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Sophie Scott-Brown review of Francis Larson, 
Undreamed Shores: The Hidden Heroines of 
British Anthropology

(London: Granta, 2021), 352 pp., HB $39.99, ISBN 9781783783328

The editor believes the thing to be a just history of fact; neither is there any appearance 
of fiction in it: And however thinks because all such things are disputed, that the 
improvement of it, as well to the diversion, as the instruction of the reader, will be 
the same and as such, he thinks, without further compliment to the world, he does 
them a great service in the publication.
Daniel Defoe, Preface to Robinson Crusoe (1719)

At some point, biographers must decide whether their subject(s) are exceptional 
or optical. In other words, are they making an intervention on the historical 
record or aiming for a deeper understanding of the historical substrata? Of course, 
this proves a false, even unhelpful dichotomy if observed too literally. Optical 
biography without appreciation of individuality is reductive. Exceptional people 
without context are caricatures. Still, even if it is only a matter of emphasis at stake, 
addressing this helps to orientate both writer and reader. On this point, however, 
Francis Larson’s Undreamed Shores: Hidden Heroines of British Anthropology (2021) 
remains resolutely at sea and, while ambivalence can be a creative strategy, in this 
case it leaves only the sense of a surface grazed but undisturbed.

In essence, Hidden Heroines tells the stories of five British women anthropologists 
who studied the diploma in anthropology at Oxford in the early twentieth century, 
took their skills out into the field, and who, in some form or another, progressed 
to professional careers as anthropologists during the interwar years. Included in her 
collection are Katherine Routledge, Barbara Freire-Marreco, Winifred Blackman, 
Maria Czaplicka and Beatrice Blackwood who, between them, cover Pacific islands, 
Egypt, New Mexico, Siberia, Papua and New Guinea.

So, are they exceptional as the subtitle, ‘hidden heroines’1 implies? Did they 
transform disciplinary knowledge or the discipline as a social institution? Did their 
anthropological insights transform British social or colonial policy? Standing in 
the introduction, waiting to board Chapter 1, it seems that this is the promise—
‘they defied the social expectations of their times with brilliant, and tragic, results’ 

1	  A small, perhaps petulant point, but it would be interesting to know why Gertrude Bell and Margery Perham—
close contemporaries, fellow Oxford students, and significantly influential figures for the discipline during this 
time—do not warrant even passing mention. Sufficient has been written on Bell and Perham not to require an 
extensive feature, but, arguably, they form an important part of the Oxford-Gender-Anthropology equation that 
Larson wishes to unravel.
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(p. 9) —but by the time we disembark at the conclusion we are told, rather flatly, 
that they ‘wrote books reflecting their position in the field: modest and attentive’ 
(p. 294) and that they never achieved the professional status and standing of their 
male colleagues.

They must, then, be useful lens into female experience in anthropology, in academia, 
in Oxford, or perhaps gender is not the primary objective at all, just a particular filter 
that shows up a finer grain in the history of British anthropology. We do not know 
as we are given no signposts but certainly some of the strongest chapters in the book 
are the ones on college culture and gender at Oxford (pp. 2 and 8). Here, Larson 
manages to convey, with relative economy, the simultaneous sense of opportunity 
and claustrophobia those women experienced on arrival at Oxford:

Their halls housed intimate supportive communities that pushed women to challenge 
society’s expectations of them … As soon as students walked out of the college gates, 
they were expected to perform the part of the subservient woman. (p. 30)

Elsewhere, the effect is patchier. There was great potential to use the five women to 
re-examine factional fault lines in the discipline,2 in particular the tensions between 
the Oxford and London cultures of professional anthropology. To do so would have 
brought something fresh to the gender question. Larson offers some nice observations 
on this topic, such as the fact that Oxford offered the anthropology diploma to 
women long before the University of London did and yet, post 1920, it was the 
London School of Economics that would, under Bronislaw Malinowski, produce 
a generation of influential women fieldworkers and scholars (including Lucy Mair, 
Audrey Richards, Hortense Powdermaker and Phyllis Kaberry). Elsewhere, she 
notes that, at Oxford ‘[s]cientists tended to be more liberal than their colleagues in 
the humanities’ when it came to employing female researchers (p. 115). These are 
significant points and it is annoying that they are not pursued. What, for example, 
was the rationale underpinning the Oxford diploma for women? Was it simply 
a natural extension of the subjects where women scholars had made some progress, 
such as history or classics, or was it a practical extension course for middle-class 
women expecting to live married lives in the colonies alongside husbands in the 
ever-swelling colonial administration?

On the relations between science and gender, here was another opportunity to 
interrogate the ambiguity of the discipline’s identity during this time. Larson flirts 
with this topic repeatedly, but never takes a firm hold. Contrasts are nearly always 
unfair, but in this case, it would be remiss not to mention Henrika Kuklick’s now 
classic account The Savage Within: The Social History of British Anthropology 1885–
1945 (1991) that, while contested by some in the profession,3 remains unrivalled 

2	  See David Mills, A Difficult Folk: A Political History of Social Anthropology (New York: Berghan Books, 2008).
3	  See Jack Goody, The Exansive Moment: Anthropology in Britain and Africa 1918–1970 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995), 191–208.
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in its meticulous tracing of the professionalisation process in the discipline, of 
the infusion of modern scientific theory and method (and stubborn persistence 
of the old), and the attendant political significance accompanying these changes. 
Kuklick might have broken more than a few eggs in making her omelette but she 
made a point. By contrast, what we get here are loose, bland statements:

The subject underwent a radical shift and the multidisciplinary ethos of the early 
twentieth century quickly came to seem outdated. Their Oxford predecessors were 
too easily dismissed as museum collectors, archaeologists or physical anthropologists. 
Far from being celebrated as female pioneers in anthropological fieldwork, they 
were almost entirely overlooked by those who followed … If they had voiced their 
common interests it might have been different, but they never formed a coherent 
group. (p. 295)

In the casual reference to ‘multidisciplinary ethos’ is the kernel of an interesting 
counter to the conventional, semi-automatic assumption that with increasing 
professionalisation came better quality anthropological research, but it is too 
throw-away a line to make any sense of it. What, exactly, was lost in the ‘radical 
shift’? Moreover, how can the five featured women illuminate this in any special or 
interesting way? Later we have:

Blackwood saw the merit of Malinowski’s ‘functionalism’ and taught her students to 
follow his example as a fieldworker, but she believed that his teaching came at the 
expense of other perspectives that were equally important, including the historical 
links between different cultures. (p. 281)

Why is functionalism in quotation marks? Does Larson—or, more importantly, did 
Blackwood—doubt its conceptual integrity? What was it, then, that Blackwood could 
concede as worthy of merit? More importantly, what perspectives had been lost?

These questions, and where the five women stood on them, want for answers 
because, disappointingly, the individual portraits almost completely omit any 
substantial intellectual matters. The single biggest problem with Undreamed Shores 
is that the books and the articles these women wrote are nowhere closely examined 
(although they are well documented in appendices at the end). Some attention is 
given to Blackwood’s films in the penultimate chapter, but this remains, again, 
entirely descriptive. Including some screenshots with analytical commentary would 
have made for a more challenging discussion. This is not a trivial omission, want 
of clear focus here harms the claims that these women were either heroines in the 
discipline or a lens into it.4

4	  For examples of biographies of women anthropologists that handle intellectual content well, see Margaret 
Caffrey, Ruth Benedict: Stranger in this Land (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1989); Desley Deacon, Else Clews 
Parsons: Inventing Modern Life (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997); Julie Marcus, ed., First in their Field: 
Women and Australian Anthropology (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 1993); Sally Cooper Cole, Ruth 
Landes: A Life in Anthropology (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2003).
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What is most infuriating is that Larson engineers some ingenious devices—not least 
her intriguing use of a mirroring technique—which promise much, and yet, when 
it comes to it, she skates straight over the reflections she has created. Take the pas de 
deux contrived between Czaplicka and Malinowski. Here, as she rightly perceives, 
the pair’s parallels are as fascinating as their distinctions: two Polish expatriates, two 
brilliant minds, two extreme locations (Siberia for the former, Melanesian Islands 
the latter). Both appeared to embody the epitome of modernisation. They conduct 
ambitious, rigorously disciplined research and yet, at roughly the same time, both 
produce extraordinary books (My Siberian Year published 1916 and A Diary in the 
Strictest Sense written between 1914 and 1918 but not published until 1967) that 
reveal in astonishing detail their intense private struggles between dispassionate data 
collection on the one hand and the alluring tradition of sensuous travel writing on 
the other.5

In a similar vein, Blackwood’s antithetical response to Margaret Mead, whose 
book Coming of Age in Samoa (1928) was not only a landmark for Pacific island 
fieldwork but gained considerable popular attention, presents another path not 
taken. Blackwood’s open hostility to Mead—‘a person who spends six months in 
a place […]—and then says she speaks the language perfectly and knows all about 
the natives—always makes my hair stand on end’ (p. 216)—was not (only) personal 
but spoke directly to the shifting dynamics of a discipline beginning to ask itself 
about the limits of interpretation, the problems of writing, and the proper role of 
the anthropologist: Mead’s public intellectual or Blackwood’s cautious, sceptical, 
inconspicuous scientist? In both cases Larson, having staged the contrasts beautifully, 
then simply leaves them hanging.

This irritating casualness towards good ideas is sustained right up to the concluding 
comments: ‘the Oxford women did not present complex theories … They tried to 
be true to their data and its limitations and their work was respected without being 
celebrated’ (p. 294). Granted, none of her five-elect founded schools nor held great 
professorial chairs, but many of their men contemporaries did not either. Moreover, 
if professionalisation meant elevation of the scientific method, then charisma, as 
attractive as it might be to historians (and biographers), was, in fact, becoming 
superseded as a professional identity anyway. In its place the collegial scientist 
working in a research team. Again, by not examining the texts, the opportunity to 
expose how refusing to ‘play the intellectual game of finding the hidden purpose 
in mysterious foreign customs’ (p. 188) actually made a significant intellectual and 
ethical statement about the future of disciplinary practice was missed.

5	  See Clifford Geertz, ‘I-Witnessing’, in Works and Lives: The Anthropologist as Author (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1988), 72–101; Grazyna Kubica, Maria Czaplicka: Gender, Shamanism, Race (Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press, 2020).
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But Undreamed Shores is not really a group intellectual biography or a disciplinary 
social history at all. It is a ‘museum book’ as much as a book inspired (as we are told 
in the introduction) by a museum’s collections. As such, it is intensely visual and, just 
like a museum display, prefers to show rather than tell, leaving space for the reader 
to explore the collections for themselves. Larson captures this perfectly in a style 
so well rendered you can almost imagine the click-whirr of an old-fashioned slide 
machine as you turn the pages, her prose projects its images with just enough blur 
to stir the imagination and sufficient taglines to hook the attention: ‘If anthropology 
is the art and science of being an interloper, then these women were perfectly, and 
sometimes painfully, primed for the job’.

Judged by these criteria, the book is compelling, absorbing … and still frustrating. 
Even, or especially, when considered in this mode, a more robust confrontation 
with the colonial contexts the women were working in and through was urgently 
needed. Characteristically, Larson appears, at the outset, to prepare for this: the 
five, although close in age, are far enough apart to illuminate changing gradations 
in the imperial imagination over the course of the period. As much as the ‘common 
interests’ (p. 295) that the women themselves failed to recognise in one another 
(and  Larson fails to clarify), it would have been as interesting to consider their 
differences. Figures like Katherine Routledge (b. 1866) and Winifred Blackman 
(b. 1872) (the oldest of the five), for example, were still conversant with earlier 
generations of female travellers and writers, such as Mary Eliza Rogers or Mary 
Moffat,6 in a way that Blackwood and Czaplicka were far less so.

This is not the only case where the dreamy nostalgia of the adventure trope gets 
in the way of a real intellectual adventure. Take Blackwood again, in Chapter 14, 
our dashing heroine must defy and overcome the boorish patronage of one Ernest 
Chinnery—the government anthropologist in New Guinea—who, in 1929, placed 
her in the safe malaise of Petats Island, a colonial settlement in the Pacific, instead 
of supporting her efforts to reach more remote, ‘untouched’ peoples. Fortunately 
(plot spoiler) Blackwood, feisty and undeterred, dashed off across the hills and found 
her own place where, with her Indigenous cook Ross on hand to ensure she never 
had to eat the local food, she exulted in the strange and mysterious, and was only 
annoyed at having to leave before a promised ceremony, remarking with true English 
spirit ‘if these blighters would only get on with the ceremony I wouldn’t mind but 
they are just fooling around’, quoted here as further proof of her commitment to 
her research.

6	  Sutapa Dutta, ed., British Women Travellers: Empire and Beyond 1770–1870 (Abington: Routledge, 2019). 
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Here was a chance to examine differences between British and Australian 
approaches to anthropology and, more importantly, the distinctive sets of questions 
generated by the settler colonial context on processes of cultural change and 
assimilation, and the implications of this for race relations. Chinnery may well, on 
that occasion, have just wanted her out of the way, he may well have had paternalistic 
views about women researchers. But he may also, albeit inadvertently, have given 
her a glimpse at the future of her science: one that would—could—no longer take 
the view that cultures that had been ‘affected by contact with colonial settlers’ were 
an ‘insurmountable problem’ for the purity of their work (p. 244).7

It is unfair to condemn Blackwood for not seizing an opportunity that was simply 
not in her mind to appreciate (and, after all, there was an equally strong impetus 
among all those working in Australia that this was the last window to ‘encounter’ 
Indigenous peoples in their ‘pure’ forms). But, if Larson had been more curious 
about this context, or just more willing to flesh it out, it would have served her 
interest in the tensions between experience and data, literature and science well. 
Instead, we have a painfully uncritical account of how Blackwood courageously 
ignored the folk stories about native men raping white women, upped sticks and 
headed off to another village where she lived alongside her cook Ross who was on 
hand to ensure she had bacon and egg and toast and marmalade for breakfast instead 
of native food.

About Ross, he does not say or do much but cook for Blackwood in this story 
(shoot the odd pigeon for soup) but at least he is there, as is Hideyb, the devoted 
Egyptian attendant of Winifred Blackman, eventually murdered for his loyalty to 
his white European mistress. From the rest of the five women’s ‘subjects’ comes 
relative silence.8 To some extent, this book is about the transformation of the British 
anthropological imagination but it does leave the people whose lives were quarried 
for the purpose doubly objectified, once the ‘subject’ peoples of their anthropologist, 
then the ‘subject’ peoples of a biographer’s ‘subject’ peoples. The focus on ‘servants’ 
is understandable (evidence and information on them is more forthcoming from 
the women’s letters and diaries) but it is also a bit queasy (perhaps this is deliberate, 
another ‘showing’ of how imperial-class-gender relationships permeated into the 
routine conduct of scientific research). That does not, however, preclude adopting 
a more explicit critical stance on this matter.

7	  See Bronislaw Malinowski, The Dynamics of Culture Change: An Inquiry into Race Relations in Africa (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1945). A similar tension also occurs in Chapter 3, on Freire-Marreco (p. 49).
8	  Admittedly it is difficult to acquire strong evidence on what Indigenous communities may have thought about 
these strangers in their midst. Nancy Williams supplied a rare example for Phyllis Kaberry. See Nancy M. Williams, 
‘“She was the first one…”: Phyllis Kaberry in East Kimberley’, Aboriginal History 12 (1988): 85–102.
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Oxford anthropologist Albert Cort Haddon, reviewing Czaplicka’s My Siberian Year 
for the journal Man, wrote:

The book is frankly a popular record of research and personal experiences, and as such 
it should appeal to a wide circle of readers. Those who read Man will look forward 
with impatience to the publication of Miss Czaplicka’s detailed investigations. In 
the meantime they will do well to make themselves acquainted with this book, not 
merely as a whet to the appetite, but because it does serve a definite purpose.9

Perhaps something similar could be concluded for Undreamed Shore. In the best 
tradition of excellent museum displays, it kindles strong interest but certainly 
invites, if not demands, further inquiry.

9	  A. C. Haddon, ‘Review of My Siberian Year by M. A. Czaplicka’, Man (February 1917), 35.
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