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HALLAM LEONARD MOVIUS JR .

November 28, 1907–May 30, 1987

B Y  H A R V E Y  M .  B R I C K E R

HALLAM L. MOVIUS JR. WAS A Palaeolithic archaeologist, a
  specialist in the interpretation of human behavior and

its environmental context during the latter part of the Old
Stone Age, toward the end of the Pleistocene Epoch.1 With
broad training and varied field experience in Europe, the
Near East, and Southeast Asia, he became in the years after
World War II the preeminent spokesman for Palaeolithic
archaeology in the United States. In his classes at Harvard
and on his excavations in France, he was instrumental in
training a generation of American and European archae-
ologists. His decades-long investigation of the Abri Pataud,
a large Upper Palaeolithic rock shelter in southwestern
France, formed the basis for what is today a French govern-
ment museum and research center at the site.

Hallam Leonard Movius Jr. was born in Newton, Massa-
chusetts, on November 28, 1907. He was the son of Alice
Lee West Movius and Hallam Leonard Movius, an eminent
landscape architect. Movius was educated at the Berkshire
School in Sheffield, Massachusetts, and at Harvard College,
which he entered in 1926, graduating with an S.B. degree
in 1930. Immediately upon graduation, Movius started in
on what would be his professional career by joining a six-
month archaeological expedition to Central Europe spon-
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sored by Harvard and the University of Pennsylvania. Upon
his return to the United States, he began graduate work at
Harvard in the Stone Age archaeology of the Old World,
and during the years of his graduate training, he partici-
pated in fieldwork of very varied nature in both Europe
and southwest Asia.

Movius’s field experience in 1931 was an introduction
to the archaeology and archaeologists of the Western Euro-
pean area that would be the locus of his latest and most
important professional contributions. In the summer of that
year he was one of several students in the summer field
season of the American School of Prehistoric Research,
an organization founded and directed by George Grant
MacCurdy of Yale University. For much of the summer the
group visited archaeological sites and museums in England,
France, Germany, Switzerland, Austria, and Czechoslovakia,
receiving private tours and lectures from many of the prin-
cipal researchers in the field of European Stone Age pre-
history. The Palaeolithic (Old Stone Age) sites in France to
which Movius was introduced that summer included ones
in Les Eyzies and elsewhere in the Vézère Valley of the
Dordogne region; it was to Les Eyzies that he returned to
start major field work following World War II. At the end of
the American School’s study tour in 1931, Movius stayed on
in Czechoslovakia to excavate briefly with the Harvard-Penn
expedition and then joined MacCurdy on a month-long ar-
chaeological reconnaissance trip through Yugoslavia.

In the spring of 1932 Movius joined the excavations at
the site of Mugharet es-Skhul in the Mt. Carmel range of
Israel that were being carried out by a joint expedition of
the American School of Prehistoric Research and the Brit-
ish School of Archaeology in Jerusalem. The codirector rep-
resenting the American School was Theodore McCown, and
Hallam Movius was his assistant. The site was known to be
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of great importance because fossilized human skeletal ma-
terial associated with Middle Palaeolithic artifacts had been
found there the previous year. During the even more re-
warding 1932 season, the remains of an additional eight to
ten individuals were found, including the highly significant
Skhul V, discovered by McCown and Movius on May 2, 1932.
It was immediately obvious that this fossil was extremely
important for understanding the relationship, evolutionary
or otherwise, between Neanderthal and modern humans,
but only at the end of the twentieth century did newly de-
veloped techniques of chronometric dating clarify the situ-
ation. It is now known that Skhul V dates to between 80,000
and 100,000 years ago and represents one of the earliest
groups of modern humans to be found outside Africa, where
such humans evolved.2 Although Movius had a small part in
the fascinating story of modern human origins in southwest
Asia, he did not return to that area or topic during his
professional career.

Having received his M.A. in anthropology from Harvard
in 1932, Movius began the fieldwork that would lead to his
Ph.D. dissertation during the summer of that same year,
shortly after his return from southwest Asia. This new project
was one part of a large interdisciplinary program, the Harvard
Irish Survey, which included physical anthropologists (Ear-
nest Hooton, C. Wesley Dupertius), sociologists (W. Lloyd
Warner, Conrad Arensburg, Solon Kimball), and archae-
ologists. The archaeological research was supervised by Hugh
Hencken, director of the Harvard Archaeological Expedi-
tion to Ireland, and Hallam Movius was the assistant direc-
tor. Movius was given the responsibility for investigat-
ing the earliest sites, those of the Stone Age (primarily
Mesolithic). He spent five summer seasons, 1932 through
1936, in Ireland (both Eire and Northern Ireland), excavat-
ing six different sites. This work provided the material for
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his doctoral dissertation, and he received his Ph.D. in an-
thropology from Harvard in 1937.

As important as the Irish work may have seemed on the
professional plane, it was no less important to Movius in
the personal realm. During the later years of the project,
an Australian archaeology student at Cambridge University,
Nancy Champion de Crespigny, from Adelaide, South Aus-
tralia, was one of the field assistants. Hallam and Nancy
were married in 1936. Thus began not only a connubium
but also a very effective professional collaboration. In a pub-
lication on his Irish work Movius thanked Nancy for her
help with the management of the expedition in 1935. Nancy
continued to provide much of the essential logistical and
managerial support for all of Movius’s subsequent fieldwork.

Movius’s first fieldwork after completion of his doctor-
ate and his marriage was as archaeologist and assistant di-
rector of what was called the American Southeast Asiatic
Expedition (or sometimes the Harvard-Carnegie Expedition).
The main goal of the expedition was to survey the geology,
paleontology, and Stone Age archaeology of the Irrawady
Valley in Burma and to relate the anticipated new informa-
tion to the somewhat better known sequences of India, China,
and Java.3 The expedition was directed by geologist Helmut
de Terra (Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia and
Carnegie Institution of Washington). The eminent paleon-
tologist and Jesuit theologian Pierre Teilhard de Chardin
took part in the expedition as a consultant on the fossil
faunas of the region and comparisons with China. Movius
was in charge of the archaeological research. He and Nancy
made the long ocean voyage, first to Calcutta and then to
Rangoon, continuing on by train and river steamer to
Mandalay, and finally by whatever land transport was avail-
able, further northeast into the southern Shan states.
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In later years Movius referred often to the difficult and
adventurous aspects of this expedition. Beyond the archae-
ology, which was his primary concern, he was impressed by
the linguistic complexity in this region of Upper Burma. A
story that I heard him recount several times involved their
getting lost somewhere in the hills and the inability of their
Burmese driver to ask directions of the local inhabitants.
The difficulty was that the driver’s dialect had only three
tones (as I remember), whereas the closely related but cru-
cially different local dialect had five. After three months of
fieldwork in Burma, the members of the expedition trav-
eled to Java to study the geological context of the famous
Homo erectus localities (Trinil, Modjokerto, and others)
and to examine existing archaeological and paleontologi-
cal collections from various Pleistocene localities on the
island. The expedition ended in May 1938.

Movius’s archaeological investigations in southeast Asia,
the results of which were published during and just after
World War II (1943; 1944; 1949,1-2), were pioneering con-
tributions to knowledge of an area of the world whose Stone
Age prehistory was virtually unknown. A general conclusion
based on the wealth of specific data gathered was that dur-
ing much of the Early Stone Age the archaeological materi-
als in eastern and southeastern Asia were fundamentally
different from those in western Asia, Europe, and Africa. In
this eastern province the early hominid inhabitants manu-
factured rather simple core tools (choppers and chopping
tools) and flake tools. In the western and southern prov-
ince, however, core tools of the same period were more
completely patterned (Acheulian handaxes and cleavers),
and flakes for tool manufacture were often struck from spe-
cially prepared Levallois cores. This model, described in
oversimplified form as the absence of Acheulian handaxes
in eastern Asia, was codified by others in terms of a Movius
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Line, running northwest to southeast across the Eurasian
continent, separating the realm of the west from the very
different eastern realm. There is no question that Hallam
Movius is better known for the Movius Line than for any-
thing else. It is, however, the case that this model, in its
original form, is now known to be incorrect. Discoveries of
handaxes and other Acheulian materials at sites in China at
the end of the twentieth century showed that east and west
were not completely isolated realms at this time despite
what are in most cases quite different archaeological se-
quences.4

Movius’s return to the United States from the Asian ex-
pedition in 1938 marked the end of the exciting first stage
of his professional career. In addition to preparing the mono-
graphic reports on the Palaeolithic archaeology of South-
east Asia, he was revising his dissertation for publication by
the Cambridge University Press. The outbreak of World War
II in Europe complicated communications with the press.
In his preface to The Irish Stone Age, which was published
in 1942, Movius expressed his grateful admiration of the
editorial staff, which “carried on with the job” despite the
loss of proofs and other materials “due to enemy action.”

As of 1939 Movius held the title of assistant curator of
Palaeolithic archaeology at Harvard’s Peabody Museum, but
it was not obvious where his career would go from there.
After Hallam’s death, Nancy told me that there was a pe-
riod when he thought that a career in Old World prehis-
tory might not be possible (with many of the areas of inter-
est to him occupied by invading armies) and that he might
have to switch his specialty to the archaeology of the United
States. This is apparently the explanation for an otherwise
puzzling entry in his publication list—a brief report pub-
lished in 1941 on excavations at a prehistoric site in Massa-
chusetts. The entry of the United States into World War II
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in December 1941 removed all doubt about what Movius
would do next.

Movius entered military service in 1942 as a first lieuten-
ant in the 12th U.S. Army Air Force. He served in the Medi-
terranean theater, primarily in southern Italy, for over three
years. He was an intelligence officer attached to a unit whose
duties included assessing bombing damage inflicted on Axis
industrial plants, tracking the extent to which damage from
previous raids was being repaired, and recommending the
scheduling of future bombing raids such that the fruitless
expenditure of enemy resources would be maximized.
Movius’s wartime work was recognized by the award of the
Legion of Merit, given “for exceptionally meritorious con-
duct in the performance of outstanding services and achieve-
ments.”5 He left the Air Force in early 1946 with the rank
of lieutenant colonel.

Upon returning from the war, Movius began his career
as a member of the Harvard faculty. He was appointed lec-
turer in the Department of Anthropology in 1948, promoted
to associate professor with tenure in 1950, and promoted
again to professor in 1957. He and Nancy added to their
family during this period. A son, Geoffrey, had been born
before the war in 1940, and now a daughter, Alice, was
born in 1947. Movius’s professional activities in these early
postwar years were, in addition to teaching, of two kinds.
He very quickly got started with new field research (dis-
cussed below), and through an ambitious program of publi-
cation, he set about establishing himself as one of this nation’s
leading experts on Palaeolithic archaeology.

During the late 1940s and early 1950s, Movius served as
an interpreter or broker for American anthropologists of
important new information about the Old Stone Age that
was being published in Europe and Asia in languages other
than English. Such publications included reports on hu-
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man fossil finds in France (1948) and Uzbekistan (1953,1),
a very ancient Lower Palaeolithic wooden spear from Ger-
many (1950,2), and various sites in northern China (1956,1).
As radiocarbon dating was first being developed, Movius
wrote several articles (e.g., 1950,1) exploring its potential
applications in Palaeolithic archaeology, a topic he followed
up in the early 1960s with major critical reviews of radiocar-
bon dates on Upper Palaeolithic sites in Central and West-
ern Europe (1960, 1963). Collaborating with a project of
the Geological Society of America, he published a detailed
review of Villafranchian stratigraphy in Western Europe
(1949,3). With Henri Vallois, a French physical anthropolo-
gist, he coedited the Catalogue des hommes fossiles (1953,3),
the result of an international project to inventory all known
fossils of early humans and their ancestors. In 1952 the
Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research held
a two-week symposium to assess the state of anthropological
knowledge and practice in the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury. Movius was chosen to prepare the inventory paper on
Palaeolithic archaeology (1953,2), a measure of the stature
he had achieved in his discipline. This leadership position
was recognized by national and international honors through-
out his career. He received the Viking Fund Medal for Ar-
chaeology in 1949, and he was elected to membership in
the National Academy of Sciences in 1957. He was, in addi-
tion, a member of the American Academy of Arts and Sci-
ences, and in 1970 he was named a Chevalier des Arts et
Lettres of the Republic of France.

The first archaeological fieldwork done by Movius
after the war was the excavation of a large rockshelter, La
Colombière, in the foothills of the Jura Mountains in east-
central France. The rockshelter was occupied by Upper
Palaeolithic groups at several different times near the end
of the Pleistocene Epoch. In the summer of 1948 an inter-
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disciplinary research program codirected by Movius and Kirk
Bryan, a Harvard geologist, began the field investigation of
the human occupations of the site and of their geological
and climatological contexts. Bryan died in 1950, and the
geological research was completed by his colleague, Sheldon
Judson, who coauthored with Movius the monographic site
report (1956,2). The age and cultural affiliation of the prin-
cipal archaeological level at La Colombière have been con-
troversial, and radiocarbon dating done at the time was
inconclusive. On the basis of more recent research,6 the
age of the occupation is now believed to be some 10 millen-
nia younger than Movius thought (Magdalenian rather than
Gravettian). Earlier excavations of a portion of this level by
French prehistorians had discovered a series of eight water-
smoothed river cobbles covered with engravings of Ice Age
animals, and a ninth such object was discovered by Movius
in 1948. These excellent examples of Palaeolithic mobiliary
art make La Colombière one of the important sites of this
age in eastern France.

In the summer of 1949, with the archaeological part of
the fieldwork at La Colombière having been completed,
Movius spent several months in France, mostly in the Dordogne
region of the southwest, talking with local prehistorians and
looking for a good Upper Palaeolithic site at which to start
a major new excavation. The site he chose was a large col-
lapsed rockshelter overlooking the Vézère Valley in the town
of Les Eyzies. It was this site, the Abri Pataud, that would be
Movius’s primary professional concern from then until the
end of his career. He did a test excavation in 1953 on the
part of the site then accessible to him. The property was,
however, part of a working farm, and a barn stood on the
main portion of the site. In 1957 Harvard purchased the
property and immediately transferred ownership to the
French government, which in turn granted what became
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known as the Harvard Dordogne Project the excavation rights
for a 20-year period. Six seasons of excavation were con-
ducted at the Abri Pataud between 1958 and 1964. The old
farmhouse and its ancillary structures (located, in fact, in a
second walled-up rockshelter) were converted into labora-
tory and storage areas so that on-site analysis of the exca-
vated materials could continue throughout the year. Early
in the project, Hallam and Nancy acquired a property, Roque
Veyral, just a few kilometers distant from the Abri Pataud
and renovated it into a combination residence and labora-
tory. At the site or at Roque Veyral, or both, research and
writing about the Abri Pataud continued for at least part of
every year for nearly two decades.

Hallam Movius’s Abri Pataud project made several kinds
of contributions to Palaeolithic archaeology and European
prehistory. First, and most obviously, it answered substan-
tive technical questions about the sequence and radiocar-
bon dating of Upper Palaeolithic archaeological cultures in
southwestern France, a classic region for the understanding
of human behavior at the end of the Ice Age. The site was,
in fact, occupied repeatedly between about 34,000 and 20,000
radiocarbon years ago, by people representing the Aurignacian,
Gravettian, Noaillian, and Solutrean archaeological cultures.

Second, it provided for U.S. archaeologists a model of
the sort of broadly interdisciplinary approach to an archaeo-
logical site that was becoming standard operating proce-
dure for Old World prehistory after World War II. The
breadth of Movius’s research plan can be seen from the
contributors to the introductory volume of the multivolume
site report (1975): these included two archaeologists, two
geologists, a vertebrate paleontologist, a malacologist, two
human paleontologists, a palynologist, and two ecological
biologists.
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Third, the Abri Pataud project invented and tested new
techniques for excavating large rockshelters, especially the
simultaneous control of vertical (stratigraphic) and lateral
variation in the archaeological deposits.

Fourth, the operation directed by Movius served as a
training ground for a generation of aspiring Palaeolithic
archaeologists, primarily from North America and Europe.
During much of the 1950s and 1960s, the Abri Pataud and
the several sites excavated by François Bordes of the Uni-
versity of Bordeaux, who was also digging in the Dordogne,
were the principal training academies in this field. During
the course of his operation, Movius had 78 field and labo-
ratory assistants coming from 11 different nations. An im-
portant part of the training occurred on the Sunday excur-
sions led by Hallam and Nancy for the benefit of the crew.
The students visited sites and museums and met many of
the prehistorians active in southwestern France at the time.
Movius had benefited from such opportunities in the 1930s
as a student with the American School of Prehistoric Re-
search, and he considered them valuable for his own stu-
dents.

Fifth, Movius and several of his graduate students work-
ing at the Abri Pataud developed new techniques of sub-
typological “attribute analysis” for the study of Upper Palaeo-
lithic chipped lithic tools (1969, 1970, 1971). This work
extended previous work on French material by James Sackett,7

another of Movius’s graduate students, and paralleled simi-
lar techniques being advocated in the United States by Albert
Spaulding8 and being applied in Hungary by Lászlo Vértes.9

The full potential of this approach, which could later be
realized because of developments in personal computing,
was not achieved by the Pataud group or by others working
in the 1960s and 1970s. It did, however, move the analysis
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of the Abri Pataud materials completely away from what
had been the traditional typological or index fossil approach.

In 1970, still in his early sixties and at the height of his
career, Movius suffered a stroke while working at the Abri
Pataud. He recovered almost fully, with only a lingering
weakness on one side that required him to walk with a
cane. For several years he continued to teach and to spend
part of every year in Dordogne pursuing his research and
writing. The site report on the Abri Pataud was planned as
a multivolume monograph series to be published by Harvard’s
Peabody Museum as bulletins of the American School of
Prehistoric Research. Movius saw the first two volumes
through to publication, in 1975 and 1977, but a series of
increasingly debilitating health problems made it more and
more difficult for him to take an active part in the publica-
tion program. He retired from teaching in 1974 and from
his curatorship at the Peabody Museum in 1976. Two more
site report monographs10,11 were published in 1984 and 1985,
but the Peabody Museum had already confirmed its inabil-
ity to proceed with the final three volumes planned for the
series. In view of the great importance of the site to the
profession, the director of antiquities for southwestern France
proposed that a one-volume, French-language summary re-
port on the entire Abri Pataud operation be compiled and
published at French government expense. Movius enthusi-
astically endorsed this plan, and the volume in question12

was published in Paris in 1995, some years after Movius’s
death. Movius’s Avant propos to this volume, dated Decem-
ber 1985, was the last thing he wrote about the great site
that was the capstone of his career. Hallam Movius died in
Cambridge, Massachusetts, on May 30, 1987.

The Abri Pataud continues to provide important infor-
mation about Upper Palaeolithic prehistory to both special-
ists and the general public. The French government has
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built a building over the excavated part of the rockshelter,
and Movius’s laboratory areas have been turned into a re-
search center and a museum, le Musée de l’abri Pataud,
with outreach programs that enrich the cultural life of the
region.13 The contributions of Hallam Movius to French
prehistory are prominently chronicled in this museum.

I was closely associated with Hallam Movius during the
last quarter-century of his life. He was my teacher, disserta-
tion director, and valued colleague, and he and Nancy be-
came warm personal friends. Two aspects of his legacy to
me I regard as most important and most indicative of what
kind of man there was behind the publication list and the
professional honors. The first was his insistence that his
students gain the fullest possible knowledge of the history
of their discipline and of the particular problems on which
they were working. In his teaching and in his own research,
he fully implemented the proposition that we, as scholars,
must stand on the shoulders of our predecessors, endeavor-
ing to give to our successors a platform just a bit higher
than the one on which we ourselves first stood. We can
build on the platform of previous research only if we have
taken the trouble to learn about it. The second aspect of
his legacy, taught by example on numerous occasions, was
the precept that one must not deal with ideas or positions
in terms of where they originated. He did not believe in
scholarly guilt or merit by association, and he did not dis-
count or ignore the work of a scholar who belonged to the
“wrong” school or one that was out of fashion. Vital contri-
butions to knowledge can and often do have the most un-
likely origins, quite unrelated to the prominence or profes-
sional affiliations of their proponents. In these ways and
others, Hallam Movius fulfilled the expectations one has of
an eminent university professor, excelling in both scholarly
research and teaching.
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IN PREPARING THIS MEMOIR I was aided by information contained in an
obituary14 written by William Howells and Nancy Movius given to
me by its authors, a memorial minute15 prepared by Gordon Willey
and others for Harvard’s Faculty of Arts and Sciences, a copy of a
curriculum vitae prepared by Movius early in his career and sup-
plied to me by Willey, Web-based information on the Movius papers
in the Peabody Museum Archives,16 and by conversations with Nancy
Movius. I am very grateful for this invaluable assistance.
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