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GEORGE CLAPP VAILLANT: 1901-1945 
By A. V. KIDDER 

G EORGE CLAPP VAILLANT, only son of George Wightman and Alice 
Clapp Vaillant, was born in Boston, April 5, 1901. He died at his home in 

Devon, Pennsylvania, on May 13, 1945, at the peak of a brilliant career as 
archaeologist, museum administrator, teacher, and pan-American. 

Most of Vaillant's forebears were of old New England stock, but his great- 
grandparents in the name line were French, supporters of the royalist cause 
who came to this country after the revolution of 1848. To that strain may per- 
haps be ascribed Vaillant's quickness and clarity of mind and his characteris- 
cally Gallic aversion to all forms of hypocrisy. He attended the Noble and 
Greenough School in Boston, completed his secondary education at Phillips 
Academy, Andover, and entered college in 1918. His record at Harvard is 
interesting. At the end of his Freshman year he was solidly on probation, his 
only creditable mark a B in English. English, in which he elected two courses 
as a Sophomore, restored him to regular standing, but his other grades were 
far from impressive. From then on his rise was meteoric. He had practically 
nothing but A's and B's and graduated cum laude. He had found, in anthropol- 
ogy, something into which he could set his teeth. 

As in the case of so many anthropologists, Vaillant's introduction to that 
field was accidental. Being in want of a pleasant way to put in a summer he had 
joined his classmate Singleton Moorehead on a trip to Maine, where the latter's 
father was excavating a Red Paint cemetery near Waterville. No one could be 
long with Warren Moorehead, most ardent of diggers and kindliest of men, 
without sharing his enthusiasm, but the real spark was struck by Vaillant's 
finding a set of beautiful long slate points. Singleton Moorehead writes: "It's 
an interesting conjecture whether George would ever have become an archae- 
ologist if he hadn't made that find. Up to that moment shovelling and trowel- 
ling day after day in the gravel knolls had been pretty much of a chore, but 
when those spears came out he was sold. He became an archaeologist over- 
night." 

From then on his course was clear. The summer after his Junior year he 
went to the cliff-house country in northeastern Arizona with S. J. Guernsey of 
the Harvard Peabody Museum, another man whose love for the work was 
contagious. The next year he was with me at Phillips Academy's excavations 
at Pecos, New Mexico. That season laid the foundation for a friendship that 
grew steadily through the years. No one ever had a more loyal and capable 
assistant, or a more dependable, cheery companion. Even then he evinced 
the qualities that were to make him so effective in later life: keenness in obser- 
vation, accuracy in recording, ability to grasp the wider implications of what 
he saw. To these attributes were added a readiness, exceptional in so young a 
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man, to view himself and his work objectively, and a remarkable faculty for 
getting on with people of all ages and all sorts. 

The latter part of that summer he was again with Guernsey in Arizona, 
entering the Harvard Graduate School in the autumn. There he came more in- 
timately than before into contact with A. M. Tozzer, whose courses on Mexico 
and the Maya awoke in Vaillant, as they have in so many others, an interest in 
Middle American research. His doctoral dissertation-he took his degree in 
1927-was upon the chronological significance of Maya ceramrrics, until then 
a subject of which almost nothing was known. It was pioneer work resulting 
in the formulation of so many problems calling for further data and so many 
hypotheses in need of fteld testing that he was unwilling that it should be 
published. But it brought together, both in text and illustrations, so much 
material not elsewhere available that it has been photostatted for the "trade" 
and forms an invaluable part of the working library of all Middle Americanists. 

As a graduate student Vaillant served, in 1924-25, as Tutor in Anthropol- 
ogy. In the winter of 1923-24 he had work with George A. Reisner, that 
master of field method, in Egypt, and later in the same season was delegated 
by Harvard to study and report upon an excavation at Carthage, which the 
University had been asked to support. In the summers of 1924 and 192.5 he 
was again at Pecos, and in the autumn of the latter year he and Earl H. Morris 
and I did a small excavation for the American Museum of Natural History in 
Canyon de Chelley; with Guernsey, we afterward made a reconnaissance 
trip to Chihuahua. This was Vaillant's introduction to Mexico, the field in 
which he was thereafter to play so important a role. In 1926 he went for the 
Carnegie Institution to Chichen Itza in Yucatan, where S. G. Morley assigned 
him the task of excavating the Temple of the Initial Series. He did a good piece 
of work on that building, proving it to be a late construction in which an in- 
scribed stone of much earlier date had been reused. But the more spectacular 
aspects of archaeology never greatly appealed to him. His real love was always 
for pottery and implements and minor works of art which, more clearly and 
intimately than do temples or the tombs of the mighty, reflect the life of 
ancient peoples, and which yield the surest evidence for reconstructing the 
growth and interaction of cultures. So while the work at the Initial Series was 
going on he pitted about until he found some beds of refuse behind the Temple 
of the Phalli. In these humble deposits he was in his element. He dug there 
happily the rest of the season and his report laid a firm foundation for the 
subsequent studies of Yucatecan ceramics by H. B. Roberts and G. W. 
Brainerd. The trenching at the Phalli was, indeed, the first piece of strati- 
graphic midden excavation ever done in the Maya area. 

Vaillant's great opportunity came in 1927, when he was appointed an 
assistant curator in the American Museum and was put in charge of that insti- 
tution's archaeological activities in Mexico. At the same time began his long 
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and close association with Clarence L. Hay, Trustee of the Museum and ardent 
Mexicanist. Hay's interest in and steady support of Vaillant's work are 
acknowledged again and again in his writings. 

To appreciate the significance of Vaillant's researches in Mexico it is 
necessary to understand the archaeological situation which existed there in the 
late 20's. In 1910 Gamio and Boas, following leads developed by Zelia Nuttall, 
had worked out the stratigraphic succession of the three then recognized main 
stages of aboriginal Mexican culture: Archaic, Toltec, and Aztec. With the 
chronological priority of the Archaic thus established, Spinden, reasoning from 
the distribution in Middle and South America of handmade clay figurines re- 
sembling those of the Archaic, and accepting the then current belief that 
maize first came under cultivation in central Mexico, postulated a highland 
Mexican origin for all New World agricultural civilization and its gradual out- 
ward spread from that center. This far-reaching hypothesis, the first well- 
reasoned attempt to bring order into American prehistory, accorded so well 
with the data then available that it met with universal acceptance and it was 
so satisfactory that, as has often happened in the history of science, no im- 
mediate attempt was made to put it to the test of further investigation. Not 
long thereafter, Gamio, who had most effectively directed the archaeological 
undertakings of the Mexican government, went out of office after a political 
overturn. And Alfonso Caso had not yet conie upon the scene. Hence there 
ensued a period of relative stagnation. However, Hay, who had worked in 
Mexico with Tozzer and Gamio, felt that the Archaic problem had not suf- 
ficiently been clarified, and when Vaillant joined the American Museum the 
two decided to attack it intensively. Thus was inaugurated the long series of 
investigations at Zacatenco, Ticoman, El Arbolillo, Gualupita, and elsewhere 
in and about the Valley which opened a new era in Middle American "dirt" 
archaeology. 

Vaillant's handling of these excavations was masterly, his analyses of the 
material recovered were thorough, his interpretations sound. Publication of 
the results was prompt and full. The result was the establishment, on strati- 
graphic evidence, with pottery and figurines serving as the principal criteria, 
of an extensive sequence of cultural changes within the Archaic period. In this 
arduous undertaking, which consumed many seasons and involved the handling 
and meticulous study of hundreds of thousands of potsherds and figurines, 
Vaillant was indefatigably assisted by his wife Suzannah, daughter of Eman L. 
Beck, an American banker resident in Mexico, whom he married in 1930. 

The earlier years of Vaillant's digging in Archaic sites coincided with the 
renaissance, under the leadership of Alfonso Caso, of archaeological activity 
by the Mexican government. Caso's own excavations at Monte Alban were ac- 
complishing for a later period in Oaxaca what Vaillant's had done for the 
Archaic of the Valley. Work was also being carried on by the government at 
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Cholula, Tenayuca and many other sites, selected not for the richness or 
their spectacular appeal, but for the light they could shed on the pre-Columbian 
history of Mexico. These investigations, together with Marquina's architec- 
tural studies and those of Noguera on ceramics, yielded great amounts of new 
and well-ordered data. With Caso and his staff Vaillant was from the beginning 
in intimate association, both scientific and personal. Striving for a common 
objective-the solution of problems of mutual concern, rather than the re- 
covery of "loot"-led to effective cooperation. The feeling of the Mexicans 
about Vaillant is well expressed in a recent letter from Eduardo Noguera, 
Director of the National Museum: "We have just had the terrible news of 
George's death. We cannot become reconciled to it, and our sorrow grows 
greater each day at this irreparable loss to Mexican archaeology and to all of 
us who were his personal friends. He was at the height of his career, in full 
vigor, and a brilliant future lay ahead of him. As a token of our grief, the 
Museum observed a three-day period of mourning and there is shortly to be 
held a memorial meeting in his honor. We have always considered him one of 
the foremost investigators of the archaeology of Central Mexico, to whom are 
due contributions which have served radically to modify many earlier con- 
ceptions of our prehistory." 

Having defined a group of early stages in the development of central 
Mexican culture and having established their sequence, Vaillant felt the need 
of relating them to what went before and what came after. The fact that the 
most ancient stage was very far from primitive necessitated the postulation 
of cruder beginnings. For this reason he substituted, in his writings, the term 
Middle Cultures for Archaic, seemingly a minor matter of nomenclature, but 
actually an important conceptual advance. And his realization that the 
Valley of Mexico Middle Cultures were merely one element of a highly complex 
series of contemporaneous archaeological events in other regions caused him 
and S. K. Lothrop to question what they considered the over-simplistic 
Archaic Hypothesis of Spinden. They accordingly surveyed what was then 
known of early materials throughout Middle America and identified a group of 
traits, mostly occurring in Central America, which were not present in the 
Valley Middle Cultures and which they believed might have originated in 
South America. These they grouped under the term "Q-Complex"; and al- 
though the significance of that assemblage is not yet clear, its recognition was 
of great value in that it emphasized the fact that we cannot hope to understand 
the origin and spread of higher New World civilization until much further 
stratigraphic and analytical work, of the type done in the Valley of Mexico, 
has been carried on over a much wider area. 

Vaillant also struck upward in time. His attack on the problem of develop- 
ments subsequent to the Middle Cultures was twofold. On the one hand, he 
felt that we should work backward from the known to the unknown. He ac- 
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cordingly studied conditions obtaining in the 16th century as recorded by the 
conquerors, then the native histories of the preceding centuries, attempting to 
correlate post-Middle archaeological remains with the ethnic groups treated 
in the chronicles. On the other hand, he carried his archaeological investiga- 
tions forward from the Middle Period. For this purpose he excavated at 
Nonoalco, Chiconauhtla, Atzcapotzalco and Teotihuacan, the latter then con- 
sidered to have been the Toltec capital referred to in the legends. At Teotihua- 
can he identified the Mazapan culture, a post-Teotihuacan development which 
later work by Acosta at Tula Hidalgo has shown to have been a product of the 
Toltecs. The findings at these sites were unfortunately never published in full, 
but Vaillant's more general conclusions appeared in 1938 in this journal and 
were incorporated in a major work, "The Aztecs of Mexico". By this double 
attack, during which he was in constant touch on the documentary side with 
the Mexican scholar Jimenez Moreno, and on the archaeological with Caso 
and Noguera, he took the essential first steps in transforming what had been 
primarily an archaeological investigation into a broader and, as the future 
doubtless will show, a much more meaningful historical synthesis. 

Vaillant's interests were by no means confined to the product of his own 
excavations. An industrious student of the literatuie and of museum collec- 
tions, he became intrigued by various sculptures and figurines that failed to 
accord with the normal canons of Middle American art. His paper "A Bearded 
Mystery" calls attention to one such group. He also first defined the "baby- 
faced" type, examples of which had appeared in his wife's excavations at 
Gualupita, he linked this with other peculiar human and animal representa- 
tions, he pointed out their importance as indicators of a hitherto unidentified 
complex, and his prophecy that a center for their distribution would be found 
in Veracruz has since been proved correct by the remarkable discoveries of 
Stirling there and in Tabasco, and by the comparative researches of Covar- 
rubias. He thus pioneered the study of the mysterious Olmec culture. 

Teotihuacan and Atzcapotzalco were Vaillant's last excavations. Necessity 
for further digestion of materials, increasing duties at the museum-in 1930 
he had been made Associate Cufator of Mexican Archaeology--and a growing 
family of small children brought him to anchor in New York. His accomplish- 
ments there were no less valuable than those in the field. From early in his 
career he had felt that the achievements of the Indians in art and technology 
should become more widely known because of the esthetic and intellectual 
pleasure which could thus be brought to many people; and also because upon 
popular interest depends, in the long run, all support for scientific work and 
for museums. He therefore wrote for "Natural History" and other periodicals 
the many illustrated articles on the Aztecs and the Maya which are listed in 
the appended bibliography. For the same reason he believed that many of the 
products of the Indians should so be exhibited as to make possible their ap- 
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preciation as objects of art or of skilled craftsmanship, and he inaugurated, in 
the Mexican hall of the American Museum, the type of installation which has 
since been carried to completion so effectively by C. L. Hay and Vaillant's 
successor, Gordon F. Ekholm. 

Another important activity of the later years in New York was motivated 
by his conviction that there should be much closer relations between museums 
and departments of anthropology than have usually obtained. This was shared 
by his then director, Clark Wissler, who made it possible for him to give courses 
on the archaeology of Middle America at Yale, New York University, and 
Columbia. Irving Rouse," who sat under him at Yale, tells me how greatly his 
command of his subject, his flashes of humor and his utter lack of "side" 
appealed to his classes. 

One of the most serious problems of the present academic system in the 
United States is that raised by the constant decapitation of research and teach- 
ing staffs by the drafting, for administrative duties, of outstanding men, almost 
always at the time of their maximum productiveness. It should be called a 
problem rather than an evil, as the practice has not been long enough in effect 
to enable us to generalize as to its results on individuals or on our overall 
intellectual setup. In the case of Vaillant, however, the indubitable loss to 
Mexican archaeology was probably more than compensated for by his work 
in wider fields. 

While he was in New York, he taught, as has been said, at several uni- 
versities. During his last year at the American Museum the Trustees relieved 
him of other duties to permit him to study the halls containing materials bear- 
ing on the history of man and to plan the reinstallation of the Museum's vast 
anthropological collections in such a way as to increase their usefullness to the 
schools of New York, to the public, and to scholars. In 1941 he was called to 
Philadelphia as Director of the University Museum, and he at once set about 
bringing that institution into more intimate touch than had until then been 
achieved with the University's Department of Anthropology. As part-time 
Professor of Anthropology he gave a course entitled "Indian Backgrounds of 
Latin American History" and arranged for appointment of members of the 
Department as Research Fellows of the Museum. But the short time that re- 
mained to him was for the most part devoted to other matters. 

During the last war Vaillant had enlisted in the Marines as soon as he was 
old enough to be accepted. The armistice, however, came before he could see 
active service, and when the present struggle broke out his age prevented his 
reacceptance. Baulked in that direction, he threw himself wholeheartedly into 
the promotion of continental solidarity. A firm believer, as result of his experi- 
ence in Mexico, that joint effort toward common objectives is more productive 
of mutual understanding than high-pressure propaganda or than any number 
of self-conscious good-will missions, he was instrumental, as Chairman of the 
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Institute for Andean Research, in securing a large grant from the Coordinator 
of Inter-American Affairs for a series of archaeological investigations through- 
out Latin America, to be carried out whenever possible in cooperation with 
local scholars. Organization of these projects took him on a tour extending 
from Mexico to Chile. The getting under way of the resultant explorations and 
excavations was greatly facilitated by the preliminary contacts made by 
Vaillant. He then and later served on the Joint Committee on Latin American 
Studies set up by the research councils of the United States and as Chairman 
of the Committee on Cultural Relations with Latin America. Thus it was nat- 
ural that he should have been appointed our first Cultural Attache to Peru. 
Accompanied by his family, he was in Lima in 1943 and 1944. The success of 
that mission is attested by the flood of letters and telegrams that have come 
to Mrs. Vaillant since his death from the friends he and she made in Peruvian 
scientific and literary circles. He returned with strong convictions as to the 
duties and the opportunities of the cultural attache. These are set forth in a 
thoughtful and constructive article in the Scientific Monthly. He resumed his 
duties at the University Museum, but the record he had made at Lima almost 
at once brought a second call to serve the government, this time as chief repre- 
sentative in Madrid of the Office of War Information. He was in the midst of 
preparations for sailing when he died. 

That so happy and fruitful a life should have been ended by his own hand 
is only explicable as the result of a sudden overmastering aberration. It is 
clear that his action was not premeditated. Only a couple of weeks before, he 
had discussed with me his plans for work in Spain and had told me that he was 
only accepting the position there on condition that he could be accompanied 
by his wife and their children. Up to the day of his death he was occupied with 

arrangements for the future. He had been pulled down, it would seem, by 
worry over again leaving the University Museum and by the cumulative 
fatigue of a heavily burdened year; and the final crisis may well have been 
brought about, as is known to have happened in other cases, by the sudden 
and violent backfire of a yellow-fever inoculation. 

To sum up the characteristics of so many-facetted a man is difficult. He was 
quick but not erratic, acute without being spiteful, clear visioned but no 
pedant, warm hearted but never sentimental, moral but never a judge of 
others, firm but not rigid. He was big, loose-jointed, careless in dress, as clumsy 
with his hands as he was precise in his thinking, widely read, brilliant in con- 
versation, and what by no means always follows, an interested and sympathetic 
listener. He revelled in good talk. In argument, when one of his delightfully 
puckish moods was upon him, he could be as elusive as an eel. His scholarship 
is a matter of published record. With his shovel he leafed back through the 
midden-laid pages of Mexico's past. But throughout his career he worked for 
the future of a hemisphere. He could have no fitter epitaph than what was 
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written of him by a distinguished Costa Rican: "Un intelectual norteamericano 
que merecid haber sido declarado Ciudadano de las Americas." 

SUMMARY 

Born April 5, 1901, Boston, Massachusetts. Father and Mother: George W. and 
Alice Clapp Vaillant. Married Mary Suzannah Beck, 1930; children: Joanna B., Janu- 
ary 12, 1933; George E., June 22, 1934; Henry W., December 17, 1936. 

Noble and Greenough School, 1909-1916; Phillips Academy, Andover, 1916-1918; 
Harvard University, A.B. 1922, A.M. 1925, Ph.D. 1927. 

Tutor in Anthropology, Harvard, 1924-1925; Winthrop Scholar, 1926-1927. Assist- 
ant Curator of Mexican Archaeology, American Museum of Natural History, 1927- 
1930; Associate Curator, 1930-1941; Honorary Curator 1941-1945. Director, The Uni- 
versity Museum, The University of Pennsylvania, 1941-1945. Senior Cultural Relations 
Officer, United States Embassy, Lima, Peru, 1943-1944. Assistant Professor (visiting), 
Yale University, 1938-1940. Lecturer, New York University, 1938-1939. Lecturer, 
Columbia University Extension, 1939-1940, 1941-1942. Honorary Professor, National 
Museum of Mexico, 1941-1945. Lecturer, University of Pennsylvania, 1942-1943. Fel- 
low, University Museum, 1942-1945. 

Field Assistant, Peabody Museum and Andover Expedition, Maine, 1919; Peabody 
Museum and Harvard Expedition, Southwest, 1921-1922; Harvard-Boston Expedi- 
tion, Egypt, 1923-1924; Peabody Museum and Andover Expedition, Pecos, New 
Mexico, 1922, 1924, 1925; Carnegie Institution Chichen Itza Project, 1926; Excavations 
for the American Museum of Natural History, Central America, 1928; Zacatenco, Val- 
ley of Mexico, 1928-1929; Ticoman, 1929-1930; El Arbolillo, 1931; Teotihuacan, 1931- 
1932; Gualupita, Cuernavaca, 1932; Azcapotzalco, 1934; Chiconauhtla, 1935; Nono- 
alco, 1936. 

Member: American Philosophical Society; American Anthropological Association; 
American Ethnological Society (President 1936-1939); American Geographical Soci- 
ety; American Association for the Advancement of Science (Vice President; Chairman, 
Section H-Anthropology-1941); Soci6te des Americanistes de Paris; Sociedad 
Cientifica "Antonio Alzate"; Society for American Archaeology; National Research 
Council (Committee on Latin-American Anthropology); American Council of Learned 
Societies (Committee on the Fine Arts; Committee on Inter-American Art); Council of 
National Defense, Advisory Committee on Art; Advisory Committee on Art, State 
Department (1940-1945); Laboratory of Anthropology, Santa Fe (Advisory Council); 
New York Academy of Sciences; Executive Committee, Institute of Andean Research 
(Chairman, 1940-1942); Committee on Cultural Relations with Latin America 
(Chairman, 1942-1945); Archaeological Institute of America (Board of Trustees, 1942; 
President, Philadelphia Society, 1942); Associate Trustee, University of Pennsyl- 
vania (as member of Board of Fine Arts, 1942-1945); Joint Committee on Latin Ameri- 
can Studies (1942-1945); Inter-American Society of Anthropology and Geography 
(Temporary Organizing Committee, 1942-1945); Pan American Association of Phila- 
delphia (Board of Governors, 1942-1945; President, 1944-1945); Roosevelt Fellowships 
(Committee of Selection for District 2, 1942); Chinese Art Society of America (Ad- 
visory Committee, 1943-1945); University of Pennsylvania, Administrative Council 
(1942-1943), Committee on Inter-American Studies (1942-1943). 
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