The Wood Collection

Contribute!

The Hellenic and Roman Library holds what is
known as “The Wood Collection”, part of which
documents this trip. The collection includes diaries,
notebooks, sketchbooks, and published works. The
collection remained in the possession of Wood’s
descendants until it was donated to the Society for
the Promotion of Hellenic Studies in 1926.

Using Recogito, anyone can
tag these documents, and
make annotations on scanned
versions. See them here:
https://recogito.pelagios.org/
document/fgpxwcf9bz3j6e

Further Reading
Why Tadmor-Palmyra?
Names matter: the name ‘Palmyra’ evokes a
particular history and culture. In the first centuries
CE, for which the site is best known, the many
public inscriptions found there carry both Palmyrene
Aramaic and Greek: thus, the civic entity of Romanera Tadmor-Palmyra was truly bilingual in its selfrepresentation and expression. Tadmor-Palmyra has
thus been proposed as the most authentic rendering
of the site’s ancient place name due to the city’s
habit of bilingual public inscriptions.
Robert Wood also noted that the local people living
there in the eighteenth century called it Tadmor,
something he himself does throughout his preserved
notes. Yet it is by the classical name—Palmyra—and
not the Semitic one—Tadmor—that the site is
usually known in the West. Wood’s published book
presumably took the name Palmyra because it was
classical, but, as Wood was well aware, Tadmor was
not only a feature of the ancient past but also its
present at the time he visited. Indeed, local
settlements held fast to the name Tadmor until the
place was reinvented as an archaeological site in the
twentieth century.

On the Wood collection, a summary of the
documents can be found in Butterworth, 1986:
“Library Supplement: The Wood Collection.” The
Journal of Hellenic Studies 106: 197–200. On Borra
and Palmyra, Dardanello, G., ed. 2013: Giovanni
Battista Borra da Palmira a Racconigi. Torino. For a
recent assessment of Palmyra in the Wood
collection, Baird and Kamash, 2019: “Remembering
Roman Syria: Valuing Tadmor-Palmyra, from
‘Discovery’ to Destruction.” Bulletin of the Institute
of Classical Studies 62 (2): 1–29. On the usage of
‘Tadmor-Palmyra’ for the site, see Kaizer, Ted. 2017:
“Trajectories of Hellenism at Tadmor-Palmyra and
Dura-Europos”. In Hellenism and the Local
Communities of the Eastern Mediterranean, 400
BCE-250 CE, edited by Boris Chrubasik and Daniel
King, 29–51. Oxford.
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The Wood
Collection:
Approaching
Tadmor-Palmyra

In 1749, the British antiquarian
Robert Wood set out with
James Dawkins, wealthy heir to
Jamaican sugar plantations,
and another prosperous young
Oxford scholar named John
Bouverie who would not survive
the trip. They were joined, on
the way, by the Italian
draftsman Giovanni Battista
Borra.

Sketchbooks
Three of Borra’s
sketchbooks are held in
the Wood Collection.
Wood nos. 15, 16, & 17.

Elizabeth Wood’s
Writings
In the Wood collection are
a number of volumes
written or transcribed by
his daughter, including
extracts copied from her
father’s notebooks and
those of Dawkins. Wood
nos. 1-8 & 18.

Notebooks and Diaries

Wood’s Homer

The collection contains a
number of notebooks and
diaries made on the
journey by Wood,
Bouvarie, and Dawkins.
Wood nos. 9-14 & 24.

Wood travelled with a
small vellum-bound
volume of Homer, which is
interleaved with his own
notes and transcriptions
of inscriptions he
encountered. Wood no.
22.

Visualising Tadmor-Palmyra in
the Wood Collection

Writing Tadmor-Palmyra in the
Wood Collection

We have no evidence that much of the detail that
appears in the engravings was recorded on site. While
The Ruins of Palmyra has been treated as evidence of
the site, major leaps were made between the drawn
records made on site and their later fixity as engraved
and published images. As an architect, Borra was also
likely to have had a desire to record elements of the
architecture that he encountered which might be useful
in his designs. He was later known as a designer of
houses, with mixed Palmyrene and Italian Rococo
themes, his travels informing his designs.

The collection includes some original notebooks made
during Wood’s travels, but not those detailing his initial
encounter of Palmyra itself. These are preserved in a
way by a later text—the ‘Approach to Palmyra’—in a text
written by Wood’s daughter, who copied and epitomized
much of her father’s work in longhand notebooks.

