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V. Book review

Michael Thompson 2009. Darwins Pupil. The Place of Sir John Lubbock, Lord
Avebury (1834—1913) in Late Victorian and Edwardian England. Melrose Books, Ely,
Cambridgeshire. ISBN 978 1 906561 44 4. Hard cover xii+148pp. 15 figures. £12.99.

Reviewed by Tim Murray

Readers will be well aware of the flood of books related to Charles Darwin that have appeared over
recent years. Productivity in the ‘Darwin publication industry” has never been particularly low, but
archaeologists have not really participated in it — with the exception of theoretical discussions about
the role of Darwinism in archaeology.

This was partially redressed in a recent issue of Antiquity 83 (320) 2009, where three papers presented
different images of Darwinism in archaeology in the years following the publication of The Origin
that each drew on a growing body of research into the ‘condition’ of archaeology during those years.
New works on John Evans and John Lubbock were an important part of that increasing texture.

Nonetheless there is always room for more and we are fortunate that Michael Thompson, who has
already written about Pitt-Rivers, Colt Hoare, and the Cambridge Antiquarian Society 1840-1890,
given us the product of years of learning and research on Sir John Lubbock, one of the great
ancestral beings of prehistoric archaeology. Thompson is not particularly concerned with high
theory, or with contemporary debates about historiography in archaeology. The book is also not
firmly based on much recent research into the history of nineteenth century archaeology. Thus it
has a somewhat disconnected feel to it, speaking little to most of the issues that concern those of us
actively engaged in this field. But there are compensations. Thompson knows a great deal about his
subject (Lubbock) and has delved deep into the primary sources (particularly the Darwin-Lubbock-
Darwin correspondence and Lubbock’s diaries). There are fascinating details about Lubbock’s family
life, the sociology of Victorian and Edwardian banking, and a life of work and well spent leisure.
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Collectively they add light and shade to what has already been published about him. There is nothing
earth-shatteringly new or counter-intuitive, rather more there is an emphasis on the personal elements
of Lubbock’s story.

Thompson takes the reader through the high points of Lubbock’s life and career — the importance of
a personal attachment to Charles Darwin, the great books (with a useful discussion of The Origin of
Civilization), the ‘other” scientific careers among bugs and other denizens of the natural world, and
still other careers as politician and writer of ‘improving’ essays. It’s a conventional and pretty well
worn pathway leading to much the same conclusions, concerning Lubbock’s polymathy, drawn by
other writers. One very welcome addition though is canvassed in the last chapter — for someone as
tamous as Lubbock at the time of his death (1913) why was his fame so fleeting?

The core text is expanded through five appendixes covering his books, the major figures in the Lubbock
‘story’, the legislation he introduced into the House of Commons 1871-1908; the original schedule of
the Ancient Monuments Protection Act (1882), the last chapter of Prehistoric Times (1865), the list
of one hundred greatest books compiled by Lubbock, and three of the essays drawn from Lubbock’s
Peace and Happiness (1909). It’s all a bit eclectic but for those whose knowledge of" Lubbock is not
great, they help to reinforce just how spectacularly broad and deep his knowledge was.
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