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When [ first met Olwen Brogan in Tripoli in 1979, she was already in her 80th year.l I was a
member of the UNESCO-sponsored Libyan Valleys Survey (the ULVS), an interdisciplinary
project set up at the instigation of the Libyan government to investigate how the pre-desert
region had been made to bloom in the Roman period. Olwen was the leading authority on our
study region and had enthusiastically otfered her help. 5o it was that she came with us to the
desert, an elderly woman in an otherwise all-male group {the Libvan government had advised
against us taking a mixed team in the first season). And what an example she set us all -
always one of the first risers, never complaiming about heat and fhies, sharing our woefully
poor meals without demur, firing our archaeological curiosity by her own enthusiasm. Like
almost every other British scholar who has waorked on Roman Libva in the last 40 years, 1
ewe an immense debt to Olwen.? It was typical of her to seek to open the eyes of young
visiting archaeologists to the attractions of Libya's archaeclogy and [ was one of her easier
converts. Her guided tour of the site of Ghirza, where we were based in 1979, was one of the
key moments that settled where my PhD studies would be based. T was to benefit from her

wisdom and encouragement many times atter that,
A Short Biography

Born Olwen Phillis Frances Kendall on 15th December 1900, her career was impressive by
any standards and, by those of the decades flanking World War [, it was remarkable.? She
was author of two monegraphs, over thirty articles and was a regular reviewer for Antiguaries
Journal, Antiguity and Journal of Roman Studies. Her first inclination seems to have been for
history, but at University College London she was introduced into Roman Studics, and
Roman archaeology in particular. Mortimer Wheeler seems to have been a particular
influence, as he was to so many of that generation. She excavated with him in Britain at
Verulamium and Cacrleon. But the parallel achievernents of other femnale archacologists of
her peer group (not least Tessa Wheeler and Kathleen Kenyon) no doubt alse offered
significant encouragement.* Her first research interests lay in the investigation of the Roman
frontier in Germany, on which she wrote an MA thesis, and in late Celtic and Roman Gaul.
During the 1930s, she was a leading member of a team carrving out excavations at the hillfort
reputed to be the site of Gergovia, where Vercingetorix won his famous vietory over Caesar.



She heid University posts in Minnesota and at Unmiversity College London, but for a time the
academic career of her husband, the historian Denis Brogan, teok precedence. Nonetheless,
she continued and developed her own archaeological career around the demands of raising
four children and managing the Brogan household as it moved from London to Oxford and
later to Cambndge. One important role she plaved in this period was Secretary to the Faculty
of Archagolegy, History and Letters of the British School at Rome and indirectly this was to
lead her to North Africa.

During the Second World War she worked for the Admiralty, but resumed her archaeological
activity at the first opportunity thereafter. In the late 1940s and early 1950s she took part in
British work in Libya, first at Sabratha with Kathleen Kenyon and Jehn Ward-Perkins (the
then Director of the Brtish School at Rome) and subsequently at Lepcis Magna {(again with
Ward-Perkans). The spectacular remains of the great coastal cities of Libya could easily have
occupicd her fully for many years, but Qlwen's curiosity was fired by the interior of the
country and its singular and well-preserved archasology. In a series of intrepid journeys (in a
region still at that time liberally sceded with mines and other discarded World War 11
munitions), she built on earlier British work on the Roman frontier region. By the mid-19350s,
Olwen was working at Ghurza, the most impressive of the frontier sites. This Roman period
village of around 40 buildings, including several exceptionally iarge fortified farms {gsur),
and with two associated cemeteries of splendid ashlar tormbs abundantly decorated with relief
carvings. Ghirza, became the centre of Olwen's work for several years. With her collaborator
David Smith, she meticulously recorded the tombs and buildings of the site. The final
publicaticn of this exceptionally preserved site was her greatest academic achievement (see
below) and sadly one of her last.¢ Her trips into the Libyan desert became almost an annual
occurrence through the late 1950s and 1960s,7 resulting 1o a string of brilliant articles that
quietly challenged the very roots ef academic orthedoxy about the region’s history and

archasology.

In the late 1960s, after the ragically early death of Richard Goodchild, she was onc of the
prime movers in the setting up of the Society for Libyvan Studies, which was 1o become the
formal conduit for the continuation of his own and her work. She was a founder member, the
first editor of its Annual Report (now the journal, Libvan Studies), Honorary Secretary for the

first 12 years of the Scociety's existence and later a Vice-President of the Society.

When Denis Brogan died in 1974 she moved to Libya, marrying Charles Hackett with whom
she shared her last 13 years, Now based in Tripoli her activity if anything intensified, despite
her advancing age, as she used her ample powers ol persuasion to secure the help and vehicles




of many friends in both the Libvan Antiquities Service and the expatriate community. She
was a great cultural ambassador at a time of frequently strained official relations. an
achievement marked on the British side by the award of an OBE in 1976 and in Libya by the
uncfficial but very affectionate sobriguel of Umm Ghirza ("Mother of Ghirza. A further
characteristic of her dealings with people was her honesty and integrity. When contacts in the
expatriate community sent her news of fresh discoveries in Libya or sought her advice aboul
finds they had in their possession, she was always firm that they should proceed in the proper
manner with the authorities. As illustration, here is an excerpt from one of her letters to an
enthusiastic amateur archaeologist {who just happened to hold an important position in one of

the oil companies) and who wanied to send her some pottery he had found on a Roman site:

You will have o be quite careful because of the Antiguities Law, which is to be aken
seously. It is illegal 1o bring anything owt without a permir. This even applies o casual

sherds found lyving about . so doo’l put any in the post.

Omly n the 19805 did deteriorating health demand that she and Charles retumn to Cambridge,
but she remaned active in the Society for Libyan Stedies and was still publishing almost 1o
the last. In 1984, the Society organised a conference in her honour in Cambridge, with the
resulting volume of papers dedicated to her.® Typically, her own modestly presenied
contribution to the conference is one of the most important papers in the coltection.? She was
one of the most self-deprecating scholars [ have ever met. The construction of her
bibliography for the volume in her honour was a singular labour as she very early on declared
there was little more than a small core of works that she thought people rmight be interested to
remember. But the longer David Buck and I delved, the more we found and the more we came
to realise the importance of her work - always the arguments were quietly and politely laid
out, the difficultics of cxisting theories were explained, insightful new interpretation
introduced as a hypothesis that others might like to test. ") She was a gentle scholar, but with
pronounced individual, indeed non-contormisi tendencies. Most importantly for posterity, she
had the knack of being right on almost all of the contenticus issues she confronted.

She died on 18 December 1989, just a few days past her 89th birthday and shortly after the
appearance of a volume of papers celebrating the first twenty years of the Society lor Libyan
Studies, to which she had conlributed so much.!!

Gaul and Gergovia

Olwen's early work focused on the German frontier and on Gaul. Several articles based on her
MA, summarising the extensive German work on the fimes were practically the only




worthwhile texts in English until the 1960s.12 The excavations at Gergovia in the 19305 were
important in that they expanded knowledge of Gallic oppida and of Caesar's camnpaigns away
from the more famous site of Alesia. Sadly the work there was interrupted by the war. 13

The depth of her research into French archacology becomes clear from her general account of
Roman Gaul, published in 1953.1% Despite archaeclogical advances, this was sull a
serviceable introduction for the English reader well into the 1970s and has only really been
surpassed in the last 15 years or s0.15 Paradoxically, the appearance of the book more or less
comncided with her shifting her archaeological allegiance to the southem shore of the
Mediterranean. Although she maintained her interest in Gaul, and 1s rightly remembered for
her work there, it is for her research in Tripolitania {north-west Libya). that she is now best

known.

One interesting facet of her work on Gaul was the importance she placed on the reacuions of
the Gauls themnselves to their conquest and assimilation in the Roman empire.!® This priority
given to the views of the colonised was still rare in the pre- and immediately post-war years,
even in countries such a France where a degree of pride had always been placed on the
exploits of Gallic heroes of old. In the altogether more colonialist almosphere of North Africa.
wherc she was to devote most of her encrgies from the 1950s onwards, such tendencics were
unprecedented. When she began work in Tripolitania, Olwen carried over her innate empathy
with the indigenous populations of Reman frontier provinces. The result of her approach was
the effective start of a post-colonial archaeclogy of the region {though she would no doubt not
have articulated it in that way).l7

Sabratha and the 'Casa Brogan'

Her contribution to the Sabratha excavations of 1948-1951 was for many years under-
appreciated, until their long-delayed final publication by Philip Kenrick in 1986.1% What is
clear frotn his account is that Olwen's area of responsibility, an insula of domestic housing
behind the forum, was an immaculate piece of excavation and recording, yielding some of the
most important and convincing dated sequences from anywhere on the site.!? Measured
against the standards of colonial excavations in North Africa, where houses were cleared
more than excavated, the 'Casa Brogan' as it is known stands out as one of the best pieces of

archagclogy of its age.

Although Clwen was the chief supervisor here (and the name 'Casa Brogan' was assigned

early on and never challenged), Kathleen Kenyon was the overall directer of this part of the




site and seems Lo have been responsible for much of the recording and initial wrting up the
material. [t is thus hard to reconstruct the full extent of Olwen's role, though we know it
continued over subsequent years in studying the finds from the site.2? Perhaps, more
impodtant is the fact that these two women archaeclogists working together achieved an
impressive piece of stratigraphic excavation of a very complex urban sequence, long before

such things were commonly practised in Mediterranean archaeoclegy.
The Tripolitanian Interior

The consensus view, established by John Ward-Perkins and Richard Goodchild by 1950,2!
was that the pre-desert zone to the south of Tripolitania was largely unoccupied up to the third
century AD when the Roman army established a series of outpost forts at sites such as Bu
Njem and Gheriat el-Garbia (Fig. 1). In the wake of these daring advances against the desert
tribes, so the argument went, there was a wave of celonisatien in the frontier zone, with
soldier [armers (Hmitanei) given lands as reward for helping to shore up the {imes. These
soldier farmers reputedly built fortified farms {gswr), sornetimes in isolahon, sometimes in
clese groups. Ghirza was generally cited as the classic example of this process - in somc
reports it is even called a frontier town. The survey and selective excavatien at Ghirza by
(Hwen, Emilio Vergera-Cafarelli and David Smith over four seasons (1953, 1955-1957 - a
total of only 12 weeks work and carried out on a budget which in no year exceeded £300) led
to & model archaeological report, albeit one that was many years in the writing.22 Once again,
despite the date of the fieldwork, this is a remarkably modern report. The stratigraphic
excavations yielded a multitude of artefacts, including much organic material and botanical
remains. All categories of finds are reported on in detail and make Ghirza the best published
site of interior Libya. The discussion of the social context of the site was particularly notable
for the way in which it departed from the accepted orthadoxy established by Goodchild 23
Although the hev-day of Ghirza was in the late Roman period, she rejected the view that the
inhabitants were external colonists, recognising in their language and art that their culture was
essentially Libyco-Punic. This was a Libyan settlement in the Roman period and although the
inthabitants were evidently powerful families, yet they were not the soldier farmers of earlier

imagination.*¢

These conclusiens had solidified in Clwen's mind over many years by her continuing
exploration of pre-desert sites.2 In 1964 | for instance, she published a preliminary account of
a site that apparently antedated the supposed third century take-off of pre-desert settlement. 26
This site in the Wadi el-Amud yielded pottery of the late first and second centuries AD and its
tombs bore inscriptions in nec-Punic script {a form of writing that was not used after the lale




first century in the coastal cities). This very remote site, with a well-preserved olive press,
was the focus for renewed work by the Libyan Valleys Survey in the early 1980s, amply
confirming her cenclusions.?? By 1971, she had enlarged her corpus of early sites
considerably, and was then able to argue that the phase of construction of fortified farms was
preceded by an earlier wave of undefended farms, some of elite pretensions and accompanied
by mausolea.2® This cast serious doubt on the other major plank of the theory propounded by
Goodchild and Ward-Perkins that the settlement of the pre-desert post-dated {indeed was
dependent on) the establishment of the outpost forts. However, there was nothing at all para-
military about the newly discovered early settlements, still further weakening the view that
the region was colenised by a wave of external settlers who took on immediately the role of

frontier militia.

Her successes as an explorer of the pre-desert went well beyond the recognition ol structural
evidence. She was a fine reader of pottery and, being able to distinguish between later and
earlier forms, qurckly recognised potentially important sites. She was also a good epigraphist
and brought these skills to bear on the demanding (and frequently incomprehensible) texts of
the zone. Through a series of articles, many co-written with Joyee Revnolds, she was able to
demonstrate convincingly that whether they used Latin, Punic or Libyan letters for their
dedications, away from the military camps the nomenclature was almost exclusively Libvan,
with occasional Punic names. She carefully reconsiructed famihal links and illuminated
personal histories. 3¢ Her work was critically important in opening up new perspectives on the
people of Roman Libya.'! Once again, the full import of what she had traced was not readily
absorbed ar first, not least because it ran counter to the Italian colonial ideology that had
utiderpinned most earlier work and indeed continued to influence most scholars active in the
region through the 1960s and 19705, The subsequent and mote intensive survey by the Libyan

Valleys project has again conclusively shown that her intuition was correct. 32

In the 197%0s, she achieved another major coup - right under the noses of Italian and French
archacclogists who were then reviving interest in the Roman military works tn the region - by
publishing a hitherto unknown 6 km long Roman linear barrier (a sort of miniature Hadrian's
Wall - comprising in parts a stone wall, in other parts a bank and ditch., lock-out towers and a
well-preserved gate-house) 33 This was a discovery of great significance because it marks a
continuation of a system of such frontier earthworks and walls already known further west in
southern Tunisia and it also seems pessibly to pre-date the Severan frontier advance and gives

a valuable indication of an earlier deployment. 4




The arrival of the ULVS in 1979 could easily have been construed as threatentng by someone
who had single-handedly pushed forward the exploration of the pre-desert over a 25 year
peried. Tripolitania was her paich and many lesser scholars would have defended their
territory and their intellectual property. Instead, Olwen welcomed us 'as the cavalry that came
over the hill' and with a show of remarkable generosity shared her knowledge, including that
of many unpublished sites and discoveries. We were soon caught up with her enthusiasm and
her theories (Fig. 2), which even in 1979 were still considered to be rather unorthodox. As we
explored more of the pre-desert we were astonished (and delighted) by the consistency with
which her predictions and hypotheses were proved right. Someone on the (eam once remarked
that he thought Ohwen had forgotten more about the region than he could ever hope to know,
but the truth was that her memory of archacological detail and her knowledge of the
topography were still asiounding. Lacking reliable maps and in terrain where even the best
topographers amongst us struggled to keep their bearings from onc day to the next, Olwen's
powers of recall were tnaly amazing., I think if we go over to that hill, we'll find a relief
carving of an eagle .... now down there is a cistern and a small farm ... I believe that pile of

stones is where [ picked up some Gaulish terra sigillata many vears ago™).39
The Ghirza Tombs

The publication of Ghirza and its spectacular tombs marked the apogee of her scholarship
and merits more detailed commentary. There were two cemeteries with monumental
tombs at Ghirza; the first lay a short distance south of the main settlement on the west
side of the wadi (the North Tombs}, the second lay on the east bank c. 1.5 km south of the
site {the South Tombs). Scholarly opimion has been rather divided on the artistic merit of
these monuments. The lollowing comment is typical of the less favourable reactions,
which make the mistake of judging the tombs by the standards of the best art of
metropolitan Rome or Lepeis Magna,

And atthough | had n allowed my imagination to rise at all in proportion to the
exhilarating accounts [ had heard, 1 could not but be sorely disappointed . I found them
of a mixed sryle, and in very indifferent taste, ornamented with ill-proportioned eolumns
and clumsy capitals. The regular architectural divisions of frieze and cornice being
neglected, nearly the whole depth of the entablatures was loaded with absurd
representations of wartiors, hentsmen, camels, horses, and other animals in low relief, or
rather scratched on the freestone ... The buman figures and animals are miscrably
executed, and arc gencrally small, though they vary in height from about (hree feet and a

half a fool in height, even on the same tombs, which adds to their tidiculous eilecy, 6




Olwen's detailed description ef the architectural and sculptural programmes of (hese
tombs remains one of the best discussions of funerary art in North Africa (Figs 2-3).%7
Her concise but minutely observed descriptions of the relief carvings (Fig,. 3 caption) are
accompanied by fine interpretative analysis of the ensemble. It wiil stand the 1est of time
as a model of how art historical and sociai analysis can be combined. The heyday of the
site {and the period to which most of the tombs relate) appears to be late third-fourth
century AD. Many other tombs in the pre-desert zone are now believed to be earlier in
date (late first - early third century AD) and are of somewhat different architectural
form.* The Ghirza tombs are also unusual in that they constitute the single largest
concentration of elite funerary monuments, suggesting that Ghirza had some special
status within the pre-desert zone. However, despite these differences, the artistic themes
of the Ghirza tombs have many parallels in the corpus of funerary art of other parts of
Tripolitania.?® The body of data from the ULVS survey provides a useful supplement of

examples.*

Using this large body of architectural and wonographic matenal, she was able to debunk
many of the misconceptions about the society that was responsible for building the
tembs. There are also many similanties with Libyan and Punic sacred ant and she saw
that these tombs must be read not simply as menuments to the dead, but as structures
which had a continuing religious significance for the lhiving. The architecture of the tornbs
fits into a long tradition in Roman Africa, fusing Hellenistic, Punic and Roman traditions
with African ritual needs and ideology 4l This cultural complexity. indeed ambiguity is a
hetter word, runs through art, religion, and material culture in Roman Africa.** Far from
peing menuments reflecting the boundless power of Rome in the region, these tombs are
best appreciated as an expression of a regional Libyan culture that embraced such
elements of Punic and Roman iconography as suited its own social and religious agendas.
Such views were very radical when she first espoused them, but are the basis today for

post-colomal reappraisais of the cultural character of Tripolitania4?

AL her death, Olwen left two unfinished projects. The first was to write a general account of
Roman Africa to match her earlier boek on Gaul. T talked about this with her once and she
told me that she felt she had missed the moment and had then left the work to one side - had
she written the book she was capable of in the late 1960s, it would undoubtedly have had a
rremendous impact. The second project aimed to expand on her work on the Ghirza tombs and
publish a definitive study of all the pre-desert tombs. This remains a serious lacuna as the
final ULVS reports treat this topic only superficially. It is to be hoped that someone will yet




take up the challenge of reviving this project. Her published works and her archive of notes

will form a very solid basis %
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Captions for Figures

Figure 1. Map of Roman Tripohtania, showing the sites ot Sabratha, Ghirza and the area of
the Libyan Valleys Survey (from Barker et al., Farmlles Synthesis, with permission).

Figure 2. Olwen Brogan conducting a ficld seminar in 1981 with young Libyan archaeologists
on the architecture of Tomb A in the north cemetery at Ghirza (Photo: G.D.B. Jones for

the Libyan Valleys Sutvey}.

Figure 3. Relief carving of agricultural activity from Tomb North B. Olwen's concise and
clear description runs as tellows: "Reaping. Stonc broken across the top. Two men in
short belted tunics reaping with curved sickles. The hands again show up well. The lumps
of earth and roots are again indiated by little mounds. Above the barley (or wheat} is a
broken but fine rosene, A little of the cap {or hair?} of the man on the left has been
preserved. On the left is a heap of cut ears of grain.” (Brogan and Smith, Ghirza, 138).

12




Notes

* School of Archaeological Studies, University of Leicester, UK.

** Note the abbreviations to the following frequently referenced works,

Barker et al. FarmDes, Synthesis G.W.W. Barker, D.D. Gilbentson, G.D}.B.
Jones and I2.J. Mattingly, Farming the Desert.
The UNESCO Libvan Vallevs Archaecological
Survey. Volume {: Synthesis (London and
Paris 1996}

Barker et al. Farmbes, Gazeitteer G.W. W, Barker, D.D. Gilbertson, G.0D.B.
Jones and D). Mattingly, Farming the Desert.
The UNESCO Libvan Valleys Archaeological
Survey. Volume 2: Gazetteer and Pottery
(London and Paris 19961,

Brogan and Smith Ghirza 0. Brogan and DD.J. Smith, Ghirza: a Romana-
Libvan Sertlement in Tripeditaria (Tripoli
19843,

Mattingly, Tripolitania D.J. Mattingly, Tripolitania (London/Ann

Arbor 1995
1 LibSt 1] {1980 4-5. carries a photo of her at this period.
2 The extent of this debt is made clear in different ways by the dedications of. Barker et
al., Farmles Synthesis, xx; [sabella §jostrom, Tripofitania in Transition. Late Roman to
early Islamic setilement { Aldershot (1993, p. x. But her help went well beyond the
acadermic wisdem she gently hapded down. Her home in Tripoli was a regular haven for
visiting archaeclogists , histornans and geographers and she was often their go-between
with the relevant Libyan authorities.
3 This brief summary of her life owes much to the published obituaries by her long-term
friend and co-fieldworker, Joyce Reynolds in The Independent 22 December 1989 and
LibSr 21 (1990} via-ix.
4 Strangely, neither M. Wheeler, Stlf Digging, Interleaves from an Antiguary'’s Notebook
{London 1955) nor I. Hawkes, Adveniurer in Archaeology. The Biography of Mortimer
Wieeler (New York 1982), mention Clwen, though both provide vivid pictures of the
Wheeler group and of the many women archaeclogists associated with it.
3 Notably that of Richard Goodchild, see Libyan Studies: Selected papers of the late R.
. Goodchild (ed. J. M. Revnolds) (London 1976).
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6 Brogan and Smuth, Ghirza. It should be stressed that the long delay 1n final publication
was in large measure caused by the problem of funding the detailed report which was
completed long before 1ts final apprearance in print.

70. Brogan, "Brinish archaeology in Libya 1943-1970" LibSt 1 (19707 6-11.

8D.J. Buck and D.J. Mattingly eds. Town and Countrv in Roman Tripolitania. Papers in
hononr of Glwen Hackerr. (Oxford, 1985).

9. Brogan and J.M. Reynolds, "An inscription from the Wadi Antar” in Buck and
Matungly, supran. 8, 13-23.

10 The appreciation of Olwen by Joyce Reynolds in Buck and Mattingly, supran. 8, x-x1.
contains the following insight: "Her bibliography shows ... the importance that she has
wisely placed on geography and climate tn her studies, What deserves stress is her
overriding interest in people and their doings. She has always been good at envisaging
these things and in consequence at asking new and rewarding questions of her evidence ...
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