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Discovering the Past at The University Of Pennsylvania
Museum Of Archaeology And Anthropology

Few  institutions  in  the  world  offer  a  journey  through  time  as  immersive  and
academically rigorous as The University Of Pennsylvania Museum Of Archaeology And
Anthropology. Located in the heart of Philadelphia, this world-renowned museum is
not  merely  a  display case for  ancient  objects  but  a  vibrant  center  of  research,
discovery, and education. For over a century, it has served as a bridge between the
distant past and the present, inviting visitors to explore the full sweep of human
history across six continents. From the tombs of ancient Egypt to the temples of
Mesopotamia, and from the remote islands of the Pacific to the ancient cities of the
Americas,  the  museum  offers  a  rare  and  profound  glimpse  into  the  cultures  that



shaped our world. It is a place where archaeology and anthropology come alive,
telling the story of humanity in a way that is both deeply scholarly and wonderfully
accessible.

A Legacy of Discovery: More Than a Century of Exploration

The  University  Of  Pennsylvania  Museum  Of  Archaeology  And  Anthropology,
commonly known as the Penn Museum, was founded in 1887. Its creation was driven
by a bold vision:  to build a world-class collection through direct excavation and
fieldwork.  From the  very  beginning,  the  museum distinguished  itself  by  sending  its
own  teams  of  archaeologists  and  anthropologists  into  the  field,  a  practice  that
continues  to  this  day.  This  commitment  to  hands-on  research  has  resulted  in
collections of staggering depth and diversity. The museum holds an estimated one
million objects, each with a story to tell, and many of them are the result of Penn-led
expeditions  to  some of  the  most  significant  archaeological  sites  on  the  planet.  The
museum's mission has always been to transform the way we understand human
history, not simply by collecting artifacts, but by actively producing new knowledge
about the cultures that created them.
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World-Class Collections: A Journey Across Civilizations

The sheer scope of the collections housed within The University Of Pennsylvania
Museum  Of  Archaeology  And  Anthropology  is  breathtaking.  The  galleries  are
organized geographically and thematically, allowing visitors to traverse the ancient
world  in  a  single  afternoon.  Every  gallery  offers  a  deep  dive  into  the  art,  daily  life,
spirituality, and technological achievements of a particular culture or region.

Ancient Egypt: Mummies, Monuments, and the Afterlife

The Egyptian collection at the Penn Museum is among the finest in the United States.
The towering granite sphinx of Ramses II, weighing over 12 tons, greets visitors in the
museum's  grand  entrance  hall,  setting  the  tone  for  the  wonders  to  come.  The
galleries  are  filled  with  intricately  carved  reliefs,  delicate  jewelry,  and  everyday
objects that provide a window into life along the Nile thousands of years ago. One of
the most compelling areas is the mummy gallery, where visitors can learn about the
complex  rituals  of  mummification  and  the  Egyptian  belief  in  the  afterlife.  The
museum uses  non-invasive  techniques  like  CT  scanning  to  study  its  mummies,



revealing details about the health, diet, and age of these ancient individuals without
disturbing their remains. This gallery is a powerful reminder of the humanity we
share with people who lived millennia ago.

Mesopotamia: The Cradle of Civilization

No visit to The University Of Pennsylvania Museum Of Archaeology And Anthropology
is complete without exploring its Mesopotamian galleries. The museum holds a world-
renowned collection from the ancient cities of Ur, Nippur, and Tell Billa. Highlights
include the stunning artifacts from the Royal Cemetery of Ur, including the famous
"Ram in a Thicket," a delicate and enigmatic sculpture made of gold, lapis lazuli, and
shell. These objects speak to the wealth, artistry, and sophistication of the Sumerian
civilization. Visitors can also see cuneiform tablets—some of the earliest forms of
written language—that offer direct insight into the economic, legal, and literary life of
ancient Mesopotamia. The museum continues to support research in this region, and
its collection remains a vital resource for scholars studying the origins of urban life
and writing.
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The Mediterranean World: Greeks, Etruscans, and Romans

The Mediterranean galleries at the Penn Museum showcase the classical civilizations
that  have  had  an  enduring  influence  on  Western  culture.  The  Greek  collection
features  exquisite  pottery,  bronze sculptures,  and coins  that  reflect  the artistic  and
intellectual achievements of ancient Greece. The Etruscan collection is particularly
notable, as it offers a rare and comprehensive look at this mysterious civilization that
preceded the Romans in Italy. Visitors can examine beautifully painted tombs and
intricate bronze mirrors  that  reveal  Etruscan daily  life  and religious beliefs.  The
Roman collection demonstrates the vast reach of the empire, with everything from
portrait busts to glassware and military equipment. Together, these galleries paint a
vivid picture of the interconnected world of the Mediterranean in antiquity.

The Americas: From the Arctic to the Andes

The  museum's  collections  from  the  Americas  are  equally  impressive,  spanning
thousands of  years  and dozens of  distinct  cultures.  The North  American gallery
features  objects  from Indigenous peoples  of  the  Plains,  the  Southwest,  and the
Eastern Woodlands, including stunning beadwork, pottery, and ceremonial items. The



Maya gallery is a highlight, showcasing intricately carved stelae, painted vases, and
jade  ornaments  that  attest  to  the  intellectual  and  artistic  sophistication  of  this
ancient civilization. The collections from the Andes, including materials from the Inca
and  their  predecessors,  feature  exquisite  textiles,  goldwork,  and  pottery.  These
galleries are not static displays; they are designed to challenge visitors to think about
the complexity and diversity of pre-Columbian societies and their enduring legacies.

Cutting-Edge Research and Archaeological Leadership

What  truly  sets  The  University  Of  Pennsylvania  Museum  Of  Archaeology  And
Anthropology apart from many other museums is its ongoing commitment to original
research. It  is not a dusty repository of the past; it  is a living laboratory where
scholars,  students,  and curators work together to answer fundamental  questions
about  human  history.  The  museum  operates  its  own  archaeological  research
programs around the world, from excavations in Turkey and Iraq to field projects in
Central America and Africa. This research is not done in isolation; it is integrated with
the museum's exhibition and education programs, ensuring that new discoveries are
shared with the public.  The museum also houses the Center for the Analysis of
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Archaeological Materials (CAAM), a state-of-the-art facility where objects are studied
using  scientific  methods  such  as  radiocarbon  dating,  DNA  analysis,  and  materials
characterization. This blend of traditional archaeological inquiry with cutting-edge
science makes the Penn Museum a global leader in the field.

Architecture and the Museum Experience

The building that houses The University Of Pennsylvania Museum Of Archaeology And
Anthropology is itself a work of art. Designed in the Beaux-Arts style by the renowned
architectural  firm  Cope  and  Stewardson,  the  museum  was  constructed  in  phases
between 1899 and 1929. The central rotunda, with its soaring dome and dramatic
natural  light,  provides a magnificent  entrance to the world of  ancient  wonders.  The
architectural  details—the  grand  staircases,  the  ornate  moldings,  the  spacious
galleries—were  designed  to  inspire  awe  and  contemplation.  The  museum  has
undergone  significant  renovations  in  recent  years,  including  the  spectacular
transformation of the Chinese Rotunda and the creation of new, more interactive
gallery  spaces.  These updates  ensure that  the museum remains  accessible  and
engaging for 21st-century visitors while preserving its historic character. Walking



through  the  Penn  Museum is  an  experience  that  engages  the  senses  and  the
intellect, with every hall and corridor offering something new to discover.

Educational Programs and Community Engagement

The University Of Pennsylvania Museum Of Archaeology And Anthropology is deeply
committed  to  education.  Its  programs  serve  everyone  from  schoolchildren  to
university  scholars.  The  museum  offers  guided  tours,  family  workshops,  lecture
series, and hands-on learning opportunities that make the ancient world relevant to
contemporary life. Special exhibitions often explore themes such as climate change,
migration,  and  cultural  identity,  connecting  archaeological  findings  to  pressing
modern issues. The museum also plays a vital role in training the next generation of
archaeologists  and  anthropologists  through  its  affiliation  with  the  University  of
Pennsylvania. Graduate students work alongside curators and researchers, gaining
invaluable field and laboratory experience. The museum's outreach extends beyond
its walls through traveling exhibitions, digital resources, and community partnerships,
ensuring  that  its  collections  and  research  benefit  a  global  audience.  It  is  a  place
where  learning  is  a  lifelong  journey,  and  where  every  visit  offers  new  insights.
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Plan Your Visit to the Penn Museum

A visit to The University Of Pennsylvania Museum Of Archaeology And Anthropology
is an unforgettable experience.  The museum is located at  3260 South Street in
Philadelphia, easily accessible by public transportation and with nearby parking. It is
open  Tuesday  through  Sunday,  with  extended  hours  on  select  evenings.  The
museum's  website  offers  detailed  information  about  current  exhibitions,  admission
prices, and special events. To make the most of your visit, consider taking a guided
tour, which provides expert commentary and context for the objects on display. The
museum also has a café and a gift shop, allowing you to extend your visit with a meal
or a souvenir. Whether you are a lifelong student of history or a casual traveler
seeking  wonder,  the  Penn  Museum  offers  a  journey  through  time  that  you  will  not
soon forget.

Tips for an Enriching Experience

Allow ample time: The collections are vast. Plan to spend at least two to
three hours to see the highlights.



Check the calendar: The museum frequently hosts special exhibitions,
lectures, and cultural events that can enrich your visit.
Engage with interactive displays: Many galleries feature touchable objects,
digital reconstructions, and multimedia presentations.
Visit the gift shop: It offers a curated selection of books, reproductions, and
culturally inspired items.
Take a break in the rotunda: The central rotunda is a beautiful space for
quiet reflection between galleries.

Conclusion: A Timeless Treasure in Philadelphia

The University Of Pennsylvania Museum Of Archaeology And Anthropology stands as
a beacon of human curiosity and scholarly achievement. It is a place where the past
is not simply preserved but actively interrogated and brought into dialogue with the
present.  Its  collections  are  among  the  finest  in  the  world,  its  research  is
groundbreaking,  and  its  commitment  to  education  is  unwavering.  For  anyone
interested in understanding where we come from and how we have come to be who
we are, the Penn Museum is an essential destination. It reminds us that the story of
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humanity is vast, complex, and endlessly fascinating. Whether you are drawn by the
golden treasures of Ur, the serene presence of the Sphinx, or the intricate artistry of
the Maya, you will  leave the museum with a deeper appreciation for the shared
heritage of all people. The University Of Pennsylvania Museum Of Archaeology And
Anthropology is more than a museum; it  is a conversation across the ages, and
everyone is invited to join.


