
235REVIEWS

Maritime Archaeology and Social 
Relations: British Action in the 
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Springer, New York, NY, 2006. 197 
pp., 24 fi gs., index. $79.95 cloth.

The number of maritime archaeology studies 
that relate shipwrecks to wider cultural pro-
cesses is small but growing. Author Virginia 
Dellino-Musgrave attempts to contribute to this 
growth by combining material culture theory 
with landscape perspectives in order to examine 
the construction of British identities and social 
landscapes in the South Atlantic and South 
Australia near the end of the 18th century. 
Pottery assemblages from two British warships, 
the sloop of war HMS Swift and frigate HMS Swift and frigate HMS Swift
Sirius, form the primary dataset on which Del-
lino-Musgrave’s material culture interpretations 
are based. Swift was based at Port Egmont in Swift was based at Port Egmont in Swift
the Malvinas (Falkland) Islands when it wrecked 
upon the coast of Patagonia in 1770. Sirius, 
assigned to the colony at Port Jackson (Sydney), 
New South Wales, was lost 20 years later at 
Norfolk Island, approximately 1,000 miles east 
of Australia. These vessels were chosen because 
they represent assemblages of British material 
culture in colonial contexts and should theoreti-
cally reveal information about British actions in 
such contexts. 

While the theory is sound, data from these 
wrecks are sparse, and, consequently, the 
interpretations drawn from them are somewhat 
suspect. Most of the Dellino-Musgrave’s conclu-
sions are based on 141 ceramic vessels recov-
ered from the stern section of the Swift. The 
location in the stern, high quality, and forms 
(e.g., tea services and Chinese export porcelain) 
provide evidence that this pottery was used by 
offi cers or was intended for colonial offi cials. 
From this, she concludes that such pottery was 
used as material symbols of social status as well 
as to maintain a sense of “Britishness” when 
far from home. While plausible, this interpreta-
tion suffers somewhat from lack of supporting 
evidence. Too little pottery was recovered from 

Sirius to provide a meaningful comparison. 
Comparison of the Swift assemblage with pottery Swift assemblage with pottery Swift
from two other shipwrecks, HMS Pandora and 
Sydney Cove, tends to support the author’s inter-
pretation. Still, the amount of comparative mate-
rial is fairly small, and additional pottery from 
shipwrecks or terrestrial excavations is needed to 
reinforce her conclusions. In addition, the lack 
of material culture from other social classes 
aboard Swift—petty officers and ratings, for 
example—makes it impossible to compare the 
assemblage from the stern with those of other 
groups in order to see if differences among 
classes truly existed. It is quite likely that they 
did, given what is known historically about 
class in the Royal Navy. Direct evidence of 
this would allow more comprehensive interpre-
tations to be made about social relations aboard 
Royal Navy warships. Obtaining such evidence 
should become part of the research design of 
future shipwreck excavations. Likewise, the idea 
that the British used material goods to maintain 
ties to home in colonial situations is a good one 
and should serve as a hypothesis for investigat-
ing other pottery assemblages from this period, 
both under water and on land.

Turning to social landscapes, this work pro-
vides detailed analysis but only basic interpre-
tations. Dellino-Musgrave describes how British 
political and commercial interests influenced 
constructions of social landscapes in colonial 
settings. In the case of Patagonia and Austra-
lia, the British were primarily interested in these 
areas because of their locations, providing bases 
from which to control sea lanes, and for the 
natural resources that they contained. The social 
landscapes that the British constructed in these 
regions revolved around establishing ports and 
colonies at places that provided strategic access 
to shipping routes or were close to desired 
resources. This is an interesting but hardly novel 
interpretation; the fundamental strategy pursued 
by the British and other colonial powers during 
the last fi ve centuries has been concerned with 
controlling the world’s oceans in order to secure 
access to colonial resources.

Despite these problems, archaeologists and 
other material culture scholars will likely fi nd 
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such approaches and analyses useful. Those who 
are more interested in cultural aspects of the 
Royal Navy and the “Age of Sail,” however, 
may not. While the author is obviously well 
versed in material culture theory, the reader 
does not get the impression that Dellino-Mus-
grave has a deep understanding of Royal Navy 
society or life aboard vessels during this period. 
She states, for example, that the strict routines 
aboard Royal Navy vessels “were involved in 
assuring social positions” aboard ship (p. 131). 
Discipline and routine no doubt reinforced the 
social hierarchy, but there were also practical 
reasons for strict attention to rules aboard ships 
of the time. Tasks such as the feeding of the 
crew, maintenance of the hull and rigging, and 
safe operation of the vessel demanded strict 
scheduling and constant attention. Failure to 
do so at sea could quickly result not only in 
a disruption of the social order but also in loss 
of life. 

This book forms part of the Springer Series 
in Underwater Archaeology, and at $79.95 may 
be beyond the reach of many students. Despite 
such a high cost, the quality of the editing 
leaves much to be desired. Numerous problems 
with grammar and style mar the text. Moreover, 
the usefulness of this book is diminished by the 
overall poor quality of its illustrations. Maps 
of Patagonia (Figure 3-1, p. 39) and Australia 
(Figure 3-4, p. 44) are so small that one cannot 
gain an appreciation of the geographical com-
plexities of these regions. In some studies, this 
might not be a problem, but in a work such as 

this, in which the author makes interpretations 
regarding the location of places and resources 
within landscapes, the lack of quality maps 
detracts from the arguments. Illustrations that 
represent the author’s “local level”—the ship-
wreck sites themselves—similarly fail to convey 
much information. The plan of the harbor of 
Puerto Deseado, illustrating the location of the 
Swift wreck (Figure 3-2, p. 40), measures only Swift wreck (Figure 3-2, p. 40), measures only Swift
3 by 2 in.—too small to provide the detail nec-
essary to allow understanding of the wreck in 
its landscape context. The site plan of the Swift
(Figure 3-3, p. 43) is also too small, lacks a 
scale, and gives little indication as to the con-
text of the pottery that forms the basis of the 
author’s interpretations.

 To summarize, this work begins with an 
ambitious premise but falls somewhat short due 
to the defi ciencies of available evidence. To be 
fair, Dellino-Musgrave does recognize these 
shortcomings, and any study must work with 
the material available. It would be nice to see 
her expand this study to include material cul-
ture assemblages from a wider range of vessels 
and social classes. Still, this book represents a 
step forward for maritime archaeology because 
it links shipwrecks to wider cultural and his-
torical processes. For this, the author is to be 
commended.
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