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Foreword
James Henry Breasted was one of the most remarkable individuals in the 

history of American scholarship on the ancient N ear East. H e was the first 
American to receive a Ph.D. in Egyptology (in 1894) and was the first to teach 
the subject at the University of Chicago. He was a brilliant teacher, Egyptologist, 
communicator, and above all, an institution-builder who transformed the 
fundamental character of research on the origins of civilization. 

Breasted’s greatest achievement was the founding of the Oriental Institute 
at the University of Chicago in 1919, through the generous support of John D. 
Rockefeller, Jr. The Oriental Institute embodies Breasted’s vision of an inter-
disciplinary research center that unites archaeology, textual studies, and art history 
as three complementary methodologies to provide a holistic understanding of 
ancient Near Eastern civilizations, and the ways that they laid the foundations 
for what we think of today as “Western civilization.”

Breasted’s legacy continues to flourish today, as O riental I nstitute 
researchers conduct six to eight excavations every year across the Near East; 
write dictionaries of Akkadian, Demotic, and Hittite; and record and preserve 
the monuments of ancient Egypt through the work of the Institute’s Epigraphic 
Survey. The Oriental Institute Museum, built around both Breasted’s original 
acquisitions and the materials from the Institute’s extraordinary excavations in 
the 1920s and 1930s, is one of the leading collections of ancient Near Eastern art 
and artifacts in the United States. 

Breasted’s life story, intertwined with the story of the Oriental Institute, 
makes for a fascinating narrative as recounted by his son, Charles Breasted, 
in Pioneer to the Past: The Story of James Henry Breasted. As the Institute 
celebrates its 90th anniversary, it is both appropriate and very useful for all of us 
to have available this re-printed edition of Charles Breasted’s biography of his 
father. Re-reading his engagingly written account both deepens our understanding 
and renews our admiration for the richly lived life and achievements of James 
Henry Breasted.

Gil J. Stein
Director of the Oriental Institute

University of Chicago
October 2009
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Charles and Harriet Garrison Breasted, parents of James Henry, ca. 1855 (p. 6) 

Breasted with his future wife Frances Hart (leaning on piano), her grandmother 
Phebe Pitney Watkins, and two of her sisters, in Berlin, ca. 1894 (p. 50)
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Breasted (top) in London with his German colleagues (top to bottom)  
Georg Steindorff, Adolf Erman, and Kurt Sethe, with  

Charles Breasted in a sailor suit, ca. 1901 (p. 123)

Studio portrait of Breasted with Charles, ca. 1901
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Interior view of the Haskell Oriental Museum.  
From  the Chicago Daily News, 1902 (pp. 94ff.)

Haskell Oriental Museum, constructed in 1896. Haskell Hall initially housed the 
University of Chicago’s Departments of Comparative Religions and  

Semitic Languages. It had several galleries to exhibit the  
Department’s small collection of antiquities, 1926 (pp. 93–94)
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The University of Chicago Egyptian Expedition measures the façade of the temple of 
Ramses II at Abu Simbel, February 1906. Breasted sits atop the statue’s uraeus,  

his wife and son are near the base of the ladder (pp. 166–67)
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Members of the Expedition at Abu Simbel. Left to right, Friedrich Koch, Breasted, 
Victor Persons, and Charles Breasted, February 1906 (pp. 166–67)
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The Egyptian Expedition on camels at Kolba, near the Second Cataract of the Nile. 
At left, Frances, James, and Charles Breasted; Norman de Garis Davies is at right, 

February 1907 (p. 203)

Breasted copying inscriptions in the large temple at Wadi Halfa, January 1906
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Breasted in full aviation garb at the 
Heliopolis Aerodome in preparation 
for taking aerial views of the ancient 
monuments outside Cairo,  
January 13, 1920 (pp. 259–61)

The University of Chicago Expedition on board the City of Benares in the Suez Canal, 
bound for Bombay. Left to right: Breasted, Daniel Luckenbill, William Shelton, 

William Edgerton, and Ludlow Bull, February 18, 1920 (pp. 262–63)

oi.uchicago.edu



Members of the First Expedition 
at their headquarters in Meyyadin, 
Mesopotamia, May 1920. Left to 
right: William Edgerton, William 
Shelton (holding flag), Breasted 
(note pistol on his belt), and  
Ludlow Bull (pp. 288–90)

Archaeologists dining in the tomb of King Ramses XI, near Luxor, Egypt, while 
working on the tomb of Tutankhamun. The empty chair at the head of the table  

is that of Lord Carnarvon who took the picture. From left to right:  
Breasted, Harry Burton, Alfred Lucas, Arthur Callender, Arthur  
Mace, Howard Carter, and Alan Gardiner, 1923 (pp. 330–49)
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Copying Coffin Texts in the Egyptian Museum, Cairo, ca. 1923.  
Breasted is seated to the left (pp. 322, 349)

Chicago House, the headquarters of the Epigraphic Survey, on the west bank of the 
Nile, just after its completion, 1924 (p. 375)
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Breasted (third from right) with John D. Rockefeller, Jr., to his right,  
at Megiddo in early 1929 (pp. 400–01)

Watercolor by Welles Bosworth of the proposed museum and research center to be 
built in Cairo with the financial support of John D. Rockefeller, Jr., 1925.  

This facility was never built (pp. 379–85, 396–97)
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Breasted (seated fourth from right) with John D. Rockefeller, Jr. (to Breasted’s left), 
and the staff of the Epigraphic Survey in Luxor, early 1929. Harold Nelson  

and Uvo Hölscher are seated to Rockefeller’s left (p. 400)

“New” Chicago House, the headquarters of the University of Chicago’s Epigraphic 
Survey in Luxor, March 10, 1933, shortly after it was built (pp. 391–92)
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Breasted laying the cornerstone for the new headquarters  
of the Oriental Institute in Chicago, July 28, 1930 (p. 403)

The new headquarters of the Oriental Institute, designed by H. O. Murray  
of Mayers, Murray, and Phillips of New York, ca. 1931 (pp. 402–03)
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Dedication of the Oriental Institute, December 5, 1931. Left to right: Raymond B. 
Fosdick, John H. Finley, University of Chicago President Robert M. Hutchins,  

and Breasted (pp. 402–03)

View of the Egyptian gallery of the Oriental Institute Museum, 1937. The winged 
bull from Khorsabad, Iraq, can be seen at the end of the hall (pp. 402–03)
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Breasted with Alan Gardiner at Karnak, ca. 1926

Breasted seated at his roll-top desk in Haskell Hall, surrounded by publications  
and reproductions, ca. 1926 (pp. 398–99)
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Breasted posing for his bust with 
sculptor Numa Patlagean, 1930 

The bronze bust, above, is now in 
the lobby of the Oriental Institute, 

Chicago

Breasted standing in front of the fallen obelisk of Hatshepsut, Karnak, March 1933
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Gathering of Egyptologists in Cairo, November 15, 1935, just weeks before 
Breasted’s death. Seated, left to right: Hermann Junker, Frau Borchardt,  
George Reisner, Mrs. Breasted, Ludwig Borchardt, Mrs. Reisner, and  
Breasted. Standing, left to right: Miss Astrid Breasted, Prentice Duell,  

Mrs. Wilson, John A. Wilson, and Miss Mary Reisner (p. 412)

Studio portrait of Breasted with wife Frances, ca. 1933
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