing to venture into uncharted regions of
knowledge. Indeed, modern scholarship is indebted
to such men, for without their efforts to divulge new
subjects in Europe our scholarship would not be as
rich today. The first work on alchemy to have ap-
peared in Europe was the Book of Composition of

20. Alchemical library and laboratory. (From M. Maier, Tripus
Auwreus, Frankfort, 1678)
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Alchemy translated from Arabic by the English com-
piler Robert of Chester in 1144.(19) Another English
scholar active in translation from Arabic to Latin was
Robert of Chester's contemporary and fellow Eng-
lishman Adelard of Bath (c. 10807-c. 1142-1152),
whose thirst for knowledge encouraged him to as-
similate Arabic culture. The ltalian scholar Gerard of
Cremona (1114-1187) translated about seventy-six
works from Arabic, including Avicenna’s Canon of
Medicine.(20) He also translated works indirectly
connected to alchemy such as Ptolemy’s Almagest,
and Jabir's Book of Seventy.

The first compilers to have written commentaries
on alchemy were the Oxford-educated Franciscan
friar Bartholomew the Englishman (c.1203-c.1272)
and the Dominican friar Vincent of Beauvais
(c.1184/1194-c.1264). However, since both friars
were compilers mostly concerned with the task of
broadening their knowledge about the natural sci-
ences, their respective contributions to alchemy
were mere translations of the works by Avicenna and
Jabir. In On the Property of Things, Bartholomew
shows a lot more interest in astrology than alchemy.
In equal fashion, in Speculum Maius (‘Great Mirror’),
Vincent of Beauvais reports Jabir's theory verbatim
when he introduces the concept of transmutation,
describing the sulphur-mercury theory of metals
whereby precious metals like gold and silver could
be disintegrated and then recombined into gold or
silver.(21)Thus, whereas both Bartholomew and Vin-
cent clearly understood the core of the Arabic al-
chemical doctrine, they simply accepted the theories
without further advancing them, nor putting them to
the test.

The first European scholar to have actively contrib-
uted to the development of European alchemy was
the German bishop Albertus Magnus (d. 1280). Al-
though Albertus’s main areas of expertise were phi-
losophy and theology, he had an unusually accurate
knowledge of contemporary sciences, which he de-
scribed in his Book on Minerals. As someone inter-
ested in the meticulous study of natural phenomena,
he refused to take Jabir's theory at face value and
personally tested the claims about alchemical gold.
He concluded that the alleged transformation of cer-
tain metals into gold or silver was a mere dyeing of
those metals so that they resembled the two pre-
cious ones, yet the original metals remained unal-
tered. If Albertus’ experiment is anything to go by,
exoteric alchemy was all about ‘imitation’ rather than
‘transformation. However, Albertus conceded that
alchemy was a field with great potential for expan-
sion, and, for that reason, further research could
have led to a successful transmutation of base met-
als into genuine gold. In The Little Book of Alchemy,
he stated eight rules to be observed by prospective
alchemists, also providing the chemical substances
and experiments to carry out and even recipes for
the production of gold and silver.(22) Unlike most of
his Islamic predecessors, however, Albertus was
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sceptical about the curative powers of some metals.
His view was fully shared by his disciple and dab-
bling alchemist, Thomas Aquinas, who concurred
with Albertus about the fact alchemy had the poten-
tial of producing pure gold and silver, though such
accomplishment was far from easy and required a
great deal of study and research. Furthermore, as a
fervent Catholic, Thomas believed that skills alone
were not enough, and any accomplishment had to be
accompanied by celestial virtue. In other words, an
alchemist’s success in producing gold and silver was
ultimately down to God’s will.

The belief in the pivotal role of divine intervention
is a defining feature of European medieval alchemy.
This should come as little surprise if one considers
that all the scholars involved in alchemy were either
Dominican or Franciscan friars. We can find yet
another good example in Roger Bacon’s (1220
1292) approach to alchemy. From the standpoint of
technology, the Franciscan friar and polymath from
lichester, Somerset, was way ahead of the curve,
having already foreseen in the thirteenth century that
in the future mankind would progress to the point of
driving carts without horses (cars), sailing in much
faster ships powered by an engine rather than count-
less rowers, and flying machines with artificial
wings.(23) In terms of common sense, however, his
outlook on life was very much contemporary as he
believed that only the Bible contained universal
knowledge. If, on the one hand, he did appreciate the
innovative potential of alchemy, on the other, he
regarded the subject as a means towards a better
interpretation of the Bible. Underlying his conviction
was the belief that a thorough understanding of the
Bible required knowledge of every art and science
because patriarchs and prophets were endowed with
knowledge of every branch of learning, including
magic and astrology.(24) In his view, theology was
the queen of all sciences and all other branches were
merely her handmaids.(25) Thus, while he champi-
oned the experimental method, his primary concern
was not the verification of the alchemical theories,
but the exposition of scriptural scientific
knowledge.(26) His alchemical experience implied
more than observation and experimentation but in-
cluded the illumination of faith, spiritual intuition, and
divine inspiration.(27) In other words, the typical
features of esoteric alchemy.

Roger Bacon’s ideas were shared by the vast
majority of medieval and early modern alchemists.
Their conviction is crucial to our understanding of the
Philosopher's Stone as an allegory of a person’s
transmutation to a higher order of being.

The Philosopher’s Stone: a practical

yet allegorical experience

The Philosopher’s Stone was the key element of the
process of transmutation. Jabir believed that by com-
bining mercury and sulphur, different kinds of metals
could be created, depending on the relative purity of
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33. Symbols of calcination, distillation, coagulation, and solution, and

the extraction of the philosophic Mercury from the prima materia by

means of the philosophic fire. See p. 162. (From the Codex Germanicus
598, by courtesy of the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich)

the two starting materials. Provided mercury and
sulphur were in a pure state, the end product would
be the perfect metal: gold. The art of transmutation
could only be achieved through the elixir known as
the Philosopher’s Stone.

There has never been consensus amongst histori-
ans as to what the Philosopher’s Stone looks like or
what it even is. According to some, it is a tincture the
same colour as sulphur. Others have described it as
a red powder, and others yet have claimed that it
possesses all the colours of the visible spectrum.
Beliefs in the existence of the fabled Stone are based
on the theories of Zosimos, a fourth-century AD
Greek gnostic and early alchemist who described it
as something without much value and a definite
form.

In addition to being the key element for turning
base metals into gold or silver, the Stone was also
capable of healing any type of disease and prolong-
ing the life of those who consumed it.(28) The cura-
tive, life-giving virtues of the Stone were merely
metaphorical and, to appreciate them, we should
consider the religious background against which
European alchemists operated. In the Middle Ages,
the interweaving of mystical beliefs and alchemical

VIII. CLAVIS.

practices fostered allegorical expressions. Thus, on
the one hand, the Stone referred to genuine chemi-
cal processes, on the other, it symbolically stood for
the transition of the human soul from its imperfect
state (the human body) to its perfect state (the soul
in heaven).(29)

What contributed to the alone of mystery around
the Stone was the fact that alchemists were deter-
mined not to divulge their knowledge with the uniniti-
ated, and, therefore, resorted to communicating
through enigmatical modes of expression which
were rather difficult to decipher.(30) Traditional al-
chemical symbols for the basic metals (gold, silver,
copper, iron, lead and tin) were generally represent-
ed by star signs. Horoscope signs would then be
combined with a wealth of widely distinct signs which
represented single operations or even specific
substances.(31) In accordance with the Mytho-Her-
metic dictionary by the eighteenth-century French
Benedictine monk and writer Antoine-Joseph Per-
nety (1716-1796), the following twelve processes
match the twelve star signs:(32)

Calcination o Aries, the Ram
Congelation o' Taurus, the Bull
Fixation T Gemini, the Twins
Solution ) Cancer, the Crab
Digestion a Leo, the Lion
Distillation m Virgo, the Virgin
Sublimation n Libra, the Scales
Separation m, Scorpio, the Scorpion
Ceration 2 Sagittarius, the Archer
Fermentation L Capricorn, the Goat
Multiplication ~~ Aquarius, the Water-bearer
Projection Y Pisces, the Fish
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18. Four Stages of the Alchemical Process. (From

1. D. Mylius, Philosophia Reformata, Frankfort, 1622) 1g. Sulphur and M , Sun and Moon, (From

J. C. Barchusen, Elementa Chemiae, Leiden, 1718)

Symbolism was also employed to depict chemical
processes. For instance, distillation was sometimes
represented as a dove or swan flying upward, while
condensation was portrayed as a bird flying
downward.(33) The combination of distillation and
condensation would thus be represented as two
birds flying opposite each other. Alchemical symbol-
ism also included metals such as the Sun (Sol) which
stood for gold.(34) Aquaregia (a mixture of concen-
trated nitric and hydrochloric acid) used to dissolve
gold was represented as a green dragon devouring
the sun.(35) Other examples include a lion eating up
snakes, which stands for acids consuming specific
substances.(36)

The practical operations for the preparation of the
Philosopher’s Stone, also known as the Great Work,
were represented allegorically by the Philosopher’'s
Egg to highlight the generating power of the Stone in
addition to its role as a transmuting substance.(37)
The Egg indicates the beginning of life and is a
symbol of fecundity.(38) Fecundity is the necessary
condition to initiate the genesis of the perfect metal,
or the man.(39) The idea was, in turn, based on early
Greek alchemist conceptions whereby the egg, be-
ing made up of the four Aristotelian elements sym-
bolised both the world and the universe.(40) Since
the egg symbolises the round universe, it can bring
men into touch with the soul of the world and allow
them to communicate with the divine spirits.(41) The
whole process was thus carried out in the Philoso-
pher’s Egg, also known as the Hermetic vase, which
was thought to hold a mystical influence on the
nature of the product.(42)

The allegorical meaning of the preparation of the
Stone was by no means limited to the birth of
metals/man. Transmutation was also linked to the
Christian ideas of tribulation, death and resurrection.
Both men and metals had to endure pain and suffer-
ing before they could resurrect and live eternally in
heaven. Underlying this allegory is the idea of re-
demption through tribulation. This concept was ex-
pressed by the fifteenth-century German alchemist
Basil Valentine (1394-1450) who likened the Holy
Trinity to the creation of the Philosopher’s Stone.
Valentine compared the death of Jesus to the proc-
esses leading to the creation of gold.(43) According-
ly, the Lord is Father, Son and Holy Ghost and yet He
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chose to appear in the form of a man, Jesus. Jesus
did not need to die, yet he deliberately chose to die
to liberate humanity from the original sin. Just like
gold, Jesus is stainless, blameless, and capable of
enduring all sorts of trials and tribulations. In other
words, Jesus chose to die out of his own will so that
the sins of mankind could be washed away. Thus,
Jesus’ sacrifice is the catalyst necessary to make
humanity perfect, just like gold.(44)

As Emeritus Professor from Cairo University Je-
hane Ragai observed in her outstanding article enti-
tled “The Philosopher's Stone: Alchemy and
Chemistry”, alchemists employed allegories of suf-
fering and death also to depict specific chemical
processes. She finds a good example in the Book of
Holy Trinity by an anonymous fifteenth-century Ger-
man alchemist (see plate 33). In the book, chemical
processes are likened to the sufferings and tribula-
tions of a leper:

Calcination: a leper hung on a golden gibbet.
Distillation: a leper with his hands tied behind his
back just moments away from his decapitation.
Coagulation: a leper tied to a wheel.

Solution: a single chalice and three dice.

The extraction of the Philosopher’'s Mercury: a cryp-
tid, a half-leprous woman half snake who pierces a
leper.(45)

As the images from the Codex Germanicus dem-
onstrate, the ‘suffering’ and ‘death’ of metals are the
necessary stages before resurrection (which stands
for the transmutation). We can find another good
example in Ragai’s interpretation of Basil Valentine’s
Eighth Key which portrays a man throwing seeds into
the ground (see picture). The seeds will have to
decay before crops can spring up again, just like
metals whose decay is the necessary step before
perfection.(46) In Valentine’s illustration, seeds are
reduced to a state of putrefaction (symbolised by the
crows) while the angels blowing trumps represent
the subsequent rebirth of man and metals alike.(47)

Allegorical representations were by no means lim-
ited to the rebirth of the soul. The union of metals
was represented by the allegory of marriage. Accord-
ingly, the alchemical combination between ‘sulphur’
and ‘mercury’ was always perceived and expressed
in terms of a marriage. In equal fashion, the Sun (the
Philosopher’s Sulphur) and the Moon (the Philoso-
pher's Mercury) were regarded as the parents of the
Philosopher’s Stone.(48) The theme of the union has
always been central to alchemy as alchemy itself
was born out of the combination of Egyptian knowl-
edge, Greek speculation and Persian mysticism.
This virtuous blend was in turn symbolised by the
syncretic union of the Greek god Hermes and the
Egyptian god Thoth.
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What is exactly the Philosopher’s

Stone?

It will be clear by now that the Philosopher’s Stone
was a metaphor rather than an actual element. Medi-
eval European alchemists adhered to the esoteric
branch of alchemy as they sought a spiritual expla-
nation for the meaning of the Philosopher’s Stone.
Thus, if we were to attempt to define the Stone from
an exquisitely esoteric perspective, we might as well
define it as the human soul. Just like the metals that
are turned into gold through the various processes of
transmutation culminating in the Great Work, hu-
mans must endure countless tribulations throughout
their lives and only after death, will their soul attain
eternal perfection. The pursuit of perfection is by no
means a Christian concept as it is one of the tenets
of ancient alchemy which combined the best ele-
ments of three cultures: Greek, Egyptian, and Per-
sian.

While it is true that esoteric alchemists employed
the language of exoteric alchemy to express a much
deeper theological, philosophical meaning, we
should not downplay the role of exoteric alchemy.
Accordingly, as Ragai has very aptly pointed out,
dismissing the Philosopher’s Stone as a mere allego-
ry for the trials and tribulations of the human soul
before its ascension to heaven would lead us to
ignore the crucial role that exoteric alchemy played
towards the development of scientific inquiry, espe-
cially in terms of observing, experimenting and finally
formulating a theory based on the outcome of the

16. The Mountain of the Adepts. (From S. Michelspacher, Cabala,
Speculum Artis er Naturae, in Alchymia, Augsburg, 1654)
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experiments. Ragai divides the methodology em-
ployed by alchemists into four stages:

1. Observation through experiments (e.g. heating
and converting to lead),

2. Formulating hypotheses (the process of heating
would ennoble metals);

3. Conducting further experiments (the processes
needed to purity the metals);

4. Formulating a generalised theory (e.g. the theory
of transmutation).(49)

If we consider the work conducted by alchemists in
terms of the four above-mentioned steps, we might
catch a glimpse of the inductive mode of thinking
typical of modern scientific inquiry. The fact that
alchemists wrongfully believed to have turned base
metals into genuine gold was the result of their lack
of sufficient chemical knowledge of the materials
they used. This is especially true if we consider that
Albertus Magnus himself recorded that his fellow
alchemists had never succeeded in transforming
base metals into gold, succeeding at best in produc-
ing what we would call today a ‘knockoff’ of it. Thus,
from the standpoint of exoteric alchemy, alchemists
may not have been able to create the Philosopher’s
Stone (provided it was pure gold), and yet their
painstaking pursuit of the mythical Stone as well as
the countless experiments they conducted in the
process have laid the foundations for modern chem-
istry and scientific research.

Notes

. Holmyard, 1968, p. 15.

. Holmyard, 1968. p. 16.

. Holmyard, 1968, p. 63.

Ibid.

. Ragai, 1992, p.58.

. The very word ‘alchemy’ is a combination of the
Greek word chemia which refers to the art of counter-
feiting silver and gold, to which the Arabs later added
the prefix ‘al’.

7. Ragai, 1992, p.59.

8. Ibid.

9. Ragai, 1992, pp.58-59.

10. The estimate was provided by fourth-century
Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus. However,
about three centuries earlier Roman statesman and
educator Seneca estimated that about 40.000 libri
(books) went up in flames.

11. Ragai, 1992, p.60.

12. Ragai, 1992, p.60.

13. Ragai, 1992. p.61.
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27. Holmyard, 1968. p.120.

28. Other powers ascribed to the Stone include the
creation of perpetually burning lamps; the transmuta-
tion of common crystals into precious stones and
diamonds; reviving dead plants; the creation of flexi-
ble or malleable glass and even the creation of a
clone or homunculus.
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thoroughly explores how ideas about health

and wellbeing evolved from antiquity to our
days. In typical OU fashion, this six-week course
offers an interdisciplinary approach to the subject,
perfectly blending ancient history and mythology with
basic concepts of hygiene, epidemiology, medicine
and even psychology. The overarching themes are
how ordinary people perceived their bodies in antig-
uity, what they regarded as healthy lifestyles, atti-
tudes to gender differences, sexuality, and
disabilities, and the role of gods as agents of healing.
Exploring these concepts will give students an idea
of how certain healthy habits, such as exercising
regularly and eating healthy foods have remained
pretty much unaltered while many other ideas are in
stark contrast with our contemporary views of health
and wellbeing.

The course is divided into six modules, each one
dedicated to a specific theme and further divided into
several sections. In Week 1, students are invited to
share their ideas of health and wellbeing and discuss
how they look after their health (for example, dietary
habits, regular exercise, lifestyles and so on). Having
shared their views, students are introduced to the
main topic of the week: similarities and differences
between modern and ancient ideas of health. In
antiquity, the very idea of health had more to do with
religion than medicine, and most medical terms were
named after the Greek/Roman gods associated with
curative features. For instance, the English word
‘hygiene’ derives from Hygeia, who in Greek mythol-
ogy was the embodiment of health and was the
daughter of Asclepius (a physician), sister of another
demi-Goddess Panacea (which means all-heal) and
the granddaughter of the God Apollo. Having consid-
ered the connection between health and religion, the
following section explores primary sources, both
Roman and Greek, to show how people felt about
health. The first century BC Roman encyclopaedist
Celsus (25 BC-c. 50 AD) defined a healthy person as
someone who had balance in their life, had at least a
couple of meals a day and took a stroll to keep fit —
not that different from what our GPs tell us. In equal
fashion, centuries before Celsus, the Greek author
and military leader Xenophon of Athens (c.430 BC-
c.355 BC) had stated that a healthy diet was the
foremost element of a person’s well-being, yet, as a
battlefield veteran, he also admitted that being sick
before going to battle might well save a person’s life
as sick soldiers would not be sent to the battlefield.
These ancient testimonies are compared and con-
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Asclepius and Hygia in an allegorical setting. Engrav-
ing by G.A. Fridich and G. Eichler. Image from the
History of Medicine

trasted with our modern definition of health as pro-
posed by the WHO (World Health Organisation) in
1948. The WHO defined health as a state of com-
plete physical, mental, and social well-being and not
merely the absence of disease or infirmity.

Having explored similarities and differences be-
tween ancient and contemporary definitions of
health, the final section of Week 1 picks up on the
discussion on how to check a person’s pulse intro-
duced earlier in the week. Accordingly, the ancient
Greeks and Romans were equally concerned about
the importance of checking the pulse, though for
different reasons. Whereas we check our pulse to
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monitor the regularity of our heart rate, the ancients
gave the pulse a key role in prognosis as its correct
measurement could determine size, frequency,
strength, speed, fullness, order, rhythm and equality
of a person’s heart. The Graeco-Roman physician
Galen (AD 129-AD 216) claimed to have diagnosed
an intestinal tumour just from checking the pulse.
There are also differences in terms of our interpreta-
tions of pulse measurement. For instance, missing a
beat during a pulse check generally raises red flags
as it can be a warning for more serious conditions.
Conversely, back in the second century AD, Galen
would have argued that skipping a beat could be the
result of the peculiar nature of a given person. This
is because ancient Roman doctors tended to differ-
entiate between privileged and unprivileged patients.
In this respect, Galen himself started his practice as
a doctor to the gladiators in Pergamum, modern-day
Turkey, before being appointed as Emperor Marcus
Aurelius’ physician. Because of that, he was aware
that the well-off had access to a level of care that the
rest of the population could only dream of. Thus,
when making a prognosis of a person’s symptoms,
their social status, upbringing, and access to better
care were taken into account.

The course materials in Week 1 are the perfect
starting point to give students an idea of the main
differences between our way of looking at health as
opposed to ancient attitudes to it. In Week 2, the
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F1e. 21.—Diagram illustrating Galen’s physiological scheme.

Galen’s physiological scheme. Wellcome Collection

36

study materials are also organised comparatively
(modern vs ancient attitudes) and focus on people’s
faces and eyes; how the ancient Greeks and Ro-
mans reacted to the way they looked; and the extent
to which a person’s complexion could be an indicator
of their social status. For instance, wealthy women
relied on white lead to make their skins look paler so
as to show that they stayed inside their households
all day. The message they wished to convey was that
they were rich enough to afford slaves who could
have worked for them. Conversely, some Roman
and Greek writers tended to associate the use of
face paints and false hair with prostitutes. Other
central themes of the week include eyesight, the euvil
eye, the way visual impairments were experienced in
antiquity, how they were treated and the role of the
gods in healing a person’s eyesight.

An interesting section is the one dedicated to an-
cient theories about vision. According to the Roman
orator and statesman Cicero (106 BC-43 BC), the
eyes were the ‘windows of the soul’. In this respect,
our senses were essentially messengers carrying
information that only the soul could decipher. Cice-
ro’s conviction was based on the ‘extramission’ theo-
ry whereby the Greeks and the Romans believed
that when a person observes an object, their eyes
send out an invisible light towards it (called extramit).
Other ideas, alas not as popular, included the ‘in-
tromission’ theory whereby it was the objects that
actually sent out little images of themselves to the
viewer’s eye. Similarly, the Greek philosopher Dem-
ocritus (c.460 BC-378 BC) argued that all objects
gave off thin replications of themselves which were
made up of atoms and were known as ‘effluences’.
These effluences moved from the object into the
viewer’s eyes. Eye diseases were not just physical
but could originate from curses, such as the evil eye.
Another side of the abovementioned extramission
theory was that if a person looked a bit too long at
another one, the latter could have been harmed with
the evil eye. This type of curse was associated with
envy and, following the ‘extramission’ theory, the
curser’s eyes would draw envy from the soul and
send it to the other person. Fortunately, the Romans
knew their fair share of remedies, which ranged from
summoning the God Fascinus to using protecting
images portraying animals and powerful objects.
Depending on the seriousness of the eye condition,
the ancient Romans relied on eye drops (known as
collyria) and cataract surgeries.

Week 3 covers the relationship between eating
and drinking and health. The topics are divided into
three main sections. The first one includes the follow-
ing issues: the centrality of diet towards a person’s
health, eating, the role of digestion, weight problems
and even some early notions of vegetarianism. The
second section explores archaeological evidence for
food and herbals while the third one is about the
relationship between food and drugs. Just like the
previous two weeks, topics here are organised com-



Open History 172

paratively between modern and ancient attitudes to
highlight similarities and differences. In terms of sim-
ilarities, the first section highlights the centrality of
diet as the first option for treating diseases in the
ancient world, coming even before drugs. In much
the same way as modern-day nutritionists, ancient
doctors devised ‘regimes’ which were effectively
types of lifestyles to embrace. In each regime, some
elements such as a healthy diet, proper sleep and
exercise were constant, other elements would vary
according to factors, such as the season of the year,
a patient’s gender and body type and so on. For
instance, as one of the Hippocratic texts from the end
of the fifth century BC records, in the winter, ordinary
people should eat as much as possible and drink as
little as possible. Moreover, all food eaten in winter-
time should be roasted. These tips were meant to
keep a person’s body dry and warm. As spring
comes on, people should drink more and start eating
boiled meat rather than roasted meat and keep doing
so in the summer too as boiled meat is preferable
because the summer heat tends to dry out the body.
Regimens were all about striking a balance in the
body, and there are healthy habits that we share with
the ancients (e.g. healthy diet, sleep and exercise).
The principle of balance also underlies the concept
of ideal body weight whereby a person should be
neither too big nor too thin — again another notion
that we share with the ancients. In this respect,
English words such as nutrition and nourishment
derive from the Greek word ‘nutriment’ which indi-
cates that food has the power to nourish and change
the body.

An interesting point of significance in Week 3 is the
concept of digestion, which the ancient Greeks
called pepsis.(1) Both the ancient Greeks and Ro-
mans regarded the process of digestion as a type of
cooking taking place inside the human body. Food
was thought to start its transformation process in the
mouth and then undergo further changes in the
stomach until it turned into blood. Underlying the idea
of cooking was the conviction that humans had to
cook food because only animals would eat raw meat
or fish. There is also a section with a video showing
how to prepare oxygarum, a Roman digestive elixir
made from rotten fish, peppercorns, parsley and
lovage. The concept of digestion is also connected to
the blood-making qualities of the wine, which,
amongst its many qualities, was thought to kill bacte-
ria, and even produce blood when duly mixed with
water.

In addition to digestive elixirs, the ancients used
herbals as drugs to treat diseases, relying on natural
remedies that we would today define as homoeo-
pathic. Citron was used in gynaecological treatments
to help women avoid nausea during their pregnancy
or help them regain strength while in labour. Addi-
tionally, citrus was also used as an antidote against
poison.
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Week 4 is about sanitation, hygiene, and human
waste. Ancient doctors believed that urine was a
telltale sign of a person’s health and was supposed
to be clear in the morning and become darker as the
day went on. Purging the body was also central to
ancient remedies as doctors used it to restore health
to the sick. As previously, the theme of hygiene is
introduced in terms of ‘us vs the ancients’ to show
similarities as well as stark differences. We think of
toilets today as private spaces that are not to be
shared with others. Conversely, the Romans relied
on communal toilets (known as latrines) where they
re-used sponges (the ancient equivalent of our loo
rolls) and relied on vinegar as a disinfectant. Howev-
er, as skilled engineers responsible for introducing
aqueducts to the Western world, the Romans also
devised systems for running water to flush excre-
ment away into main drains and thence to the river
Tiber. Archaeological evidence at Ostia near Rome
shows that some housing blocks belonging to the
wealthy were equipped with lead pipes and private
toilets. Scholars are still divided on whether running
water and baths did anything in terms of public
health. From an archaeological perspective, we can-
not help but define aqueducts and Roman baths as
an outstanding feat of engineering. Yet, contempo-
rary literary sources provide us with a bleaker picture
of Rome, depicting it as an overcrowded city with
people forced to live in squalor ever exposed to new
strains of disease owing to the influx of people from
all over the Empire. In Parasitology, British medical
historian Dr Piers Mitchell compared Roman and
early medieval periods in terms of hygiene to see if
there was any improvement and ended up finding
none. This, in turn, suggests that Roman public
baths, for all their supply of running water, did noth-
ing to curb the various internal and external parasites
which caused diseases.

From a modern perspective, the conditions of pub-
lic sanitation and toiletry in ancient Rome are un-
doubtedly questionable. Running water alone was
not enough to ensure good levels of hygiene. How-
ever, the Greeks and the Romans were nowhere
near as squeamish as we are when it comes to
handling excrement, and had no qualms about using
faeces and urine as medicines. In accordance with
Galen’s humoural theory, purges, such as emetics
would ensure the purification of a person’s body by
inducing them to vomit before eating again. While
modern science has debunked this theory, proving
that it is harmful to the stomach, purging is still used
in some villages throughout Europe as a type of
home remedy. The ancients used excrement (both
animal and human) in ways that we would deem
downright bizarre. Pliny the Elder praised a range of
types of urine for their beneficial effects. According to
the Roman author, a eunuch’s urine was effective in
countering spells against fertility, arguing also that
urine, in general, could have beneficial uses, such as
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strengthening a person’s eyesight, treating sunburn,
and even removing ink blots.

Week 5 is by far the most fascinating part of the
course as it draws on Greek mythology to show how
the Greeks and the Romans regarded conception,
sexuality and the sex of newborn babies. A point of
significance of this week is that certain issues about
sexuality, such as non-binary individuals, were as
difficult to accept in the ancient world as they are
today, regardless of all the technological but also
ethical advances we have made. In ancient Rome, if
a child was born who wasn’t one sex or the other, the
usual reaction was that the family must have done
something to upset the gods. Thus, something like
that would have been perceived as some kind of
warning to make it up to the gods. For all the advanc-
es we have made since antiquity, some people today
still have issues accepting the fact that some individ-
uals simply do not fit the typical male-female pattern.

While conception had a vital role in the ancient
world, Greek ideas about it were in stark contrast to
our own. There are many stories of unusual concep-
tions in Greek mythologies, and in some of them,
there was no male contribution. For example, Zeus’s
wife, Hera, became pregnant by eating lettuce as this
contained a milky white fluid that resembled semen
— and apparently worked just like it! She did that to
prove to Zeus that he was not the only one capable
of giving birth on his own, like when he gave birth to
their daughter, Athena, from his own head. Not all
explanations, however, were mythological. By some
theories, men provided the seed, which gave the
baby their identity and shape while women provided
the blood, the raw material on which the seed would
act. In other versions, both men and women provided
the seed, but men’s seed was thicker and stronger.
The sex of the child ultimately depended on the
balance of the contributions of seed from the father
and the mother, both in quality and quantity.

Other points of significance discussed in the week
include ways to increase the chances of conception,
means of detecting pregnancy, the presence of men
in the birthing chamber, and infertility. To improve the
odds of becoming pregnant, women had to endure
various treatments and even drink nasty potions. We
can find one such example from ancient Greece as
described in the Hippocratic text entitled Diseases of
Women. The potion consists of powdered antlers to
be drunk in wine for four days. Underlying the use of
the deer horn was the conviction that deer symbol-
ised sexual prowess. This idea has not only survived
but also found its way into our British culture, specif-
ically in the ‘stag do’ tradition. The Romans also
believed in the efficacy of certain rituals. In his Ency-
clopedia, Pliny the Elder praised the fertilising pow-
ers of the cucumber, arguing that a cucumber seed
can aid conception if a woman keeps it fastened to
her body without its having touched the ground. The
underlying idea of the fertilising power of the cucum-
ber probably stemmed from the fact that the vegeta-
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ble was full of seeds. Because of that, it could have
helped the human seed stick in the woman’s womb,
rather than slip out of her body and ‘fall to the
ground’.

Conception was also crucial in terms of a woman’s
status in society. If a girl grew up, married, but did not
become pregnant, her status as a full woman was
threatened. In both ancient Rome and Greece, when
a married couple could not have babies, they would
go to sanctuaries of gods and goddesses associated
with health to deposit votives, which were terracotta
figurines shaped like female or male reproductive
organs.

Week 6 marks the final part of the course and
focuses on both physical and mental health. From
the standpoint of physical health, the study materials
from this week include a discussion on what an ideal
body was by both Roman and Greek standards, how
the ancients dealt with physical disabilities, and final-
ly the the role of the military in shaping perfectly
looking soldiers. The section on the military also
highlights ways in which soldiers were trained and
how their battlefield wounds were treated both phys-
ically and mentally.

Our Western ideals of the perfect body originated
in the Renaissance when most of the now-famous
statues from ancient Greece and Rome were dug up
in northern and central Iltaly, studied and then used
as models by artists. One such example is
Michelangelo’s David, which epitomised the perfect
male body. Similarly, the Venus de Milo still symbol-
ises the quintessential woman. When it comes to
evidence, archaeological remains and frescoes can
give us clues both into ideal standards and into
health. The examination of the skeletal remains of an
individual discovered in Pompeii shows that he was
in his mid-forties at the time of his death. The fact that
his bones were thick and heavy suggests that his diet
regime was outstanding and that he was quite mus-
cular, most likely to be a gladiator or at least some-
one who worked out on a regular basis. Conversely,
the examination conducted on the skeletal remains
of other individuals discovered at the Pompeii site
reveals chronic conditions such as osteoporosis,
dental abscesses and so forth. A similar examination
was conducted on a selection of skeletal remains of
middle-aged Roman men from Roman London. Strik-
ingly, all these men had broken tibias as a result of
osteoarthritis.

Examinations of skeletal remains suggest that or-
dinary people in the ancient world were not as fit as
they wished to be. However, to attain perfection,
attempts were made to shape a person’s body into
the ideal from birth. As the second century BC Greek
physician Soranus of Ephesus explained in his Gy-
naecology, a baby’s body could be manipulated to
encourage a healthy physical shape through swad-
dling and massaging. The pursuit of perfection begs
the question of how the ancients treated men and
women who fell short of the ideal for their sex. Inter-
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estingly, no Greek nor Latin word can be translated
directly as ‘disability’. Historians have debunked the
myth that it was commonplace for the ancient Greeks
to leave disabled babies to die of exposure. An
example of such harrowing practice was the Spartan
ritual by which unfit newborn babies were left to die
at the foot of Mount Taygetos. Luckily, such practice
was only recorded by the first century BC writer
Plutarch and no infant remains have been found at
the site. The despicable practice of infanticide was
commonly practised on illegitimate children or on
those whose parents could not afford to raise them.
We can find evidence for attitudes to disabilities in
the writings of Aristotle (384 BC-322 BC) who de-
scribed those with disabilities as ‘imperfect’ organ-
isms as a result of ‘an incomplete natural process’. It
should be noted that Aristotle was more concerned
with cognitive imperfection so what he actually
thought of someone with a physical impairment is
anybody’s guess. The very absence of an actual
word in both Latin and Greek for ‘disability’ might
also indicate that in many cases somebody born with
an impairment was simply ‘different’, but being set
apart from the rest did not necessarily mean being an
outcast. On the contrary, some of those deemed
‘incomplete’ or ‘different’ were quite successful. In
this respect, Pliny the Elder praised the general
Marcus Sergius for overcoming his natural incom-
pleteness. Despite being crippled in both hands and
feet during his early military career, the Roman gen-
eral continued to serve in numerous military cam-
paigns and accomplished marvellous feats such as
liberating cities in Cisalpine Gaul and capturing
twelve enemy camps. As Pliny records, the general
eventually survived to extreme old age. The Roman
historian Suetonius provides yet another good exam-
ple in his description of Emperor Claudius’ life and
career. Emperor Claudius had a speech impediment
and dragged his right leg when he walked. Despite
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being set apart as ‘different’, he went on to become
an excellent scholar of the history of Rome and a
popular emperor who was worshipped even after his
death. If we consider disabilities, or to use the an-
cient and Greek term ‘differences’, from this stand-
point, we might want to think that the Greeks and
Romans were not that different from us as we are
devoting our best efforts to include people with disa-
bilities.

The last section of the week revolves around the
ideal physical features of soldiers in both ancient
Greece and Rome. A point of significance here is the
discussion about the mental health of ancient sol-
diers and the extent to which modern conditions such
as PTSD could be applied to ancient Greek and
Roman soldiers.

In conclusion, this course is an outstanding intro-
duction to attitudes to health and well-being in the
ancient world and perfectly blends history, mytholo-
gy, archaeology and historiography in typical OU
fashion. Studying this course brought back many
good memories of my years as an OU History stu-
dent. For those interested in getting a certificate, the
course is available on FutureLearn and there is a
final assessment test to take. Alternatively, the
course is also available for current and past OU
students for free on the Open University platform
OpenLearn.

Antonio Battagliotti

Notes

1. Owing to its digestive properties Pepsi, the popu-
lar Cola drink, was named after the Greek word for
digestion.
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The Spanish Civil War in 100 Objects: A Material General History

History of the Conflict and its Legacy edited by Anto-  How the World Made the West: a 4,000 Year History
nio Cazorla-Sanchez & Adrian Shubert. £24.99. IS- by Josephine Quinn, Bloomsbury. £30.00. ISBN
BN 9781350351448 9781526605184.

The Last Transport: The Holocaust in the Eastern  gjik Roads by Sue Brunning, Luk Yu-ping, Elisabeth

Aegean by Anthony McElligott. £24.99. ISBN R O'Connell, and Tim Williams, British Museum
0781474227988
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Press. £30.00 (paperback), £45 (hardback). ISBN
9780714124988 and 9780714124971 respectively.

Irish History

Building on the Past: archaeological investigations
on the N2/M2 Finglas to Ashbourne road project by
Finola O’Carroll, Transport Infrainstructure Ireland.
€25.00. ISBN 9781911633419.

An lrish Civil War Dugout: Tormore Cave, County
Sligo — archaeology, history, memory by Marion
David, Robert Mulroney, and James Bonsall, Ar-
chaeopress. £38.00. ISBN 9781803277691.

Local History

Black Country

Studley Scrapbook by Alistair Brewin, Brewin Books.
£13.95. 978-1-85858-777-6

Cambridgeshire

Thirsty Work: A history of the soft drinks industry in
Peterborough by Greg and Avril Lumley Prior, Shaun
Tyas. £19.95. ISBN: 9781015774163.

Cornwall

Trelawney’s Cornwall: A Journey Through Western
Lands by Petroc Trelawney, Weidenfeld & Nichol-
son. £22.00. ISBN 9781474625098.

Cumbria

Life and Death in Roman Carlisle by Matthew S.
Hobson, Archaeopress. £40.00. ISBN
9781803278438.

Devon

Plymouth’s Military Heritage by Ernie Hoblyn, Am-
berley. £15.99. ISBN 9781398120327.

Dorset

A Date With Two Cerne Giants: reinvestigating an
iconic British hill figure edited by Michael J. Allen,
Oxbow Books. £24.95. ISBN 9781914427374.

Essex
Churches of Essex by John E. Vigar, Amberley,
£15.99. ISBN 9781398123014.

Constables, Crimes And Calamities: Harwich Bor-
ough Police 1836-1857 by Martin Stallion, self-pub-
lisher. £12.00. ISBN 9780957676039

Gloucestershire
Churches of Gloucestershire by Nicola Coldstream,
Amberley. £15.99. ISBN 9781398111448.

The Anglican Churches and Clergy of Cheltenham
by Alan Munden, Cheltenham Local History Society.
£7 (plus p&p). ISBN unknown.
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Herefordshire

Burials and the Black Death in Hereford: New Library
Excavation, Hereford Cathedral edited by Derek
Hurst, Oxbow Books. £40.00. ISBN 9781789258684

Lincolnshire
Digging Lincoln by Michael J. Jones, Archaeopress.
£35.00. ISBN 9781803278476.

A Jamaican in Lincolnshire: From the wartime RAF
to a life in Boston by Ralph Ottey, Boydell & Brewer
for the Lincolnshire Record Society Occasional se-
ries vol.3. £50.00. ISBN 9781910653111.

Rural England Through War and Peace: The literary
work of Lincolnshire’s Bernard Samuel Gilbert 1882-
1927 by Andrew J.H. Jackson, History of Lincoln-
shire Committee: Studies in the History of Lincoln-
shire 4. £29.99; also in pbk £19.99. ISBN
9780902668287.

From Coast to Fen: Archaeology in a Dynamic Land-
scape: The Archaeology of the Triton Knoll Electrical
System, Lincolnshire edited by Claire Christie and
Joshua Hogue, Oxbow Books. £38.00. ISBN
9798888571958

London and Kent

Abyssinia: Hornsey’s Lost Village by Hugh Flouch,
Hornsey Historical Society, https://hornseyhistorical.
org.uk. £18.50 (plus p&p). ISBN 9780905794822

Kew At War 1939-1945 by David Blomfield, Christo-
pher May and Simon Fowler, Richmond Local Histo-
ry Society. £10.00. ISBN 9781912314058.

Lady Anne Bacon: A woman of learning at the Tudor
Court by Deborah Spring, Hertfordshire University
Press. £18.99. ISBN 9781912260669

The Southwark Fire Court by Jay Tidmarsh, London
Topographical Society vol.188. £28 (plus p&p). ISBN
9780902087750

Norfolk

The Snettisham Hoards edited by Julia Farley and
Jody Joy, British Museum Research Publications,
British Museum Press. £40.00. ISBN
9780861592258.

Fishermen, Bathers and Beach Folk. The lives of
those captured in Juliet Seebohm’s Cromer sketches
1883—-1884 by Helen Murray, Poppyland Publishing.
£11.95 (plus £4.95 p&p). ISBN 9781869831417.

Somerset

Bucked in the Yarn: The unique heritage of Coker
canvas by Terry Stevens, Graffeg. £25.00. ISBN:
9781802586978
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Staffordshire

Staffordshire by Christopher Wakeling and Nikolaus
Pevsner, Yale University Press. £45.00. ISBN 978
0300218350

Yorkshire
The Rother Valley edited by John Boardman and lan
Foster, Oxbow Books. £39.95. ISBN 9781914427275

Croft’s Crossing: A North Yorkshire parish in the
mid-twentieth century by Katherine Streatfield,
Country Books. £16.00. ISBN 9781739530389

Tracing Your Yorkshire Ancestors on the Internet: A
guide for family historians by Rachel Bellerby, Pen &
Sword. £14.99. ISBN 9781399051620

Bishophill and Skeldergate: Exploring old shops,
pubs and industries in York by the Clements Hall
Local History Group. £10.00. ISBN: 9781999665548.

Military History

Medieval Warhorse: equestrian landscapes material
culture and zooarchaeology in Britain AD 800-1550
edited by Oliver H. Creighton et al, Liverpool Univer-
sity Press. £50.00. ISBN 9781836243359.

Oxbow Books (and books distributed

by Oxbow)
Tudor and Stuart Royal Gardens by David Jacques,
Windgather Press. £34.95

A Medieval Life: William de Felton and Edlingham
Castle, 1260-1327 by Graham Fairclough, Wind-
gather Press. £49.95

New Voices in Iranian Archaeology edited by Karim
Alizadeh and Megan Cifarelli, Oxbow Books. £40.00.
ISBN 9798888571453

Water Displays in Domestic Spaces across the Late
Roman West: Cultivating Living Buildings by Ginny
Wheeler, Oxbow Books. £45.00. ISBN
9798888571125

The Hidden Lives of Viking Women: Archaeological
and Historical Perspectives edited by Michele Hay-
eur Smith and Alexandra SanMark, Oxbow Books.
£29.95. ISBN 9798888571866

Oxford University Press

Bathilda of Francia: Anglo-Saxon Slave, Merovingian
Queen, and Abolitionist Saint by Isabel Moreira,
OUP. £17.99. ISBN 9780197792612.

Religious History

Church Going: a stonemason’s guide to the church-
es of the British Isles by Andrew Ziminiski, Profile
Books. £25.00. ISBN 9781800818682.
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Roman History
Dolia: the containers that made Rome an empire of

wine by Caroline Cheung, Princeton University
Press. £45.00 ISBN 97806912430009.

Scottish History

Where Men No More May Reap or Sow: The Little
Ice Age Scotland 1400-1850 by Richard D. Oram,
Birlinn. £75. ISBN 9780859767170.

This is the second volume of a three-volume inter-
disciplinary research project on the environmental
history and socioeconomic history of Scotland. At
£75 it is a lot of money to pay for just one book, but
this might well become a classic on the subject of the
Little Ice Age.

The Gravity of Feathers: fame, fortune and the story
of St. Kilda by Andrew Fleming, Birlinn. £25.00. ISBN
9781780278810.

The Vikings in the Hebrides by Niall Sharples, Wind-
gather Press. £38.00. ISBN 9781914427398

Cultural Landscapes of North-east Scotland by Colin
Shepherd, Oxbow. £45.00. ISBN 978888857 156.

Storm’s Edge: Life, death and magic in the islands of
Orkney by Peter Marshall, William Collins. £25.00.
ISBN 978-0-00-839439-4

Social History
Footpaths: A British History by Tom King, Amberley.
£14.39. ISBN 9781398117440.

Viking Age History

Life in the Viking Great Army: raiders, traders and
settlers by Dawn M. Hadley and Julian D. Richards,
Oxford University = Press.  £25.00. ISBN
9780198848554.

Embers of the Hands: hidden histories of the Viking
Age by Eleanor Barraclough, Profile Books. £11.99.
ISBN 9781788166751

Welsh History
Neolithic Tombs of Wales by George Nash, Logas-
ton Press. £25.00. ISBN 9781910839720

Hidden History in the Welsh Mountains by Richard
Hayman, Logaston Press. £17.99. ISBN
97819108399805

A Church Near You in Wales by Denis Dunstone, Y
Lolfa. £19.99. ISBN 9781800995987

Artisan Art: Vernacular wall paintings in the Welsh
Marches 1550-1650 by Kathryn Davies, Logaston
Press new edition. £25.00. ISBN 9781910839706
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Swansea and the Second World War by Bernard \Women's History

Lewis, Y Lolfa. £14.99. ISBN 9781800994409. Medieval Women: voices and visions edited by
) ) ) Eleanor Jackson and Julian Harrison, British Library

Welsh Folk Dance Recollections/Atgofion Dawnsio Publishing. £30.00. ISBN 9780712355902.

Gwerin Cymreig by Mavis Williams-Roberts, Y Lolfa.

£11.99. ISBN 9781800995741.

Magazines
A Plea to OUHS Members Who are Members of Other Societies

If you are a member of another history society (local, family, etc.) which publishes journals, magazines or
transactions regularly, please let the editor of Open History know about what this society publishes. Sending
a copy is not necessary, but might be advisable if the society wants a fuller review of its magazine. Let the
editor of Open History know what size it is (A4, A5), how many pages, how much it would cost for a single
copy (plus postage) or an annual subscription, where it can be obtained from and the titles of articles it contains.

Suggest that your society also sends review copies to Local History Magazine, The Local Historian (see
below) and regional magazines. Their reviews sell copies of your society's magazine and can get you new
members (and so does ours).

Many thanks to members who sent Open History details or copies of their society magazines, especially
Ruth Barbour, Alan Hunter and Alan Clarke. You can now send details via email.

Current Archaeology, Nos.417, 418, 419, December Rescue, Breaking Down Barriers, Designs on the
2024, January and February 2025. 12 issues a year. Jubilee Line, Colling Towers Now Considered Cool;
Available from Current Publishing, Office, 295 Chis- Odd Scos: Friends of the Roman Road and Fleam
wick High Road, London W4 4HH. Dyke

No.417: ScienceNotes: Talking the Torc — new No0.419: Science Notes: Black Death bacterium in
analysis of the Pulborough torc; CARD Fund: 100 not  Scotland; Excavating the CA archive; Digital data:
out! Community radio carbon-dating fund delivers its  Fishbourne Roman Palace; Fields of gold: Undert-
100th date; The Peebles Hoard: Investigating one of snading the Snettisham Hoards; Vanished Voices?:
Scotland’s ‘most signficant’ hoards; Excavating the Tracing female experiences and aspirations in medi-
CA archive; Beached: The Sanday Shipwreck, Ork- eval England and Wales; Under the Infirmary: Re-
ney; From Samarkand to Sutton Hoo: Exploring the vealing the secrets of medieval Berwick; Hopping
impact of the Silk Roads on early medieval Britain  through the history of the oast houses: From 19t-
and Ireland; Secrets of the Dorset marsh: Excavating  century brewing sites to luxurious living spaces; Iceni
Bronze Age remains and one of Britain's oldest pgates: Expanding our understanding of Venta
wooden tools; Archaeology and climate change; |cenorum; Searching for Severus: Did a Roman Em-
Seeking a Scottish source: Updating the story of  peror visit Carlisle?; Books; Museum news; Calen-
Stonehenge’s Altar Stone; Books; Museum; Exhibi-  gar; Heritage from home; Current Archaeology Live!
tion; Museum News; Calendar; Heritage from home;  5025; Sherds: Voices on the Path, The Future for

Sherds: Viking Linguistic Legacy, The Term ‘Anglo-  gmjthfield, Alfred’s Hall; Odd Socs: The Chance
Saxon’, Cattle and Culture, Warwick Rodwell’s Li- Heritage Trust

brary; Odd Socs: The Edward Thomas Fellowship

(researching places mentioned in his poems). Current World Archaeology, Nos.128; December
No.418: ScienceNotes: Put that in your pipe: ar-  2024/January 2025. Six issues a year. Available
chaeology evidence for the effect of tobacco-con-  from Current Publishing, Office, 295 Chiswick High

sumption on bones; Excavating the CA archive; Road, London W4 4HH; www.world-archaeology.
Celebrating heritage ‘Game Changers’: Whitby Ab- 5.

bey, North Yorkshire; Fit for an emperor?: Excavat- No.128: Exploring Artic burials (seventeenth and
ing a monumental building in Roman Carlisle; gignhteenth century whalers on Svalbard archipela-
Fleeting finds: Investigating intertidal discoveries in go): Charles Higham on... The Salt Sellers: A city of
the Severn Estuary; Unearthing the Peebles Hoard:  tgmples by the Pacific Ocean (Peru); Ocomtun: Dis-
A unique collection from Bronze Age Scotland; Holy- covering a Maya City; On the trail of the legions: A
roodhouse: Tracing the history of Scotland’s official Roman Conflict Landscape in Switzerland; Execu-
royal residence; Intentional offerings: Examining tjon in the absence of imprisonment: An archaeology
Bronze Age metalwork from the River Trent; Books;  of capital punishment in Sweden; Spotlight: Seeing
Exhibition: Medieval Women in Their Own Words;  tne past in the past; Travel: Bomarzo and Its Pyramid
Museum News; Calendar; Heritage from home; Cur-  (jta)y); Exhibition: Echoes of ancient Dacia; Books;
rent Archaeology Live! 2025; Sherds: Rock to the  Rypina Raja and Seren M. Sindbaek on... Dispersed
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Ancient Medieval Cities; Special Report: Europe’s
earliest inter-regional conflict? (Bronze Age Germa-
ny); Chris Catling on... Feats of Engineering; Forum;
Object Lesson: Rune-inscribed knife

The Local Historian, journal of the British Association
for Local History, Vol.54, No.4, November 2024. 4
issues a year, plus 4 issues of Local History News,
subscription £30.00. Available from BALH, Ground
Floor, 4 Victoria Square, St Albans AL1 3TF;
www.balh.co.uk.

Vol.54, No.4: Republics of Leisure: inter-war bun-
galow towns and holiday camps on the Yorkshire
coast; Hudson v Sealey: an educational cause célé-
bre in late Victorian Basingstoke 1894-1896; ‘Scan-
dalous, Impious, Blasphemous, Profane’: the Bristol
blasphemy trial of 1842; Thomas Layton, Tom Flow-
er and the modernisation of milk production at Manor
Farm Braunstone 1926-1938; Local history and con-
flict-related sites: a study of HM Prison ‘Maze’ in
Northern Ireland; Physicks, midwives, wise women
and witches: the role of women in medicine in Lon-
don 1550-1640; Reviews; List of online reviews;
Recent publications in local history 378

Local History News, No.153, November 2024, news-
letter of the British Association for Local History. 4
issues a year, plus 4 issues of The Local Historian,
subscription £30.00. Available from BALH Head Of-
fice, Chester House, 68 Chestergate, Macclesfield
SK11 6DY.

No.153: The Golden Polish Autumn Show;
Awards; Creating the Centre for Fenland Studies;
Huddersfield gasworks — a final glimpse; Celebrating
Hampshire’s historians — what next?; Awaiting an-
other great local historian — a case study from Hamp-
shire; Keep talking history: the work of Cumbria
Local History Federation; 2025: big anniversaries
and local events; Perth Museum and the much-trav-
elled Stone of Destiny; How the BALH Teacher Fel-
lowship has brought value to all members; Not as
lost as they seem...; News round-up; Societies; Ar-
chives; Museums; Education; Libraries; Call for will
transcribers; The New Jerusalem project; Online
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news; Good ideas to borrow...; Letters to the editor;
Untold Stories: new research on the city, county and
diocese of Lincoln; BALH Regional Conference:
Maps and Buildings; Decoding Towns: Swindon;
Book reviews; Alighting on some luminaries; BALH
Outreach Team news; Notes News Issues

E-Magazines
(The following are available only as email attach-
ments. Most are FREE to subscribers.)
Historic England E-Newsletter, October and Novem-
ber 2024; January 2025. Available from Historic Eng-
land website.

October 2024: What are ‘witches’ marks’?; How to
save energy in your older home; Norfolk Broads
waterside buildings listed; The legend and places of
King Arthur; Mendip Hospital chapel and cemetery
listed; Grant for new Heritage Action Zone in Brad-
ford; Shrewsbury’s Morris Hall newly listed; What's
on? Hallowe’en; Your Photos: Missing Pieces
Project: Black Activism in England; Archive image of
the month.

November 2024: A new blue plaque to Cary Grant
in Bristol; Roman rule in Britain?; New Girlguiding
NWE badge; CAMRA's Pub Design Awards; Disabil-
ity History Month; What's on?

January 2025: Heritage at Risk Register 2024
revealed; What is the oldest castle in England?; £10
million awarded to help save Birnbeck Pier, Weston-
super-Mare; War memorial to Lancastrian Victoria
Cross winner listed; Photographing the First World
War on the home front; New panel members in
national blue plaques team; How to save energy this
Maintenance Week; Archive image of the month

Locomotion Newsletter, December 2024

December 2024: Get Up Close To Flying Scots-
man!; Ring in the New Year; Enjoy Festive Science;
Little Locos; Early Birds.
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ABOUT THE OPEN UNIVERSITY
HISTORY SOCIETY

The OUHS is a nationally based history society with about 200
members from Shetland to the Scilly Isles, from Ireland and
Europe to the USA.

To keep in touch with such a widely scattered membership the
OUHS produces a journal four times a year, Open History, most of
which is written by members.

The Society holds annual residential study weekend and has a
lively website at www.ouhistory.org.uk and even more lively
Facebook page

Being a society attached to the Open University and affiliated to
the Open University Students Association, many of our original
members are/were OU students.

These students have all long since graduated but many are still
members.

They have been joined by later students but our emphasis is now
as much on the Open as on the University.

We are a society of people who are interested, singly, in some or
all branches of History and collectively most certainly in any His-

tory.

This is reflected in our journal, Open History.
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