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THE American Anthropological Association has
lost through the death of George Grant
MacCurdy on November 15, 1947, one of its
founding members, its Secretary for the fourteen-
year period from 1903 to 1916 and its President
in 1931.  He and Mrs. MacCurdy were motoring
south to spend the winter.  As he crossed the
road from his own car to ask for road directions
near Plainfield, New Jersey , he was fatally
injured by a passing automobile.

MacCurdy was born in Warrensburg,
Missouri, on April 17, 1863.  As a native son he
often used the well-known phrase implying
scepticism and disbelief, usually with a twinkle
in his eye, when he felt that his credulity was
being imposed upon.  A man with a great fund of
human kindliness and unwilling to believe ill of
others, he found this a ready means of expressing
doubt and scepticism without conveying censure.

Son of William J. and Margaret Smith
MacCurdy, he early knew the labor of the farm.
The elder MacCurdy had set his face against
slavery and, having freed his slaves on his
Georgia plantation, was moving westward when
the beginning of the Civil War found the family
at Warrensburg.  The life of a farmer had no
deep appeal to the active and inquiring mind of
young MacCurdy.  The Second District Normal
School at Warrensburg was the scene of his
graduation in 1887.  His first school-teaching job
came at the age of eighteen, periods of teaching
to earn tuition to pay for his Normal School
training alternating with periods of study.  Two
years after graduation he was a Superintendent of
Schools.

The year 1889 marked a turning point in
MacCurdy’s career.  As a YMCA delegate from
Warrensburg to a conference at Mt. Hermon,
Massachusetts, he was able to visit Boston and
Cambridge and his enthusiasm was kindled to
become a student at Harvard.  Two more years as
a schoolmaster intervened but in 1891 he came
to Harvard on a scholarship and matriculated
with advanced standing.  Biology and geology
were the subjects which interested him then.  He
was awarded his A.B. in 1893 and the M.A. he
took a year later.  The summer of 1894 he spent

at Alexander Agassiz’ biological laboratory at
Newport.

During the later years at Harvard MacCurdy
became acquainted with Professor and Mrs.
Edward E. Salisbury of Yale.  Mrs. Salisbury
was a kinswoman, and she and her husband,
discerning the enthusiasm and ability of their
young relative, offered to finance a period of
study abroad.  So in 1895 MacCurdy journeyed
to Vienna.  His Harvard training and his interests
in biology made it natural for him to attend the
International Zoological Congress at Leyden in
1896.  This was the occasion at which Eugene
DuBois first exhibited the remains of
Pithecanthropus erectus to the curious, no less
among the scientists than among the public.
Young MacCurdy found this experience of a
decisive character and henceforth was to devote
himself intensively, though not exclusively, to
paleo-anthropology.  Paris in 1896-1897 and
Berlin in 1897-1898 followed the Vienna
studies.  These were important years not alone in
that the definition and scope of his later work
was laid down, but in the many friendships he
formed among anthropologists and prehistorians.
Vienna, perhaps because he lived there first, was
always first in his mind and heart when recalling
these student days.  Fundamentally the temper of
the time and of the people of that city were
congenial to his own temperament, and these
influences were lasting and always very vivid to
him.

MacCurdy returned to the United States in
1898, was offered and accepted an instructorship
at Yale, and began his association with that
institution and its Peabody Museum which was
to terminate thirty-three years later, when in
1931, he became Emeritus Research Associate
with professorial rank and  Emeritus Curator of
the Anthropological Collections.  These were
busy years, a doctorate of philosophy to obtain –
which he did in 1905 (Yale) –, teaching,
responsibility for the growing collections in the
Museum, a part-time job during 1910-1912 at the
American Museum of Natural History
cataloguing and arranging for exhibition the Old
World prehistoric collections, public and
professional service as Secretary of this
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Association, and summer visits abroad as a
member or delegate to scientific congresses.

The summer of 1919 marked his marriage to
Glenn Bartlett.  It was the beginning of a new
period of fruitful and happy activity,
unquestionably stimulated by Mrs. MacCurdy’s
enthusiasm for prehistoric archeology, her never-
failing encouragement of her husband’s work,
and her constant companionship on their
repeated travels abroad.  In 1921 Dr. and Mrs.
MacCurdy and Dr. Charles Peabody founded the
American School in France for Prehistoric
Studies.  MacCurdy served as Director the first
year, Charles Peabody the second year, Ales
HrdliÖka the third, and then in 1924 MacCurdy
resumed the directorship.  A managing
committee was the original governing body, later
replaced by a board of Trustees in 1926 when the
School was incorporated under the name of the
American School of Prehistoric Research.

The original idea was closely linked to the
training of students and the conduct of
archeological excavations at prehistoric sites.  In
the field of classical archeology these needs and
others had long been met by schools at Rome
and Athens.  Relations with the Archaeological
Institute of America and the American
Anthropological Association were established
from the very beginning and were formalized in
1926 by making certain officers of both
associations ex officio members of the Board.

The summer term of the School was the
principal yearly activity until the outbreak of
World War II.  It provided an opportunity for
from half a dozen to twenty American and other
students to visit and study prehistoric sites and
important museum collections during eight or ten
weeks.  The itinerary varied from summer to
summer but normally included a period of
excavation in the Dordogne.  Through the
cooperation of the Archaeological Society of
Washington, which had a lease on a site near St.
Leon-sur-Vezere, the students received their first
experience of getting Paleolithic dirt on their
hands and under their fingernails.  The high
esteem in which MacCurdy was held by his
European colleagues was of immense benefit to
the students in assuring “conferences” by these
men and in opening doors on off-days and at odd
hours.

A second activity was the publication of the
Bulletin, whose first number was a four-page
leaflet issued in 1926, largely devoted to stating
the aims, organization and hopes of the new
institution.  The Bulletin grew in time to a
sizable yearly issue containing articles of

importance in the field of prehistory and ancient
man.  MacCurdy was the editor of the first
fifteen numbers as well as a contributor.

Another field of endeavor was the
collaboration with and support of the work
abroad of institutions and prehistorians engaged
in searching for new facts about ancient man.
The longest of these cooperative projects was the
series of joint expeditions of the School with the
British School of Archaeology in Jerusalem.
Under the leadership of Professor Dorothy A. E.
Garrod they began in 1928 in the Kurdish part of
Iraq, and continued in Palestine for seven
seasons at the Wady Mughara group of caves.
The Royal College of Surgeons, London, became
a partner in the later phases of this enterprise.
Over a dozen American institutions possess
collections of the Paleolithic and Mesolithic
cultural material from Mt. Carmel because of
their support of the School’s activities.  The
achievement of a separate physical home for the
School never was realized but as the years
passed the ties with the Peabody Museum at
Harvard grew stronger, and today the American
School’s “share” of the Mt. Carmel fossil human
remains is in the charge of that Museum, under
the supervision of the School’s present Director,
Dr. H. O’N. Hencken.

Dr. and Mrs. MacCurdy gave of themselves
unstintingly to the School in thought, deed, and
financially, so that the phrase “our school” was
justifiably appropriate.  Yet the conception was
bigger than an avocation or a hobby, and
MacCurdy kindled a strong flame of enthusiasm
in many friends and acquaintances that brought
enduring support to the School for its work of
making plain humanity’s dim past.  Nor did he
ever lose sight of the fact that a school’s chief
function is to teach, to provide the facilities and
the encouragement for learning; and that its
success is measured by the distinction of its
graduates.   Within the ever present financial
limitations of the School it achieved all these in
full measure.

MacCurdy’s published professional
contributions were principally in physical
anthropology and prehistoric archeology, with
the latter predominating.  As a museum curator
at Yale he was drawn into the Americanist field;
his work on the art and antiquities of Chiriqui
and his study of the Peruvian skeletal material of
the Bingham expedition are to be viewed in this
connection.  But his major interest was in the
prehistory of the Old World, and beginning in
1900, for forty years he provided his American
colleagues with reports and accounts of
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significant discoveries abroad of ancient man
and his culture.  In 1924 MacCurdy’s great fund
of knowledge and personal experience in this
field was presented in the two volumes of
Human Origins. It appeared at what was the
beginning of an extraordinarily active period of
field investigations with a consequent increase of
new information, significant parts being the
work of MacCurdy and the American School, its
collaborators and students.  The volumes are,
however, of fundamental importance, and their
special features such as the gazeteer of sites, to
mention only one, are of lasting value. As one of
the organizers of the International Symposium
on Ancient Man held at the Academy of Natural
Sciences in Philadelphia in 1937, and as the
editor of the volume, Early Man, which resulted
therefrom, he played a major role in the advance
of our knowledge of man’s antiquity throughout
the world.

MacCurdy’s life was long, fruitful, and he
remained vigorous both physically and mentally
until his death.  A man of multitudinous
friendships both in America and abroad, he
received numerous honors.  His activities as a
member of the American Anthropological
Association have already been noted.  He was
Secretary of Section H of the AAAS and a Vice-
president of that Association in 1905, Vice-
president of the Archaeological Institute of
America, a Trustee of the Laboratory of
Anthropology, Member of the American
Philosophical Society and of the National
Research Council, Vice-president of the
International Congress of Prehistoric and
Protohistoric Sciences (Oslo, 1936), and a fellow
or member of fifteen or more foreign and
American scientific societies, a number of these
being honorary.

The modesty and unassuming kindliness of
his personality was complemented by a sane and
clear intellect. He was, I think, never troubled
about the role and place of anthropology among
the sciences. It was to study and make plain the
history of Man-his culture and his body. His
doubts arose over the amount and timeliness of
the means to achieve this end. His personal
contributions as scholar and as Director of the
American School were notable in advancing
towards this goal. He saw clearly too that
cooperative endeavor would make the greatest
gains, and so he and Mrs. MacCurdy, through
the School, labored unremittingly to help others
in their efforts at understanding Man’s early
failures and successes.
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