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Roger Moorey, 1937-2004

OSCAR WHITE MUSCARELLA

The death of Roger
Moorey affects and sad-
dens us all—colleagues,
students, friends—not
just because he died but
because he died too
young. That is what hurts,
what is painful. We
needed him and his
scholarship; we want
more of him, and that will
not happen.

Roger’s Festschrift!
and obituaries give de-
tails of his career: educa-
tion, curatorship, pub-
lications, awards, excava-
tions, positions held.
The interested reader
can go there for details,
but one will find little
about his daily life,
friends, hobbies, interests, family, or social life, be-
cause most of those who associated with him at vari-
ous levels know nothing of them. I never knew
whether he was married or not (he was not, [ now
learn). A friend and colleague of his wrote, “Roger
as you know was an intensely private man and kept
even his friends at a certain distance. The preface to
Culture Through Objects gives the main details of what
we were able to find out about him.” Another col-
league who met him often in Oxford wrote, “Privacy
was so crucial to Roger’s existence that I know noth-
ing at all of his family or life outside of his house and
office.” Yes, privacy was an essential personal char-
acteristic—even after death: he wanted no memo-
rial service, no flowers. Little of his early life is
accessible. We learn from an obituary that he lost
his parents when he was young. A friend tells me
that after college and until his death he lived in a
house in Oxford, on Iffley Road, which he liked to
repaint and decorate. Another obituary states that
he enjoyed good food and wine, and conversation,
to which many of us can attest with pleasure.

'Potts et al. 2003. For Moorey’s bibliography, see 11-6.
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Early on I discovered
that Roger was very
knowledgeable about
American and British lit-
erature; we shared an in-
terest in T.E. Lawrence,
an early contributor to
the Ashmolean, whose
salvage  work  with
Woolley at the Deve
Huyuk cemetery Roger
brought to fruition in a
publication in 1980. But
what all of us who knew
him, worked with him,
and visited him in his
office agree about him—
and what we miss most—
is that he was one of the
most decent, generous,
honest, intelligent, and
witty individuals we ever
experienced in our field and beyond. Our disci-
pline, and Oxford at large, is diminished by his
absence. All this may sound like typical obituary
rhetoric, platitudinous, a cliché. But it is truth:
Roger was not platitudinous, he was not a cliché.

The preface to Roger’s Festschrift is a good place
to get details of his career; it records accurately his
accomplishments and publications. Here are some
observations understood by all: “Indeed, there can
be no serious student of the archaeology of the an-
cient Near East who is not familiar with his work”;
“his erudition worn with a lightness”; “scholarship
at the highest level.” Also noted is his “gracious
hospitality as the facilitator of access” to the mate-
rial he curated, which, I add, was not equaled by
many curators elsewhere.

Roger Moorey graduated from Corpus Christi
College, Oxford, in 1961, with a major in modern
history (we share this B.A. background) and then
went directly to the Ashmolean Museum, where he
spent his entire career. Not mentioned in the
Festschrift is that he excavated in Jerusalem with
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Kathleen Kenyon in 1963 and at Abu Salabikh in
Iraq with Nicholas Postgate in the 1970s. I learned
from Michael Roaf that in 1956 the 19-year-old Roger
was in the army, serving in Cyprus in the Intelli-
gence Corps, which may have triggered his interest
in archaeology. An obituary notes that he was of-
fered a position in an American institution but
turned it down—Where? When? One wonders.
What is significant and amazing about Roger’s
published works, which we are thankful he did not
keep private, is not merely the quantity but their
long-lasting quality. His publications range across
the vast history and archaeology of the ancient
world, Egypt, the Levant, Iran, Mesopotamia, and
also include major and complicated studies on an-
cient technology, materials, and industries (how did
he have time to read so many other things?). Col-
lectively, the corpus remains unequaled and awe-
some. Not the least important, he also wrote a half
dozen intelligent and nonpatronizing museum
handbooks, directed at and relevant to both lay and
academic readers, not an easy accomplishment.
Another very difficult feat (“the most selfless of
tasks”) was to write up from old records the reports

on the excavations of Kish and, as noted, Deve
Huytk. It is unnecessary to mention the specific
number of his books, articles, and so forth, because
what counts is their intellectual and scholarly
weight, their contribution to our knowledge, their
insights. Each has taught us something. A personal
opinion given after a review of his almost 100 works
is that only a very few do not stand up across time, a
true compliment for a scholar.

I usually end communications with friends with
“keep well,” so, “keep well, Roger.” You were, as
Watson said of the beloved Holmes, “one of the best
and wisest men whom I have ever known.”
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