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The Life of Margaret Alice Murray



Figure 0.1. Margaret Alice Murray at about age 50. Author’s photo, from a copy
in the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, UCL; used with permission
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Introduction

“A Life without a Single Adventure”

Margaret Alice Murray taunted the readers of her autobiography, written
when she was 100 years old, with the following words: “It is very disappoint-
ing to have had no adventures; other people have them but not me. So here
goes for the record of a life without a single adventure.”! Born in Calcutta,
India in 1863—the youngest daughter of a merchant and his wife—Murray
lived a life that was anything but lacking in adventures. Travelling often
between India and England, she spent her young life exploring the Mediterra-
nean, the Middle East, and Europe. She was proficient in French and German
by the age of twelve and was educated briefly at the Crystal Palace in Syden-
ham. She began as a student in the newly established Egyptology department
at University College London (UCL) under William Matthew Flinders Petrie
in 1894, but soon worked her way up to junior lecturer in 1898. Murray’s
career in archaeology took her to more places, like Egypt, Malta, and Minor-
ca. By the time of her retirement from UCL in 1935, she had been appointed
Assistant Professor, had received an honorary doctorate, and had been
elected an honorary fellow of the university, not to mention her numerous
memberships in scholarly societies. After she retired, she continued to re-
search and publish in scholarly archaeology until her death in 1963, at the
age of 100 years and four months. Besides publishing in Egyptian archaeolo-
gy, Murray also produced books on Egyptian scripts, the archaeology of the
Mediterranean, the practice of witchcraft, and the history of England. This
book examines in detail her life and career as the first professional female
Egyptian archaeologist in Britain.

From the beginning of the nineteenth century in Europe, archaeology as a
field of study had been slowly progressing from an amateur, gentlemanly
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pursuit to a discipline worthy of scholarly attention. As a practice, it had been
led by classically-trained linguists for decades, by men who focused their
sights on ancient Greece and Rome as well as prehistoric sites in their home
countries.? While the European fascination with Egypt has a long history—
stretching back to the time of the Greeks and Romans—the systematic study
of Egypt’s past began in earnest relatively recently with Napoleon’s expedi-
tion to Egypt in 1798. Expeditions to Egypt were sent by museums such as
the British Museum and the Louvre, as well as by wealthy private collectors,
and continued throughout the nineteenth century. These trips brought back
countless fantastical and mysterious finds, virtually unknowable to their
owners due to the lack of knowledge about the area. As a field of scholarly
study, then, Egyptian archaeology had a comparatively late start: the first
department of Egyptology was founded in 1892 at UCL with Petrie as the
first chair of the department.?® After this, more universities and museums
realized the need for trained excavators, who were usually male, leading to
the founding of academic departments and programs in Egyptology at uni-
versities across Europe and the United States.

While there are a number of works about the history of Egyptology in the
form of biographies, histories of particular sites or field projects, and more,
the history of the institutionalization of the science of Egyptology still needs
to be written.* Margaret Drower and Rosalind Janssen have written compre-
hensive volumes about Petrie himself and the department at UCL, respective-
ly.5 However, the study of the history of the discipline is still in its infancy;
Margaret Murray is therefore an important subject of focus to broaden the
history of this field for several reasons. First, Murray was a fixture at UCL
for almost seventy years. She was intellectually active at a new kind of
academic institution, and her long tenure there is an essential aspect of the
context in which she developed her ideas regarding Egypt, its past, and its
relevance to other fields of study. Therefore, issues that confronted women in
education and women in the professions throughout this period can be clearly
examined by exploring them in the context of Murray’s life and career.
While men in this period were able to focus their training on more specific
areas within their chosen disciplines, women in academia learned quickly
that in order to continue working, they must have a broad base of knowledge
and experience. In her research, Murray concentrated on the cultural history
of ancient Egypt and she published articles, books, and site reports elaborat-
ing on aspects of the culture such as literature, religion, art, and economics.
Later on in her career, Murray was on staff at the University Museum at
Manchester and Cambridge University, which offered other spheres for
scholarly growth through her teaching, lecturing, and excavating.

Second, her career spanned much of the formative period of Egyptian
archaeology as many intellectual, social, and political aspects changed during
the time she was working in academia. She entered the discipline in a period
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when not only was it new to institutions, but the concept of the professional
archaeologist also was new. At first, due to its uncertain place in the acade-
my, Egyptian archaeology was particularly open to women, especially those
working as assistants, illustrators, transcribers, typists, and catalogers. Mur-
ray took advantage of this tentative state and established herself on the
ground floor of a new university department. Because of her position first as
Petrie’s student and assistant, then as his colleague, Murray was instrumental
in creating the profession not only through her research, but also through her
teaching. At UCL she focused her energy on her students and their success in
the two-year diploma program which she established in order to train field
archaeologists. Highlighting the history, art, language, religion and culture of
ancient Egypt, Murray’s courses gave students the tools with which to begin
their investigations in the field. Even though most field archaeologists were
men at this time, Murray believed that it was knowledge of the ancient
culture, and not one’s sex, that ensured a firm foundation from which to
begin fieldwork; many of her female students went on to successful field
careers. Her teaching also introduced theories such as the diffusion of culture
to the new professionals she trained. Her site reports familiarized students
and scholars with new findings from the field, such as previously unknown
buildings and unrecognized artwork in tombs. She also wrote many works
with the general public in mind, whom she would have considered to be her
students; although historians have tended to discount popular science writers
as amateurs, Murray’s case is one which refutes this claim.

Finally, Murray was always conscious of being a woman in a man’s
world. Women were entering universities and the sciences in larger numbers
and were increasing their visibility, but they were still underrepresented.
While Murray found her status as a minority to be discouraging at times, she
dealt with her trials and successes in her own characteristic way—combining
conservative Victorian thinking with perspectives derived from the new, pro-
gressive, and activist branches of the struggle for women’s rights. In doing
so, she was able to navigate the male-dominated world of archaeology and
anthropology in order to maintain her position as an authoritative teacher,
writer, lecturer, and professional Egyptologist. Although part of the minority,
Murray was not alone in her endeavors. There were other women in her
generation who established themselves professionally in other disciplines
while fighting for women’s rights to suffrage and education. Historically,
these women established the tradition of a female presence in the academy
upon which later students were able to build.

My intention in focusing on Murray is not to substitute the story of a
“Great Woman” scientist in place of another “Great Man” scientist; instead, I
want to use her life to shine a spotlight on and to analyze various issues in the
science of Egyptian archaeology over the course of her long career. The
result is that I have moved the life of an overlooked archaeologist from the
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margin to the center of the story, paying close attention to the ideas that she
developed and the ways in which she influenced the science.

FINDING MARGARET MURRAY

Even though she was an active and central figure in the history of University
College London and in Egyptology, Murray actually left surprisingly few
records. Therefore, there are only a few main sources that | am able to
depend upon for Murray’s life narrative: her autobiography entitled My First
Hundred Years, one recent but short biography by Drower, and some letters
and lecture notes found mainly in the archives at University College and
elsewhere.® Therefore, in order to write a more expansive analysis of Mur-
ray’s life and career, I supplement these limited resources with other primary
and secondary sources that add to the historical context of her life and work.
Sources such as excavation reports, journals and letters from her colleagues,
and interviews of her students help to piece together parts of her life she
omitted or glossed over.

Murray claimed that she kept a diary for about four years, but that it “was
so deadly uninteresting that 1 gave it up and never tried again.”” When
writing her memoir she had this to say:

In an autobiography there is no research, no discoveries, no fun at all. Just
trving to remember any interesting or exciting events that have happened to
vou, but if no such events occurred you feel that the words of Mark Twain’s
diary are the only ones that really fit my life-story: ‘Got up, washed, went to
bed.’®

My First Hundred Years was well received among the scholarly community,
and many archaeologists appreciated the important links her life made to the
earliest days of Egyptology and Flinders Petrie.” However, using an auto-
biography as a main source for a biography is problematic, due to issues of
perspective and objectivity; in Murray’s case, it is necessary also to take into
consideration first, that she claimed that she had no diaries to use as sources,
and second, that she was a woman writing an autobiography. Some have
argued that, although it seems that autobiography presents as “untroubled a
reflection of identity as the surface of a mirror can provide,” in truth, there is
considerable debate as to whether or not the art is true to life.!® Many critics
of using autobiography as a central source for historical research agree that
there is indeed a tendency for the authors of these life narratives to create
more of a fictional character than to portray reality.!! It is likely that the
autobiographer will paint an idealized picture of themselves by committing
“acts of audit and surveillance.”'? Sometimes called an “autobiographical
injunction,” this is the situation where a woman’s autobiography becomes “a
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history of expectations, orders, and instructions rather than one of urges and
desires.”!3 Indeed, this is something any biographer must consider when
constructing a life story.

Diaries and letters as sources present many of the same problems that
autobiographies as sources do. For centuries, people of all classes, genders
and ethnicities have kept private diaries—many times with the intention that
they would one day be public.'* Women’s diaries especially may “provide
invaluable testimonials to individual female lives and reveal patterns of fe-
male existence over many centuries.”!5 It was much the same for letter
writers. Many times, “each letter, however private and personal it may seem,
is a letter marked by and sent to the world.” !¢ Letters were, at the very least,
dialogues between two people: they were meant to be seen by one other
person. However, many letter writers may have written with the knowledge
or forethought that others might see their words as well. Those who wrote
diaries also knew that their thoughts might not be secret for long. Thus the
diary, like the letter, should not be considered an “unprocessed autobiogra-
phy.”17 Even though Murray did not leave a private or professional diary, it
may be possible to obtain diary-like information from her autobiography and
collected correspondence simply because of the similarity of purpose and
voice among the three kinds of life writing.

Unlike Murray’s autobiography and her student Margaret Drower’s anec-
dotal biography of Murray, my biographical treatment will do what Murray’s
and Drower’s do not. I examine how Murray performed in and thought about
the professional world she inhabited by reshaping the historical understand-
ing of the relationship between Murray—a woman—and the profession of
Egyptology. Her work in science was undoubtedly affected by the fact that
she was not only a single woman coming from a Victorian colonial back-
ground, but that she was also a feminist activist and suffragist. Therefore, it is
necessary to incorporate her pursuits as a social activist within the narrative
of her professional life and to analyze them within the context of her profes-
sional roles. This type of analysis has never been done for Murray. Situating
her as a professional archaeologist allows me firmly to place Murray within
the larger historical narrative of Egyptology and to foreground her experi-
ences as central to the story, rather than as merely peripheral. Marginaliza-
tion happens too often when the career of a female scientist is considered
solely in the light of the career of a male mentor, such as Petrie. Petrie is
indeed a central part of Murray’s story, but he will not be the principal
character here.

When Murray entered the profession, and throughout her career, she was
on the cusp of variety of different dichotomies, depending upon which role
she was filling at a particular moment. She did scholarly research in Egyptol-
ogy while at the same time publishing works for the general public; she
taught in-depth and complex information to her university students while she
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was teaching similarly-structured courses to paying ticket-holders at the Brit-
ish Museum; to unwrap two mummies, she organized a strong interdiscipli-
nary team of scientists as well as lectured and exhibited one of the bodies to
an audience of over 500 people. Until recently, working with the public has
been seen historically as a feminine endeavor or as not important to the study
of the practice of science. However, Murray’s career demonstrates that by
engaging the public, the scientific sphere of influence can be greatly ex-
panded to reach hundreds or thousands of curious people, lending authority
to those who are able to educate a general audience. In doing so, Murray was
empowered and recognized within the scholarly world, where she continued
to train field archaeologists as well as pursue new avenues of knowledge.
Finally, a seeming contradiction that stayed with Murray her whole life was
the professional woman/feminist suffragist image set against the likeness of
the demure Victorian daughter. Her Victorian childhood in India and in
England instilled in her a sense of duty and obedience to her father and
mother, but Murray’s ambition and desire for a career was at odds with the
patriarchal system that was in place in England. Murray looked to her moth-
er’s example of hard work in India and in service to other women, however,
and became conscious of the fact that she could serve herself and her col-
leagues by fighting for rights to suffrage and education. Her mother’s exam-
ple as a good Victorian wife and a champion of women’s rights acted as her
guide. She tried to be a professional and a popularizer, a loyal daughter and
an activist, at distinctive times in her career, changing hats when the situation
called for it. Each of these aspects is crucial to a thorough study of Murray’s
life as a woman and as an archaeologist.

This book presents a cultural history of a woman in a scientific vocation.
As such, this biographical study therefore includes various histories as part of
the analytical framework of the chapters, such as histories of archaeology, of
particular universities, of higher education, of feminist, women’s, and gender
history, and the history of scientific collaboration. Due to the dearth of un-
published information about Murray’s life, we must place her within the
appropriate contexts. Detailing the background of Murray’s career will con-
tribute to the breakdown of the “Great Man™ view that is still prevalent in the
history of archaeology by recognizing the importance of a diversity of scien-
tists who too often go unnoticed, but who were integral to the productivity of
certain scientific networks. Furthermore, by concentrating on Murray’s ca-
reer as that of a scientist, and not simply a female support staff member, 1
challenge current understandings of the history of Egyptology in the late-
nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. It is essential to consider Murray’s
life outside of the classroom as an activist and a woman in order to under-
stand the contours of her career and the nature of her intellectual commit-
ments. Studying the ideas, careers and lives of those such as Murray who
were essential participants in their disciplines—yet who went unrecognized
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in the past, as well as in the present historiography—allows historians to
present a more complete picture of a science. By doing so, it becomes clear
that the field was not the only place archaeology was done; the heroic exca-
vator was not the only person working long hours; and women, far from
needing to be “discovered” by historians, did their share of discovering,
digging, and writing.

In the relatively new study of the history of archaeology there have been
several recent attempts at removing women from their partnership narratives,
excavating them from the dust of the archive and bringing them to light.!8
Primarily their activities have been documented in the field; not as much
attention has been paid to their work in the classroom, and even less to their
pursuits as scholars in their own right. For women in archaeology, “the worst
curse is the curse of erasure.”!” In order to keep this situation from happen-
ing, women and their professional efforts must be “legitimized by inclusion,
by anthologizing, [or] they will not be assessed; they will not be contextual-
ized.”20 While finding sources about some of these women is notably diffi-
cult, digging them out means going past the level of inclusion in an antholo-
gy to examining their careers, their work, and their lives, using the methods
of cultural history. This biography thus adds a new level of scrutiny to the
life and work of a female archaeologist in order to complete one part of the
excavation.

BIOGRAPHY

A general theoretical work about women in archaeology would not do justice
to the richness of the lives of these interesting women, of which Murray’s is a
fruitful case in point. Furthermore, to write another prosopography or an
anthology of women in the discipline would be to contribute another piece of
work to the already overcrowded encyclopedic genre. Biographies combine
many different and complex attributes of society, such as class, gender, fa-
milial and domestic relations, and professional relationships into one narra-
tive which can then be used to make claims that illuminate broader view-
points and conclusions.?! In particular, scientific biography possesses the
advantage of being a way in which historians attempt to unify a life that
would seem fragmented in a work that uses case studies or in a brief encyclo-
pedia entry.??

Writing biography is a challenge to present a “unified picture of a scien-
tific life”; therefore different biographers may write about and focus on a
variety of diverse traits about a particular scientist, with the result that each
author presents a unique picture of a scientific life.?* Biography allows room
for many authors to write about the same person, so that each may find a
different life to present. In the end, “scientific biography is an effective
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means for engaging readers in the struggles, successes, and failures of scien-
tists crafting their own lives as they explore and construct knowledge of the
natural world.”2* In this sense, then, a scientific biography of a woman must
combine the private life with the public work, with attention given to ex-
plaining the science for the reader. No matter what, however, biographers
choose different aspects of life to represent, so in any biography there will
always be something left out.?> For Murray, this is undoubtedly true. This is
the first full-length biography of Murray, and the lack of unpublished pri-
mary sources for her life presents a distinct challenge. With this in mind, I
have made use of the available sources—such as letters, novels, poems,
biographies of other women and men in the same period, national histories,
and more—in order to establish social and cultural contexts for Murray’s life
and the lives of her scientific cohort.?® Within the scope of this biography I
evaluate Murray’s life as a scientist and work with previously unused sources
to add new dimensions to the narrative that already exists.

Finally, although finding Murray in the archives and in the published
sources is indeed difficult, there is the temptation to use indiscriminately all
the given material and create what has been called a *“trash bucket biogra-
phy.”2” Murray lived a long life and had an amazingly wide range of interests
and accomplishments, so it is difficult to include them all here. I make no
claims to completeness in this biography as some of her activities are outside
the scope of my focus—her work in archaeology—and are better left to other
scholars. Murray’s work in folklore, witchcraft, and Mediterranean archaeol-
ogy have been addressed in more depth by others, and I have included the
appropriate references to guide readers to research in those areas of study if
they are interested in learning more about Murray in other frameworks. I do,
in fact, leave out some aspects of her life, such as vacations to Russia and
Egypt, and a lecture trip to Finland. My hope is that other scholars, thus
introduced to Murray, will continue the path down which I have begun.

EGYPTOLOGY AND ORIENTALISM

Like many other pursuits of knowledge, archaeology was not professional-
ized or specialized until the early twentieth century. However, if seen gener-
ally as an interest in the material remains left by the inhabitants of the past in
order to understand the past, it is clear that archaeology began long before the
nineteenth century. Egyptology, as a discipline that studied the remains of an
ancient yet historical civilization, developed as a distinctly separate practice
from prehistoric European archaeology.?® There are innumerable accounts of
the history of the discipline of Egyptology, from the times of Herodotus to
today, so I will not fill space by restating those works.?* Throughout this
study, I focus on the development of Egyptology in Britain, especially at
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University College London, since that is where Murray spent most of her
career.30

An important aspect of this story is the intersection of professional Egyp-
tian archaeology with the dynamic of Orientalism. The two are intertwined,
thus making Orientalism a key part of Murray’s professional life. Oriental-
ism, as a “cultural and political fact” in Europe and America over the last two
centuries, was defined by Edward Said as “a corporate institution for dealing
with the Orient . . . [it is] a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and
having authority over the Orient.”3! He argued that Western Europe has
attempted to deal with the Orient “by making statements about it, authorizing
views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it,” and in
order to achieve these goals, it was necessary to know it.3? This particular
type of knowledge “means rising above immediacy, beyond self, into the
foreign and distant. . . . To have such knowledge of such a thing is to
dominate it, to have authority over it.”33 Said extended much of his argument
about the East and West colliding from Napoleon’s 1798 expedition into
Egypt up to 1994, and his conclusions intended to impact the study of the
Middle East and policy concerning the area.’* While some critics have
argued that Said’s assertions and “only secondary concern with history per se
make this book of lessened interest to historians,” Orientalism is, without a
doubt, a key factor in the practice of Egyptology, and thus the study of its
history.33

Throughout the history of the study of the East by the West, the Oriental-
ist, in our case the Egyptologist, “describes the Orient, renders its mysteries
plain for and to the West.”3¢ Thus, guided by the objectives of imperialism
and Orientalism, Egyptologists began what has been called the “anti-con-
quest.”37 Although the term is problematic—the process is clearly an inva-
sion—this course of action consists of creating an archaeological past “that
has ensured an alienation of Indigenous cultural heritage from its Indigenous
owners, which leads to the questions of who owns the past and who has the
right to interpret it.”3% The “anti-conquest” has led, inevitably, towards the
“creation of a past that identifies historical episodes as scientific phenome-
non and people as specimens,” as objects of study.?® People and cultures can
then be studied objectively, separate from their environments, waiting to be
revealed to a curious West. Continuing this process in the late nineteenth
century, British archaeologists—and those working in Egypt especially—
were expected to collect objects to be placed in museums, which in turn
would support and justify imperial ideologies throughout the colonies. Doing
so was to stake ideological and physical claims on both the land and the
objects that came from it.

Because Murray was an Egyptologist, her work sits at the center of this
framework and sheds light on the fact that Orientalism and imperialism are
crucial ideologies from which the history of this discipline cannot be separat-



