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Conrad Michael Stibbe (Photo: Archive family Stibbe, 2019).
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IN MEMORIAM

Conrad Michael Stibbe 
(7 September 1925 - 7 May 2019)

On 7 May 2019, Conrad (Coen) Michael Stibbe 
passed away, completely unexpectedly despite his 
advanced age of 94. With his passing, the Mediter-
ranean archaeological world lost an erudite and 
special person who was active during his long life 
as a classicist, ancient historian, archaeologist, poet 
and essayist.

After his grammar school education in The 
Hague and Amsterdam, Stibbe studied Classical 
Languages at the Municipal University of Amster-
dam, where he graduated in 1955. Immediately 
afterwards, he got a job as a teacher of classical 
languages, which he held with some interrup-
tions until 1967 at various Dutch schools. In the 
same period he visited Rome several times, wrote 
essays and poems and provided translations and 
commentary for the magazine Castrum Perigini 
(1951-2007). Together with his fellow classics 
scholar, Stefan Radt, he founded the series ‘Phoe-
nix Classical Pockets’ at De Haan publishers in 
Zeist. The aim of the series was to make trans-
lated classical texts from antiquity accessible to 
Dutch schoolchildren at a low price. There were 
22 volumes, of which he himself edited two vol-
umes on the History of the Roman Empire (1962) 
and Ancient Crete and Mycenae (1964) and trans-
lated four of Plutarch’s Parallel Lives. 

His move into academia took place in 1967 
when he was appointed Senior Lecturer in Ancient 
History at Leiden University. The immediate 
cause was the mentioned translation with notes 
and comments of Plutarch’s Life, of the Spartan 
lawgiver Lycurgus and of the Roman priest king 
Numa Pompilius in 1966. Three years later, in 
1969, he published the survey work History and 
Culture of the Spartans from Prehistory to the Persian 
Wars in Dutch, a German edition entitled Das 
andere Sparta would come out in 1996. The Spar-
tan world continued to be of interest to him, as is 

evident from his research into the sixth-century 
Laconic vase painters, on which he obtained his 
doctorate cum laude in 1972 from the University of 
Amsterdam with a dissertation entitled Lakonische 
Vasenmaler des sechsten Jahrhunderts vor Chr. In the 
years that followed, he continued to publish on 
Laconian pottery, in book and article form. His 
last book publication dedicated to Sparta, Letters 
about Sparta, appeared in 2008.

In 1971, a new phase in Stibbe’s academic 
career began with his appointment as head of the 
Antiquities Department and vice director at the 
Netherlands Institute in Rome (NIR). Here he 
would stay until 1986, after which he was 
employed by the National Museum of Antiquities 
in Leiden until his retirement in 1990. One of his 
first acts at the NIR was to adapt the institute’s 
Mededelingen to the contemporary requirements 
of scientific publications. 

Thanks to his appointment at the Netherlands 
Institute in Rome, Stibbe entered the world of 
Roman and, more specifically and at first sight 
unexpectedly, Latial archaeology. Rome and 
Latium at the time were suffering greatly from 
illegal excavations. Through his mediation and at 
the expense of the NIR, Dutch students were able 
to participate in the many emergency excavations. 
As a direct result of his efforts, he was elected in 
1975 to the board of the Comitato per l´Archeologia 
Laziale which was founded by Massimo Pallot-
tino. The aim of the committee was to rescue 
archaeological antiquities of Rome and Lazio that 
were threatened by the intensification of building 
projects and large-scale agriculture.

Although his stay in Rome did not directly 
match his Greek specialization, his activities in 
the Roman archaeological circuit left him plenty 
of time to work on his own field of research in the 
well-equipped Roman libraries. He discovered 
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many Laconian or Laconia-related objects in 
archaeological depots and museums in Italy and 
Greece. The archive he built up during this time 
was substantial and formed the basis of an exten-
sive series of articles and books on Laconian pot-
tery and bronze art in the archaic Mediterranean 
world after his return to the Netherlands.

Due to his position in the Comitato per l’Archeo- 
logia Laziale and with the intention of continuing 
the NIR’s contribution to the threatened archaeo-
logical sites, Stibbe had requested the committee 
to carry out a small emergency excavation in 
Latium. Instead, he got a complete town, ancient 
Satricum, once 55 hectares in size, and now threat-
ened by modern agricultural activities. It was with 
great doubt, given the expected size and complex-
ity of the project and his modest experience as a 
field archaeologist, that Stibbe accepted the task 
assigned to him. Even after the first campaign in 
1977, which was accompanied by all sorts of perils 
resulting from inexperience, he persevered. This 
effort would lead to one of the most important 
long-lasting excavation projects in central Italy.

Under Stibbe’s leadership, Satricum grew into 
an internationally significant site where, over the 
years, hundreds of students from the Netherlands 
gained their first Mediterranean excavation expe-
rience. Extraordinary discoveries occurred every 
season, but it was a difficult path marked by 
numerous obstacles of personal and organizational 
nature that must have deprived him of scientific 
pleasure at times. Nevertheless, he continued.

Satricum also put the NIR in the spotlight of 
the archaeological world. This was undoubtedly 
the result of the many discoveries that character-
ized the project, but certainly also of the scientific 
insight with which Stibbe faultlessly managed to 
place these discoveries in their broader historical 
and archaeological context and which earned him 
the appreciation of his Italian colleagues. In this 
context, the discovery of the Lapis Satricanus must 
of course be mentioned, the two-line archaic 
Latin monumental inscription that was already 
found in the second week of the investigations in 
Satricum. This late sixth-century epigraphic mon-
ument resulted to have been reused as a building 
block in the foundations of the large temple of 
Mater Matuta on the acropolis of the site. An 
unexpected find whose scientific importance was 
immediately recognized by Stibbe and which, 
after its rapid publication by a host of specialists 
in 1981, led to a true storm in the international 
archaeological world. The discovery of the Lapis 
Satricanus was so sensational that an international 
conference was immediately organized by the 

Comitato per l’Archeologia Laziale. This meeting 
laid the foundations for subsequent annual con-
gresses of the Archeologia Laziale at which the lat-
est results of archaeological research in Rome and 
Latium Vetus were made public.

Of a similar importance was the discovery of a 
substantial burial ground in one of the few places 
in the ancient city area that had not yet been dam-
aged by ploughing activities. Stibbe’s knowledge 
of the ancient sources and his holistic approach led 
him to attribute the graves to the Volscians who, 
according to Livy, had conquered Satricum in the 
early fifth century BC. An interpretation that, on 
the one hand, was received and endorsed with 
great enthusiasm in the Italian scientific world and 
led to a veritable plethora of publications and 
exhibitions on Volscians and other indigenous 
populations, but, on the other hand, came under 
fire in the Anglo-Saxon world because of the sup-
posed incompatibility of historical and archaeo-
logical sources, let alone the ethnic interpretation 
of archaeological material. Even today, despite the 
consensus reached in the meantime regarding the 
non-local interpretation of the burial ground and 
the extension of the archaeological record, the 
attribution continues to occupy scholarly minds.

The systematic investigation of the site, thereby 
always bearing in mind the task of safeguarding 
the remains of the ancient city wherever possible, 
brought Stibbe into conflict from time to time 
with powerful landowners. In the 1990s, this even 
led to a diplomatic incident because of the family 
ties of one of the owners to Giulio Andreotti, the 
then Minister of Foreign Affairs and later Prime 
Minister of Italy. In spite of this, it was possible 
to secure the endangered areas and subject them 
to systematic archaeological research a few years 
later, with startling findings as a result. Whereas 
the image existed that Satricum was largely 
destroyed by ploughing in the ninety sixties, it 
turned out that underneath the modern vine-
yards there were still substantial ‘undamaged’ 
remains of the ancient city.

Besides the scientific interests, Stibbe also had 
an eye for the wider public. In 1982, the first 
major exhibition on Satricum opened in Latina, 
the capital of the province. Various exhibitions 
were to follow. And in line with his earlier activ-
ities of making ancient texts accessible to a wider 
audience through translations, he set up a popu-
lar scientific series on Satricum, entitled Satricana, 
first in Dutch and later translated into English 
and Italian. A total of five booklets appeared.

One of the Italian colleagues with whom Stibbe 
had much to do was Paola Pelagatti, the Soprin- 
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tendente of southern Etruria and at the same time 
the person who ruled over the Villa Giulia, where 
the 19th-century finds from Satricum were kept 
in the store rooms. With her, Stibbe shared his 
passion for Sparta. Whether it was because of 
Sparta or simply his charm and persuasiveness, 
Stibbe managed to open the long-closed doors of 
this depot. It became the storeroom of ‘gli Olan-
desi’ to which Dutch students, many of whom are 
by now renowned scholars, were given free 
access. A unique situation in the bureaucratic 
archaeological world of Italy, which demon-
strated great confidence.

When Stibbe left the KNIR in 1986, he took the 
project with him to the National Museum of 
Antiquities in Leiden, and after his retirement in 
1990, he transferred it to the University of Amster-
dam, where it still resides today. During these 
years, Stibbe deliberately ended his relationship 
with Satricum, and increasingly focused on inter-
ests outside archaeology. He visited Satricum 
only a few times but remained remotely inter-
ested in further Satricum research.

In 2007 Stibbe said farewell to the academic 
world in order to devote himself to literature and 
to organizing his archive and recording his mem-
ories in articles and books. Stibbe published sev-
eral literary works and poetry collections under 
his pseudonym Corrado Hoorweg. In Van 
Mathilde tot Mei and Florilegium, he revealed his 
taste for the Dutch late nineteenth-century poets 
called Eightiers (‘Tachtigers’) and subsequent 
generations of poets. He focused on what he 
called the ‘humanist movement’ in Dutch poetry. 
He was also the founder of the Stichting Memori-
aal ter bevordering van literatuur en kunst, where 
some of his works were published. Until shortly 
before his death, he remained active in the liter-
ary field and published regularly.

Bibliography of Stibbe’s Publications
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Geschiedenis van het Romeinse Rijk – Van het legendarische 
begin van de stad Rome tot de dood van Constantijn de 
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Conrad Stibbe with the Lapis Satricanus at the Netherlands Institute in Rome, november 1977.
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