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Reviewed by Tim Murray

2007 was a bumper year for institutional histories, with the Society of Antiquaries of London
celebrating its tercentenary, and the Danish National Museum (a comparative new-comer at 200
years). This is a very welcome development as the history of archaeology, which has been booming
in recent years, has featured much biography and general survey, but comparatively little on major
institutions.

Having said that I need to stress that Susan Pearce sees things somewhat differently. “In no sense is
the volume intended to be a ‘history” of the Society” (p. 7). Instead she sees the objective of the book
as being focused on a celebration of the Society. “The papers in this volume are intended to investigate
the ways in which the Fellows of the Society of Antiquaries, at various moments in time, came to
understand the past, and their relationship to it, and to show how these are interpreted at the beginning
of the twenty-first century” (p. 6). All of this may well be perfectly true, but by the time we get to the
end of the 15 substantive chapters our knowledge of the Antiquaries is significantly advanced over
the Society’s previous history — Joan Evans’ History of the Society of Antiquaries (1956).

These substantive chapters cover a great deal of Important ground, not least of which is the
evolving relationship between antiquarianism and the professionalized disciplines of archaeology and
history (to name just two) that came to the fore during the nineteenth century. The essays are all of
a uniformly high order, but there are standout contributions on the nature of antiquarianism, the
historical context of the Society, the great excavation projects sponsored, and the development of the
visual and textual languages of antiquarianism.

Visions of Antiquity is a handsome production — generously illustrated and beautifully designed. Many
of the contributions clearly demonstrate the value of the Society’s splendid library and its great
archive. There is much new knowledge here.

Susan Pearce and her collaborators have done an excellent in bringing to light the rich and varied
contributions of the Society’s Fellows to the illumination of the past. Visions of Antiquity is an
adornment to the history of our discipline.
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