When Old Things became Historical – Reflections on the Emergence of Antiquarianism

Jan Marco Sawilla
Within the last fifteen years, the understanding of Early Modern antiquarianism has changed fundamentally. First, antiquarianism is no longer considered to be a movement of minor intellectual value, restricted to the collection and classification of historical objects for their own sake. Second, new research has made clear that it is not without problems to construct, in accordance with Arnaldo Momigliano’s famous essay Ancient History and the Antiquarian of 1950, a sharp distinction between historiography in the proper sense of the word, and a specific area of historiographical subjects and techniques which can be qualified as “antiquarian”. Against that background, this paper discusses some of the main features of the antiquarian movement and its impact on the construction of historical knowledge.
One of the basic effects of the antiquarians’ activities can be inferred from a change in linguistic conventions. By the end of the 16th century historical objects were usually called by their proper name. Old manuscripts were designated as “old manuscripts”, “volumes”, or “books”; “old coins” were simply named “old coins”. However, by around 1600, learned people regularly began to refer to these and similar artifacts as historical “monuments” (monumenta) or “antiquities” (antiquitates). The development of a kind of generic name for historical objects implies that the latter got established as a part of a particular field of knowledge. While precious and artistically sophisticated artifacts had always attracted attention, the antiquarian is to be characterised as a person under whose direction old things of almost each and every kind – historical and potentially strange or enigmatic texts included – could become “monuments” or “antiquities”. Furthermore, the antiquarian movement assumed responsibility for a shift in meaning conveying as a result that these kinds of objects, who had lost their original function a long time ago, were fed in several systems to produce new social sense. Which, however, are the material and intellectual processes we have to take into consideration?
In the course of the 16th and 17th centuries Rome and Italy became and remained the very nucleus of the antiquarian movement within the western hemisphere. From there on, transnational antiquarian networks particularly between France and Italy expanded from local humanist circles and schools. Encyclopedic projects developed side by side with graphic aspirations and the development of a kind of antiquarian aesthetics. Within the context of courtly culture antiquarian interests were combined with reflections about architecture and respective projects. Collections, whether of learned origin or as a part of the culture of princely representation, became places of communication and centers of accumulation of antiquarian knowledge as well as of political prestige. Within these contexts, however, “antiquity” was not metonymic with Greco-Roman antiquity, but signified “remote past” in a very broad sense of the word. Hence, in capturing and modifying stimuli like the sketched, by the end of the 16th century, erudite elites in different European countries started to study the respective antiquity of their own environment, regardless, whether there once had existed a Roman period in the history of their particular region or not. Often associated with patriotic tendencies, concerning certain towns or cities, regions or states, thus social environments and landscapes became step by step historical environments and historical-cultural landscapes.
Under the ever growing weight of the past the structure of historical knowledge was put into motion. This process should not be described in terms of an increasing significance of traditionalistic thought. Rather, one has to think about a change in the epistemology of time –one effect of which could have been some new ways of creating “tradition”. From a long-term perspective, however, one has to recognise a fundamental shift particularly in the way “historiography” was conceived: From about 1600 to 1800 historiography increasingly became a technique of dealing with the past and its remains, in contrast to the established concept of historiography as a means of instructing posterity about the events of the respective present. The impetus to identify the historical position and the genuine meaning of artifacts and texts celebrated as “newly discovered” or “salvaged from the maw of time” resulted in a revision of almost all historiographical traditions which were at hand. While by the end of the 16th century theories of “history” remained theories how to read or how write history, “history” gradually changed under the influence of antiquarianism its epistemological status and became something that had to be reconstructed by means of historical analysis. 
Apart from and as a complement to the traditional way of organising historical facts and events according to chronological reasons antiquarianism relied on an essentially systematic pattern by adapting Marcus Terentius Varro‘s († 27 v. Chr.) Antiquitates rerum humanarum [et] divinarum. Varro’s pattern of the so-called instituta et mores (“institutions and customs”) proved to be of high significance for it represented a both handy and universal means, that could be used to regulate the setup of antiquarian knowledge and was applicable to almost each and every (historical) society. One well-known example of this area of antiquarian activities was the study of Roman and Greek military constitutions, intensified within the context of the Oranian military reforms. Concerning this highly politicised case the authority of ancient knowledge was used to reflect on the structure and nature of new military knowledge.
Thus, Early Modern antiquarianism was a dynamic force. It gave shape to a wide range of fields of historical nescience. It developed analytical tools and means of communication to transform nescience into knowledge and to issue this knowledge with social relevance.
