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The most famous Classical sculptures held in this country are the Elgin marbles. 

Removed from the Parthenon at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the marbles were 

sold to the British government at a loss in 1816.  Whatever we may now think about the 

transaction, travellers to Athens then and earlier were clearly concerned about the survival of 

relics of the ancient world.  This was most forcefully demonstrated when the Parthenon was 

severely damaged by an explosion in 1687 while being used as an ammunition dump by the 

Turks. 
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Roman sculpture was also an important area of research in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries.  Our copy of Horsley includes a drawing on headed paper from Eastley House, 

Corbridge, the residence of John Walker, who was also on the committee of the Folklore 

Society at the end of the nineteenth century.  The tombstone of the Roman centurion, 

reinterpreted in Marmora Oxoniensia as a seventeenth-century gentleman, was photographed 

and drawn on p. 172 and plate 60 of the Royal Commission of Historic Monuments’ Roman 

London (1928). 
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The nineteenth century was a time of continuing discovery of new classical remains, as well 

as developing the critical analysis of known works.  The rich storehouses of ancient (and 

more modern) art collected on the Grand Tour and then to be found in museums and stately 

homes throughout the United Kingdom, were yet to be dispersed in auction houses to pay for 

death duties and were catalogued for the benefit of visitors and scholars alike.  Note the 

director of the Berlin Museum, G. F. Waagen’s brief dismissal of the Roman sarcophagus in 

the Soane Museum, originally published in German in the late 1830s, as compared to the 

much more scholarly account by Michaelis forty years later.  The Library has the Grand Tour 

diaries of Robert Wood (1717-1771), for whom Dallaway had such small regard, while 

papers and works of John Flaxman can be seen round the corner at University College. 
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