
WOMEN	IN	ARCHAEOLOGY	
	

Grace	Mary	(Molly)	Crowfoot	(1879-1957)	
	

	
Photo:	Grace	‘Molly’	Crowfoot	with	her	daughters:		

l.	to	r.	Elizabeth,	Diana,	Dorothy	and	Joan	
	
When	 Flinders	 Petrie	 catalogued	 the	 collection	 of	 Egyptian	 antiquities	 owned	 by	
Grace	‘Molly’	Hood’s	grandfather,	his	wife	Hilda	became	Molly’s	close	friend.	While	
the	Hood	 family	was	vacationing	 in	 their	villa	on	 the	French	Riviera	 (1908-1909),	
Molly	 excavated	 a	 pre-historic	 cave	 in	 the	 Ligurian	 Alps.	 In	 1909,	 Molly	 married	
classical	 scholar	and	aspiring	archaeologist	 John	Crowfoot	 in	1909	and	 the	newly-
weds	settled	in	Cairo	where	John	was	Assistant	Director	of	Education	for	the	Anglo-
Egyptian	 government	 of	 Sudan.	 Like	 Gertrude	 Bell,	 John’s	 observations	 as	 he	
traveled	about	were	valuable	to	wartime	intelligence	in	WWI.		
	
In	Cairo	and	Khartoum,	as	well	 as	 raising	 their	 four	daughters,	Molly	developed	a	
keen	interest	in	the	local	flora	and	textile	production.	She	became	an	expert	spinner	
and	 weaver	 of	 cotton	 and	 linen,	 experimenting	 with	 local	 ground	 looms	 and	
weaving	techniques.	An	analysis	of	loom	models	and	depictions	of	textile	production	
in	 ancient	 Egyptian	 tombs	 led	 her	 to	 conclude	 that	 ancient	weaving	methods	 and	
equipment	 had	 persisted	 until	 the	 present,	 an	 important	 conclusion	 published	 in	
Petrie’s	journal	Ancient	Egypt	(1921).	By	reproducing	a	small	section	of	the	so-called	
Girdle	of	Ramses	III	on	a	primitive	ground	loom,	she	was	able	to	estimate	that	the	5	
metre	long	sash	would	have	taken	3-4	months	to	complete.		
	



In	 1926,	 John	 was	 appointed	 Director	 of	 the	 British	 School	 of	 Archaeology	 in	
Jerusalem.	It	was	then	that	Molly	finally	published	the	results	of	her	first	excavation	
in	a	Ligurian	cave	so	long	ago.	Until	John’s	retirement	in	1938,	the	couple	worked	in	
the	 field	 at	 Samaria-Sebaste	 and	 Ophel	 in	 Palestine	 and	 on	 the	 early	 Christian	
churches	at	Jerash	in	Jordan	with	excavation	headquarters	organized	and	efficiently	
run	by	Molly.	 She	 continued	 to	pursue	her	passion	 for	botany	 and	 textiles	 adding	
Coptic	 weaving	 techniques,	 basketry,	 embroidery,	 mat	 weaving	 and	 even	
impressions	of	woven	material	on	pottery	to	her	repertoire.		
	
While	 in	 the	Middle	East,	archaeology	became	a	Crowfoot	 family	affair.	The	eldest	
daughter	Dorothy	(Hodgkin)	made	meticulous	drawings	of	 the	 Jerash	mosaics	and	
conducted	a	 chemical	 analysis	of	 the	glass	 tesserae.	 (Dorothy	 later	won	 the	Nobel	
Prize	 for	 Chemistry	 in	 1964).	 Inspired	 by	 her	 parents’	 work	 in	 Samaria,	 another	
daughter	 Joan	 (Payne)	 became a lithic specialist and cataloguer of the Pre-
dynastic Egyptian collection at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. During	 the	
Nile	Valley	 rescue	expeditions	preceding	 the	Aswan	Dam	 in	 the	1970s	and	1980s,	
daughter	Elizabeth	was	 in	charge	of	 textile	 finds.	The youngest, Diana,	worked	 in	
the	Canadian	Arctic	with	her	Canadian	archaeologist-husband,	Graham	W.	Rowley.	
Their	 daughter	 Susan	 (Molly’s	 grand-niece)	 is	 now	 curator	 at	 the	 Museum	 of	
Anthropology	at	UBC.	Niece	Joyce	Griffiths,	co-published	a	study	of	Coptic	reversible	
pattern	weaves	with	her	aunt.		
 
Over	 the	 years	 Molly’s	 mastery	 of	 the	 many	 aspects	 of	 weaving	 led	 to	 the	
identification	 and/or	 reproduction	 of	 a	wide	 range	 of	 archaeological	 textiles	 both	
from	 North	 Africa,	 Europe	 and	 the	 Middle	 East.	 Among	 others,	 she	 studied	 and	
published	on	 the	 famous	Tunic	 of	Tutankhamen	as	well	 as	 textile	 fragments	 from	
her	 grandfather	 Hood’s	 collection,	 the	 Sutton	 Hoo	 ship	 burial	 and	 the	 linen	
wrappers	of	the	Dead	Sea	Scrolls	from	the	Qumran	Cave.	Today	Molly’s	collection	of	
textiles,	 spinning	 and	 weaving	 implements	 is	 preserved	 at	 the	 Textile	 Research	
Centre	in	Leiden	(Netherlands).	
	
Molly	might	well	be	called	one	of	the	Mothers	of	Textile	Archaeology.	By	the	time	of	
her	 death	 from	 leukemia	 in	 1957,	 Molly	 had	 trained	 a	 generation	 of	 textile	
archaeologists	 in	 Britain	 including	 her	 daughter	 Elizabeth.	 Both	 mother	 and	
daughter	were	rightly	acclaimed	Grande	Dames	of	Archaeological	Textiles.		
	
Further	Reading	
http://www.brown.edu/Research/Breaking_Ground/bios/Crowfoot_Grace.pdf	
	
http://www.brown.edu/Research/Breaking_Ground/results.php?d=1&first=Grace
&last=Crowfoot	

	
Many	thanks	to	Susan	Rowley	for	her	assistance!	

	


