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/ '.Sir.George Macdonald was elected an honorary member 
o f this society^ in 1926..-'- He was then sixty-four. years of 
■a;ge/at-the’-height'.of-'-his reputation and powers, and-was. 
about; td receive,.a year later, the K .C .B . in .recognition of 
valuable services as. Secretary of the Scottish Education 

■‘Department.- W hat link, then, connected this distinguished 
administrator with.tlm antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne.? 
The answer to the question lies partly in the stock from which 
lie'came, -and partly-im the rich variety; of his intellectual 
pursuits. -.-George Macdonald was -born..in 1.862 ab.Elgin, 
the .historic-centre of .a.district whose sons-were.fired..with 
zeal, fpr good learning, and r liberal statesmanship.. H is 
father,. James Macdonald,, was a - distinguished- school
master, .whose. teaching, representative oLthe best in .Scot
tish* education, :combined firm grounding, in, the humanities 

. with-broad ? understanding- and- philosophic, outlook; , H is 
abilities, took -him- from .Elgin to Dumfries,: anci-thence .to 

. A yr :and/;Kelvin-side, w here he-became., rector o f .famous 
academies. James Macdonald was. by. no..meansJ oblivious 
of - antiquity. His- d assicaL  training- endowed -him, w ith 
particular interest -in the-Roman antiquities o f  his country.

■ Further, his disciplined outlook fitted him to take a promin- 
ent place among.that small hand of workers.who recognized 
that the primary need of Roman studies in Scotland as then 
followed was the rigorous demolition of the many castles in 
the air erected by romantics upon the solid foundations of
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R o y  and his contemporaries. A pplying anew both field- 
observation and the spade,. James Macdonald and his con
temporaries expunged from the overladen maps all but the 
most unimpeachably Roman sites and roads. Like Haver- 
field in England, these men were the destructive agents of 
an age of scepticism.

Haverfield pruned rigorously, then proceeded to.enrich 
the roots of his subject and presently trained the quickened 
tree of knowledge to bear better fruit. In Scotland, James 
Macdonald and his contemporaries were older than Haver
field, and the task of. regeneration was not to be theirs; in 
due season, it fell to George Macdonald, but only after wide 
and’ significant’experience in other'fields. His father’s de
votion to classical studies, determined that the boy should 
study the humanities at Edinburgh University, and the dis
ciplined ability thus produced was reflected in first-class 
honours and a Ferguson scholarship in 1883 : an Oxford 
course at Balliol College then followed, and a “  double first, ”  
in classical moderations and literae humaniores, attested the 
command.of scholarship and exposition now attained. The 
reward was a mastership at Kelvinside Academy, where 
from 1887 to 1892 the young dominie led his Glasgow boys 
through the bitter waters of syntax to the sweeter springs 
of classical literature. ' The broad ambition characteristic of 
Qborge Macdonald’s learning now became apparent. De
termined to keep in touch with European scholarship at 
first hand, he strengthened his German and French by 
translations of standard works in philosophy and dialogue, 
and by an edition of Schiller’s po;ems. He also found time 
to master Italian and to learn Norwegian.

In 1892 a new.phase of activity began. He became a 
lecturer in Greek at the University of Glasgow, a post which 
he.held for twelve years. During this period he produced 
his first great work, which was to govern one direction of 
his life-long studies. The.University of Glasgow possesses, 
among its famous Hunterian collections, a noble series of 
Greek coins. Macdonald catalogued these in three sump



tuous volum es,. in which much entirely new ground was 
broken and the study of the subject was systematically 
developed. ■ A s a fundamental contribution to numismatic 
learning the work received rapid recognition at home and 
abroad... The. Rhind lectures of 1904 w ere'given  to the 
Society of Antiquaries of Scotland on Coin-types> their 
origin and developm ent. They illuminated their subject 
arid reflected glory upon their author, by illustrating upon 
how, broad an understanding of the subject his specialist 
treatment of Greek coins was based. In the next year, the 
University of Glasgow showed appreciation of the great 
publication of its treasures by an honorary doctorate of 
letters. On the Continent, the French Academy acclaimed 
the international value of the work by decorating it with a 
crown in 1907.

' B y  this time the character of Macdonald’s occupation 
had changed and was to change further.. In 1904 he had 
been made lecturer in classical archaeology at Glasgow 
University and Curator of the Hunterian Museum. But in 
the same year another career attracted him. H is experience 
in teaching and exceptional powers of classification were 
now devoted to an assistant secretaryship in the Scottish 
Educational Department, and be left academic life for ever, 
though retaining all his academic interests in vivid form. 
Numismatic work, for example, * continued to be George 
Macdonald’s employment for the rest of his days, but here 
is not the place to recount in detail his'work in that field. 
Its eminence is connoted by the honours which befell him. 
He became honorary curator of the Hunterian coin cabinet, 
and an honorary member of the Viennese,. Zagrebian, 
American,* and R oyal British'Num ism atic Societies, and 
medals were awarded to him by the two last in 1926 and 
1913.* The principal achievements were the 'revision of 
important sections in B . V . Head’s standard work, Historia 
Numorum, his classic book on The Evolntion rof Coinage 
in 1916, his study of the silver coinage of Crete in 1920 and 
his excellent contributions to the Cambridge History of



..India .on . the. Hellenic Kingdom s of Syria, Bactria and 
Parthia, where his treatment of numismatic evidence which 

•.he had made peculiarly his own formed the basis for history. 
.Both historians and numismatists were quick to recognize 
the superb, quality of his pioneer work in this field.

Am id all this activity, however, an inclination towards 
.research in Scottish fields became apparent.. A s  might be 
expected, this first appeared in studies of coins. No sig
nificant discovery of coins, whether Roman or medieval, 
escaped his notice; and to Macdonald all finds, however 
small, were significant, for his powers of synthesis at once 
related them to a wider whole. This self-appointed task 
was in fact an inheritance from his father, who in 1899 had 
supplied Haverfield with a list of Roman coins found in 
Scotland, to fqrm the basis of a noteworthy appendix to 
the Antonine W all Report. Twelve years later George 
Macdonald was to am plify these conclusions by an equally 
.important appendix to Dr. James Curie’s magnificent 
volume on the excavations and relics from the fort at New
stead. Meanwhile, however, there had been a  chance of 
archaeological field-work. In 1906, the fort at Barhill on 
the. Antonine W all was excavated by Macdonald and 
Alexander Park. The recovery of the stone and timber 

...buildings, of the ditches of the Agricolan post and of a 
-.very notable series of relics, shed much new light upon the 
history of the W all and gave a new fillip to its study. Mac- 

. donald’s systematic mind, which had reduced to order the 
chaotic plethora of Greek coinage, now applied itself to a 
study of the northern W all, and in 1911 there. appeared a 
large and well-illustrated volume containing a reasoned 
account of the whole barrier. Nothing like it had been 

. attempted for any other Roman frontier-line: in this re- 
.spect, as in so many others, its author was first in the 
field. And it is well to realize what this meant. 'Hitherto, 
historian’s accounts of the W all, unaided by archaeological 
material, had been vague in. the extreme. Its occupation 
was assigned to the third and even the fourth centuries,



to be connected with the shadowy province of Valentia. 
A ll this indisciplined guesswork was swept away for ever 
b y ; Macdonald’s clear marshalling of the new evidence, 
largely discovered and wholly interpreted by himself. ‘The 
work was dedicated in choice Latin to his father, whose 
tastes and activities had inspired and moulded its creation.

It was natural that there should then have been a pause 
in activity. Lesser men would have been content with these 
laurels, soon augmented, in 19 13, by a fellowship of the 
British Academy. Again, the claims of the educational 
secretariat were becoming increasingly heavy. Scottish 
education was. just then undergoing important reorganiza
tion, arid Macdonald, by now second Secretary, was con
centrating upon'the drafting of intricate bills and provisions. 
There can be no doubt that his lucidity of style, already 
notable, both benefited and was benefited by these tasks. 
Next came the Great W ar of 19 14-18. L ike all intellectuals 
who had soundly based Continental sympathies, Macdonald 
deeply deplored the shattering of civilized standards and the 
disruption of intellectual unity. He never ceased to hope 
that the failure of Machtpolitik would be so signally demon
strated that reason would for ever supersede it in a stronger 
and better order. During the war he thus retained his 
intellectual serenity and balance when others lost heart and 
hope, and during the bleak afterm ath/Rom an studies in 
this island found in him their strongest and weightiest ex
ponent. For Haverfield, whose singular genius had given 
those studies a special form and content, was dying, broken 
in heart arid racked in fram e.1 On his passing, the mantle 
fell upon Macdonald, who with truly Roman pietas, recog
nized that one of his first duties was to see that the mature 
expressions of Haverfield’s exceptional powers of restrained 
synthesis, collected in his Ford Lectures, were not lo st; and 
an -edition both7of these and of the famous essay on The 
Romanization of Rom an Britain was soon produced. The 
former was accompanied by a bibliography; which enumer
ated the almost unbelievably numerous and sporadic articles



of the dead master. Meanwhile, a new contribution of his 
own was in making : in 1920, the Philological Society at 
Oxford heard a very remarkable paper on the Agricolan 
occupation, soon afterwards published in the Journal of 
Rom an Studies . Long-forgotten Scottish excavations, *
conducted with matchless' care but lacking illuminating 
parallels because they were then unique, were reconsidered 
by Macdonald and systematically treated as evidence for 
the length and character of the Agricolan occupation. Once 
again it had fallen to him to write an entirely new chapter 
in 'Rom ano-British history. The author of this memoir 
well remembers how as an Oxford undergraduate he listened 
spell-bound and inspired to the reading of that paper, which 
seemed to lift the curtain upon a new world. Next year, 
Macdonald became president of the Roman Society, an 
office held from 1921 to* 1926. These were difficult times for 
Rom an studies, and his presidency was much devoted to 
restoring the comity of European Scholarship. H is past 
and present labours were acknowledged and cheered by an 
Oxford recognition, the honorary doctorate of letters con
ferred in 1923: Leisure he had little or none: his busy
official life, broken by incessant travel between two capitals, . 
would have wearied most men. Somehow he made spare 
time; and now, freed from the numismatic studies men- 
tionedabove, was absorbed in preparations for a new edition 
of his work on the Antonine W ail. New claims also began 
to press. In* 1928 he presided over the Anthropological 
Section o f the British Association for the Advancement of 
Science, and was placed upon the R oyal Commission upon 
Museums and Art Galleries, which evolved two years later 
into a Standing Committee. But in th is 'year also he re
tired, honoured by a knighthood in i9 2 7 , from his office as 
Secretary o f Scottish Education, and was free to fling him
self more thoroughly into his beloved studies. The portrait 
by Maurice* Greiffenhagen, R ;A .,  illustrating, this memoir 
(pi; x i i ) ,  depicts him as* he then was., active in mind and 
body, surveying: the world with shrewd serenity not un



tinged with humour : man of the world, scholar and admin
istrator were blended in a douce demeanour which might 
have led a stranger to underestimate the .power o f ,mind and 
breadth of experience which it concealed. He still retained 
a gay sense of venture, which he now gratified with almost 
youthful ardour by undertaking in bitter * weather the 
difficult and complicated excavation of the fort at Mumrills. 
H is learned commentary upon those excavations, published 
in 1929, revealed a corresponding freshness of touch and 
an originality of outlook quite unaffected by the years. The 
same characteristics marked ,a masterly summary for the 
German Archaeological Institute of Romano-British re
search from 19 14  to 1928, presently published also by the 
British Academy. At this time also he undertook, in 
preparation for the 1930 pilgrimage of the Roman W all, a 
detailed study of the baths at Chesters, which was published 
by our society and reproduced as a monograph for the 
Chesters Museum in 19 31. This was a tour de force of 
structural analysis and interpretation. Y et another link 
with this society was the first Horsley memorial lecture, 
given in 1932, to celebrate the bicentenary of the publication 
of Britannia Rom ana . No one could have more fittingly 
assayed the achievement of the greatest figure in Rom ano- 
British  research.

In 1931 he had also found time for a presidency of the 
Classical Association, seizing the opportunity to produce 
a fresh statement of his views upon A grico la 'in  Britain, 
published by the Association. in 1932. 1932 marked his
seventieth birthday, celebrated by the issue of a dedicatory 
volume of the Journal of Rom an Studies, and the follow
ing years saw the culmination of his work and honours. 
In 1934 the second edition of his Rom an W all in Scotland  
was published, marking an immense advance upon previous 
knowledge and forming an unrivalled account of the organ
ization of a Roman frontier. From 1933 until his death, 
he was President of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland. 
At the same time, he was Chairrnan of the R oyal C om m it



sion on Ancient Monuments for Scotland, and Vice-Chair
man of the Ancient Monuments Board for Scotland. Few 
will ever know or fu lly appreciate the unseen work which he 
put into the administration of these bodies or the editing of 
their publications. The administration owed to him much of 
its wise policy. Every page of the publications was submitted 
to his eagle eye and received the benefit of his exceptional 
experience in lucid exposition. The same care and thought 
was devoted to a long series of German articles upon 
Romano-Britisb topics in Pauly-W issow a’s Realencyclo- 
p a ed ie ; for he was now the recognized authority upon those 
matters upon the Continent and had been made a cor
responding member of the Berlin Academy of Sciences. 
Further distinctions steadily accrued. In 1935 he was 
president of the R oyal Numismatic Society, while his old 
University of Edinburgh honoured him with a doctorate 
of letters, and Cambridge followed suit in 1936. An honor
ary fellowship of Balliol College came in 1937. It was no 
secret that these academic honours acknowledged not onlv 
his past achievements but his sagacity as an active member 
of the University Grants Committee of the Treasury. 
About now he was able to formulate a project intimately 
connected with this society and the universities. His ex
perience upon the Standing Committee for Museums and 
Art Galleries and his intimate knowledge gained as a trustee 
of the Clayton Memorial Museum at Chesters convinced 
him that nothing would so forward the study of Hadrian’s 
W all, in which he had always taken the most detailed 
personal interest, as a central museum in which the very 
scattered material should be housed and associated with 
the teaching* of Durham University. He warmly recom
mended the scheme to all concerned, spoke of it eloquently 
in public and to this society, furthered it in private. A  year 
before his death he had the gratification of knowing that 
the Council of this society and the University of Durham 
were agreed upon a scheme, which had been formally 
tabulated.



It may be claimed, then, that in these final years, Sir 
George had the peculiar felicity of contemplating a period 
of history for whose interpretation he himself was very 
largely responsible. It is not too much to say that on 
foundations pegged out by his father but laid by himself 
he had erected a logically planned and durable building. 
The architectonics of the structure had depended very largely 
upon his own attitude to evidence, to the consideration of 
which he brought unrivalled acumen and training. It had 
been his lifelong principle to ,supplement and correct the 
misplaced emphasis of literature by excavation. The 
Agricolan wing of the edifice remained, however, compar
atively unilluminated by this treatment, and its planning 
depended more immediately upon the work of others. A s 
knowledge advanced in other fields of- Roman research it 
was this part of the structure which seemed weakest, and 
was to be put to the question. Students of archaeological 
method may wonder whether it might not have been better 
to have awaited the arbitration of the spade. The protagon
ists chose, however, to base their study upon typological 
treatment' of pottery, and upon a fresh examination of the 
literary and numismatic evidence. The question at issue 
was how late the Agricolan occupation continued. Sii 
George was not used to controversy—his sure and unhesitat
ing progress along the path of knowledge had never in
vited it—but he had argued many a case for the department 
and in his studies; and on this occasion the twisting of 
his tail stirred the old lion; indeed, it might, almost be said 
that the question gave new life. He replied to his critics 
with vigour, candour and urbanity, in articles which were 
considered by a shrewd student of his work and methods as 
among the best he ever wrote. The title of the last one, 
Verbum non antplius addam , was prophetic, for,the long 
and brilliant career was about to close.

In 1937 S ir George’s health, hitherto so good, had begun 
to fail, under a physical disability which reduces strong 
men to inaction and despair. Operative treatment for a



while did good, but soon came the recognition that evening 
was at hand. H is serenity of temperament stood him in 
wonderful stead, triumphing over discomfort and weakness, 
maintaining clarity of mind and charity of outlook. These 
were gloom y days : for a second time in a long and civilized 
life, he saw the Teutonic storm break over Europe. Despite 
his condition, he remained calm and firmly convinced that 
reason and ’ poise would prevail, against wild desires and 
unbalanced conduct. He was content, indeed, to abide the 
ultimate result, no matter what became of himself in the 
process, and refused to leave his beloved home and accus
tomed haunts. On August 9, 1940, death, came mercifully 
and quickly, after short unconsciousness.

In conclusion, some personal recollections may be added. 
H is home life, shared for long years with a devoted wife 
and blessed by son and daughter, moved in a quiet private 
circle from which he drew power and refreshment for his 
never-ending external activities. Sadness never touched it, 
except when his daughter was taken* from h im ; and this, a 
bitter blow, was borne with’ patient and touching resigna
tion and the humble piety of the Scot; The experience no 
doubt deepened his sympathy with the difficulties of others, 
but this was at all times profound’and real, as the author 
can testify from personal experience. It was typical of the, 
man that his help always took the form of practical and 
kindly advice, utterly devoid of mere sentiment or empty 
phrase. ' H is humanity reflected itself in a readiness to 
extend his knowledge to all conditions of men : young and 
old,* professional or farmer, schoolmaster or labourer found 
a ready' and infinitely patient capacity to answer their 
questions. Not, indeed, that he suffered fools g lad ly ; he 
was grim ly impatient of wilful error and obstructionism. 
Nor, again, was he always quick to answer. He usually 
saw a good deal further round the corner than did his 
questioners, and he was too wise to be hurried into an in
cautious pronouncement. \ W hen the answer came it was 
rich;,and -full,..and when verbally delivered not seldom
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adorned with pungent Scottish humour. Reference has 
already been made to his literary labours. To work with 
him here, as S ir  George Mackechnie,- his successor, has 
publiciy testified, was an education. A  stroke of his pen 
transmuted the mediocre phrase or halting deduction into 
clear and shining golden prose. It reflected the classic 
education, it retained until the last the Roman touch, and 
its loss will serve only to induce a richer appreciation of a 
fine and noble spirit. - . . . . . . . . .


