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11. UNA VITA SACRA: CLARENCE BICKNELL AND THE DISCOVERY OF

ALPINE PREHISTORIC ROCK ART

Christopher Chippindale

Introduction

Clarence Bicknell; bora in Londen, Engiland, 1842; died in
Val Casterino, Alpi Marittime, 1Italv, 1918; is an obscure
figure, even by antiquarian standards. He held no honours, or
even memberships of learned societies, and The Times did not
notice his death. A memorv of him and his work survives in
the Museo Bicknell, Bordighera; in England he is forgotten
(Hawkins 1890).

Nevertheless, he deserves a modest and honourable niche
in the history of Italian and of European archaeology, partly
because his work exemplifies some of the best features of
later 19th century pre-history; it points up in a single
case-study the strengths of the new systamatics as applied to
material previously a matter for antiquarian speculation.
Besides, Bicknell did unusual things, and his character is
both appealing and diverting.

Materials for a biographical sketch of Bicknell are
patchy. There is nothing for his first 19 years, for
instance, but there is much for his botany and archaeology,
and his public life in Bordighera. For his personal life, the
only direct source is the letters he wrote, over a five-year
period near the end, to a Swedish baroness; they show
strikingly the attitudes of the older man, but cannot inform
clearly about the younger. .

I have called this paper Una Vita Sacra. When Bicknell
and his companion-cum-servant Luigi Pollini first explored
the figures cut on the high slabs of the Fontanalba, they
called the last, stiff haul, the scramble in the scorching
sun above the top meadow, the 'devil's hillside'. At its top
is the lowest of the great Fontanalba surfaces, a 50-metre
length of red sandstone that runs like a corridor straight up
and down the hill. Bicknell called it la via sacra, the
sacred way, because it seemed like a natural passage to guide
the pilgrim from the mundane land below into the high and
holy land of figured rocks that lies above. Aan impossible
devotion to good works runs all through Bicknell's life: una
vita sacra is intended as a reminder both of that and of the
figured rocks he loved.

The 'figured rocks' of Mont Bégo

Mont Bégo (in Italian Monte Bego) is a principal peak of
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Fig. 11.1. Clarence Bicknell in later life. The notebooks
record how long he took to climb from the Casterino valley to
Mont Bé; they show that he was, even in his late sixties, a
much faster walksr than most younger people today (Istituto
internazionale di Studi Liguri/Enzc Bernardini).
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the Maritime Alps. Part of the former Comté& de Nice, since
1947 it has been in France; in Bicknell's day it was retained
in Italy as part of the hunting grounds of the royal House of
Savoy. Mont Bégo itself, 2872 metres high, is the most south-
easterly peak of the Mercantour massif, the zone of ancient
metamorphic rocks related geologically to the Massif Central
of France rather than the Alps proper. It lies about 40 km.
due north of Monaco, a little east of the Roya valley, whose
Napoleonic route over the Col du Tende makes the easiest
passage across the Maritime Alps from Nice and the
Mediterranean to Cuneo, Turin and the Piedmont plain.

Above the larch trees, which reach to about 2300 metres,
Mont Bégo has a rugged landscape, of scree, grass and bare
rock surfaces. Many of these, especially the schists and
metamorphic sandstones, have been scraped and polished smooth
by glacial abrasion. Often brightly coloured in red, orange,
buff, green and grey, these inviting stones have attracted
people to carve deccrations, figures and inscriptions, from
prehistoric times, through the Roman (Gascou 1976) and
Renaissance (Bicknell 1913a, 58-62) periods, into modern
times (Lumle,; et al. 1976).

Archaeologically the most important of this palimpsest of
rock-engravings (in Italian, ihcisioni rupestri; in French,
gravures rupestres) are the very numerous early figures made
by a technique of 'pecking' little round holes ('cupules'),
each mark showing where a stone or perhaps metal tool has
been hammered on to the rock face.

Now that the Mont Bégo figures are securely dated to,
broadly, the earlier Bronze Age, they can be seen to 1lie
second, in both number (upwards of 50,000 in all) and range,
among the Alpine traditions of prehistoric rock-art behind
only the astonishing collection of Valcamonica. But research
in Valcamonica did not begin until 1929 (Marro 1930; Graziosi
1931), and the impetus to work there, the 'Anati Mission' of
1956, had 1its roots on Mont Bégo; for it was a search for
comparative material to complement his major work on Mont
Bégo that took Emmanuel Anati to Valcamonica, there to
realize its riches (Anati 1980}

L

Bicknell's early years

Clarence Bicknell was born at Herne Hill, in the
prosperous London suburbs, on 27 October 1842. His father,
Elhanan (1788-1861), came from a west-country family of wool
merchants, which had moved to London and then turned to
school-teaching. Aas a young man, Elhanan was taken into the
shipping business of his uncle John Langton, and under his
direction the firm of Langton and Bicknell thrived. The core
of its prosperity was a fleet of thirty vessels and a
monopoly of sperm-whaling in the Pacific. With his fortune
Secure, Elhanon started in 1838 to collect modern British
pictures. There was no gallery as such at Herne Hill, but the
Turners, Ettys and Gainsboroughs and so on, together with the
modern sculptures like Baily's Eve, were displayed in the
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Fig. 11.2. Bicknell watercolour of Orchis palustris, the bog
orchid, which he found in the Mont Bégc area. Now in the
collection of his flower paintings which is held, with his
herbarium, by the Genova University botanical institute,

(Hanbury Istituto Botanico 4di Genova).
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