
 

Howard Crosby Butler: Architect of the 
Past, Archaeologist of the Future 
 
 

I. Introduction: The Formation of an American 
Archaeologist 
 
Howard Crosby Butler (1872–1922) stands as a pivotal figure in the history of American 
archaeology, a scholar whose career marks a critical transition from the romantic explorations 
of the 19th century to the systematic, scientific discipline of the 20th. His work, characterized 
by a unique fusion of architectural precision and archaeological vision, not only documented 
vast swathes of the ancient Near East with unprecedented rigor but also left an indelible mark 
on the academic institutions that nurtured him. To understand the full measure of his 
contributions is to examine the life of a man who was at once a product of the Gilded Age 
American elite and a rugged pioneer, a refined artist and a meticulous scientist. His legacy is 
found not only in the monumental publications that bear his name but also in the living 
institutions he helped build and, most poignantly, in the invaluable archival record he created 
of a cultural heritage now partially lost to time and conflict. 
 
Early Life and Education 

 
Born on March 7, 1872, in Croton Falls, New York, Howard Crosby Butler was the son of Edward 
Marchant and Helen Belden (Crosby) Butler.1 His upbringing provided the intellectual and 
cultural foundations for his future career. He received his early education from private tutors 
and at the Lyons Collegiate Institute in New York City, with his mother personally instructing 
him in Latin.2 From a young age, Butler exhibited a profound fascination with the wider world, 
particularly with the romance of travel and the allure of ancient civilizations. As a boy, he 
developed the habit of collecting newspaper clippings that described the sailings of ocean 
steamships and, more significantly, detailed accounts of travel and archaeological discovery.2 
This early practice was a clear harbinger of a life that would be defined by journeys to distant 
lands in pursuit of the past. 
In 1889, Butler's academic path led him to Princeton University, where he entered the Class of 
1892 as a sophomore.2 His studies were broad, encompassing history, classical and modern 
languages, and art.2 It was at Princeton that he came under the decisive influence of 
Professor Allan Marquand, the founder of the university's Department of Art and Archaeology, 



who ignited in Butler a serious and lasting interest in the history of art.4 After receiving his 
Bachelor of Arts (A.B.) in 1892 and his Master of Arts (A.M.) in 1893, Butler sought to ground 
his aesthetic interests in a technical discipline, enrolling in a professional course at the 
prestigious Columbia School of Architecture in New York.1 

This formal training in architecture proved to be the single most important element in shaping 
his future archaeological methodology. Before embarking on his major expeditions, he further 
honed his scholarly credentials as a Fellow in Archaeology at the American Schools of 
Classical Studies in Rome and Athens from 1897 to 1898.1 This period in Europe was 
transformative. While in Rome, he undertook a detailed study of the city's ancient aqueducts, 
analyzing them not merely for their aesthetic qualities but for their materials, structural 
design, and proportions.7 This exercise was a crucial dress rehearsal for the work to come. 
Even more consequentially, it was during a trip to Paris that he met the esteemed French 
scholar Marquis Melchior de Vogüé, whose own pioneering architectural survey of Syria in the 
1860s had inspired Butler as an undergraduate. Butler secured the elder scholar's 
endorsement to revisit the region and continue the work, a charge that would launch his 
career and define the first phase of his legacy.7 

 

The Princeton Persona 

 
During his undergraduate years, Butler was far from a cloistered academic. He was a 
prominent and active figure on campus, a "quintessential Princeton man" who left a lasting 
mark on its social and cultural fabric.10 He was a principal organizer of an eating club called 
"The Inn," which would soon evolve into the renowned Tiger Inn; his connection to the club 
was so deep that he would later serve as the architect for its clubhouse on Prospect Avenue.2 

Beyond social life, Butler demonstrated a keen interest in the performing arts. He was a 
leading force in the revival of the University Dramatic Association, a precursor to the Triangle 
Club, and took on challenging female roles in its early productions, including Bianca in John 
Kendrick Bangs' "Katherine" and Portia.2 This immersion in drama and music, coupled with his 
refined manners and speech, presented an image that initially belied the formidable character 
beneath. His classmates were often deceived by his sophisticated exterior, failing to recognize 
the "strength of will and unhesitant courage" that would later become legendary during his 
perilous expeditions.2 This duality—the urbane gentleman-scholar who possessed the grit 
and diplomatic fortitude of a seasoned explorer—would become a hallmark of his personality 
and a key to his success in the field.5 

This unique combination of architectural training and personal character was foundational. 
Butler's formal education was not simply a prerequisite for a career in archaeology; it became 
the very lens through which he practiced it. He approached ancient sites not as treasure 
troves to be plundered for museum pieces, but as complex structural and spatial systems to 
be meticulously documented, measured, and understood. His work was defined by the 
production of precise architectural drawings, detailed plans, and systematic analyses of 



building techniques.7 This scientific approach, born of his training as an architect, set him 
apart from many of his predecessors and contemporaries, positioning him as a key agent in 
the professionalization of archaeology and the establishment of the architectural survey as a 
rigorous scholarly endeavor. 
Year(s) Key Event Location / Institution 
1872 Born March 7 Croton Falls, New York 
1889–1893 Undergraduate and graduate 

studies (A.B. 1892, A.M. 1893) 
Princeton University 

1893–1895 Professional course in 
architecture 

Columbia School of 
Architecture 

1895 Joins faculty as Lecturer in 
Architecture 

Princeton University 

1897–1898 Fellow in Archaeology American School of Classical 
Studies in Rome and Athens 

1899–1900 Leads the American 
Archaeological Expedition to 
Syria 

North & Central Syria 

1901 Becomes Professor of Art and 
Archaeology 

Princeton University 

1902 Founds the School of 
Architecture 

Princeton University 

1904–1905 Leads the first Princeton 
University Archaeological 
Expedition to Syria 

Syria 

1905 Appointed first Master in 
Residence of the Graduate 
College 

Princeton University 

1909 Leads the second Princeton 
University Archaeological 
Expedition to Syria 

Southern Syria 

1910–1914 Directs first four seasons of 
the American Society for the 
Excavation of Sardis 

Sardis, Turkey 

1920 Appointed first Director of the 
School of Architecture 

Princeton University 

1922 Conducts final season at 
Sardis (April) 

Sardis, Turkey 

1922 Dies August 13 Neuilly-sur-Seine, France 

 

II. The Syrian Campaigns (1899-1909): Documenting a 



Vanishing World 
 
Howard Crosby Butler’s three expeditions to Syria between 1899 and 1909 represent a 
monumental achievement in the history of archaeological survey. They formally inaugurated 
the tradition of archaeology at Princeton University and established a new standard for the 
systematic documentation of architectural heritage.9 Driven by a clear intellectual mission and 
a pressing sense of urgency, these campaigns produced a documentary record of Roman and 
Byzantine Syria so comprehensive and meticulous that it remains a foundational resource for 
scholars over a century later. 
 
Intellectual Origins and Objectives 

 
The impetus for the Syrian expeditions was born during Butler's undergraduate years at 
Princeton, where he became captivated by the work of the Marquis de Vogüé, who had 
explored the region in the 1860s.9 Butler's ambition was not merely to retrace the 
Frenchman's steps but to build upon them, to revisit the sites de Vogüé had documented, and 
to expand the survey into unexplored territories with a new level of scientific rigor.7 This 
mission was lent a profound sense of urgency by the conditions on the ground at the turn of 
the 20th century. Butler and his team were acutely aware that they were racing against time. 
A growing population in the region was leading to the continuous dismantling of ancient 
monuments, as local inhabitants reused the finely cut stone for new construction.9 The 
expeditions were thus conceived from the outset as an act of salvage archaeology—a 
concerted effort to create a permanent record of a vanishing world before it disappeared 
completely.7 

 

The Three Expeditions 

 
Butler organized and led a series of three campaigns, each building on the last, which 
together formed a decade-long project of immense scale and complexity. 

●​ The American Archaeological Expedition to Syria (1899–1900): The inaugural 
journey was funded not by a university but by a group of forward-thinking New York 
businessmen.9 The team was a model of interdisciplinary collaboration. It consisted of 
Butler as director and architect; his Princeton classmate William Kelly Prentice, a 
specialist in classics and Greek inscriptions; Robert Garrett, an architect and surveyor; 
and Enno Littmann, a brilliant young German philologist recruited for his expertise in 
Semitic languages and epigraphy.3 Setting out from Iskenderun in October 1899, the 
four-man team, accompanied by 80 pack animals and a contingent of armed soldiers 
for protection, used de Vogüé's maps and notebooks as their guide to navigate the 



rugged landscapes of northern and southern Syria.9 

●​ The Princeton University Archaeological Expeditions to Syria (1904–1905 and 
1909): The success of the first campaign enabled Butler to secure institutional backing 
for two subsequent expeditions under the banner of Princeton University. In 1904, he 
returned to Syria with Prentice and Littmann, this time joined by Frederick A. Norris, who 
replaced Garrett as the expedition's architect and surveyor.9 The goal of this second 
campaign was to study the previously visited monuments in greater detail and to push 
into new, undocumented areas.9 The team's work was arduous, and they were ultimately 
forced to abandon the 1905 season early due to severe weather and dwindling food 
supplies.9 Undeterred, Butler mounted a third and final campaign in the spring of 1909. 
This shorter expedition focused on completing the archaeological survey of southern 
Syria that had been interrupted four years earlier, starting from Jerusalem and traveling 
along the old Roman road from Amman before concluding in Damascus.9 

 

Methodology and Scope 

 
The methodology employed by Butler's team was systematic, comprehensive, and 
technologically advanced for its time. Their work was not a simple travelogue but a 
multi-faceted survey focused on producing precise, verifiable data. The core activities 
included creating detailed itineraries and maps, documenting inscriptions, and, above all, 
producing an exhaustive architectural record.9 Butler's architectural training was evident in 
the team's meticulous process of measuring, drawing, and studying hundreds of structures, 
from grand public monuments like theaters and temples to humble domestic houses.7 

Crucially, the expeditions deployed the photographic camera as a primary tool for scientific 
documentation. This systematic use of photography was part of a broader embrace of 
modern technology that included precision measuring instruments like theodolites.7 The result 
was a documentary corpus of unprecedented scale and quality. Whereas de Vogüé had 
surveyed eighteen monuments, Butler's expeditions ultimately documented over 200 distinct 
buildings.9 They returned with more than 1,500 photographs, creating a visual archive that 
captured the architectural heritage of late Roman and early Byzantine Syria in stunning detail.7 

The true and enduring significance of this archive, however, could not have been fully 
appreciated by Butler or his contemporaries. His work was a response to the slow, attritional 
threats of his own time. A century later, the cultural heritage of Syria would face a new and far 
more violent threat. The Syrian Civil War and the iconoclastic fury of extremist groups like ISIS 
in the 2010s led to the catastrophic and deliberate destruction of World Heritage Sites, 
including the great city of Palmyra and parts of ancient Aleppo.12 This modern tragedy has 
retroactively transformed the meaning and value of Butler's work. What was created as a 
definitive scholarly baseline has, in some cases, become the 
only detailed scientific record of monuments that no longer exist. His photographs and 
drawings, once valued for their historical accuracy, are now cherished as the final testament 



to a lost world.7 This unforeseen turn of events has given Butler's Syrian campaigns a 
profound contemporary relevance. The modern Butler Archive Project at Princeton, a "digital 
archaeology" initiative aimed at transcribing his notes and creating an interactive digital map 
of his expeditions, is not merely an academic exercise in historical curiosity.15 It is a vital act of 
cultural preservation, making his invaluable data accessible to international bodies assessing 
war damage and contemplating a future of recovery and reconstruction. Butler set out to 
document a vanishing world; he succeeded so thoroughly that his work now serves as the 
memory of a vanquished one. 
 

III. A New Scientific Lens: Butler's Contribution to 
Architectural Analysis 
 
Howard Crosby Butler’s most profound and lasting contribution to the fields of archaeology 
and architectural history was methodological. He was a central figure in a crucial early 
20th-century shift away from antiquarian description and toward a more rigorous, scientific 
analysis of ancient structures. His formal training as an architect provided him with a unique 
intellectual toolkit, allowing him to perceive and interpret ancient buildings not just as objects 
of stylistic appreciation but as complex systems of materials, techniques, and structural logic. 
This approach is evident throughout his work, but it finds its clearest expression in his 
groundbreaking analysis of the challenging basalt architecture of Syria's Ḥawrān region. 
 
Beyond Stylistic Description 

 
At a time when much architectural history was concerned with tracing the lineage of 
decorative styles, Butler was an active participant in a growing debate about how to date and 
classify ancient monuments with greater objectivity.7 He championed an approach grounded 
in empirical evidence, advocating for the primacy of scientific observation and detailed 
measurement over subjective connoisseurship. This conviction was forged early in his career. 
His 1898 study of Roman aqueducts, in which he systematically analyzed their materials, 
structural design, proportions, and moldings, was a formative exercise in this technical 
method.7 He carried this analytical framework from Rome to the deserts of Syria. His resulting 
publications moved far beyond simple description, creating typologies based not only on 
stylistic and formal principles but, more importantly, on technical and structural ones.7 His 
work was the first major attempt to apply such a systematic, multi-variate analysis to the 
architecture of the region. 
 
The Ḥawrān Masonry Typology: A Case Study 

 



The ancient architecture of the Ḥawrān, a volcanic plain in southern Syria, presented a 
formidable challenge to traditional methods of classification. The region's buildings were 
constructed almost exclusively from black basalt, a hard and difficult-to-carve stone that 
offered little scope for the kind of fine decorative variation that allowed scholars to date 
monuments in other regions.7 Faced with this apparent uniformity, previous explorers had 
struggled to establish a clear chronological development for the local architecture. 
Butler’s signal achievement was to devise a new system of classification that bypassed the 
limitations of stylistic analysis. He proposed the first chrono-typology for Ḥawrānī masonry by 
identifying four key technical parameters that varied over time, even when the same material 
was used.7 These were: 

1.​ The characteristics of the joints between the stones. 
2.​ The nature of the courses, or horizontal layers of stone. 
3.​ The surface treatment of the individual blocks. 
4.​ The position and arrangement of the elements within the wall. 

By systematically observing and comparing these four variables across hundreds of 
structures, Butler was able to identify six distinct types of wall construction. He then 
correlated these technical types with dated inscriptions and other evidence to attribute them 
to specific historical periods, creating a clear developmental sequence from the Nabataean 
era through the Roman and Byzantine periods.7 This was a methodological breakthrough, 
demonstrating that even in the absence of stylistic cues, a rigorous analysis of construction 
techniques could yield a reliable chronological framework. 
 
Wall Type Description of 

Joints, Courses, 
and Surface 
Treatment 

Attributed 
Period(s) 

Example 
Building/Site 

Type 1 Irregular 
polygonal or 
sub-quadrangular 
blocks of varying 
sizes with wide, 
irregular joints. 
Laid in rough, 
uneven courses. 

Nabataean / Early 
Roman 

Early structures at 
Sî' and Suweidā 

Type 2 Large, 
well-squared 
(quadrated) 
blocks laid in 
regular courses of 
uniform height. 
Joints are 
extremely fine and 

High Imperial 
Roman (2nd-3rd 
centuries AD) 

Temples at 
Musmiyeh and 
Kanawāt 



precise. Smooth, 
dressed surfaces. 

Type 3 Smaller, squared 
blocks laid in 
regular courses 
but with less 
precision than 
Type 2. Joints are 
visible but tight. 
Surfaces are often 
hammer-dressed. 

Late Roman Domestic and 
public buildings of 
the 3rd and 4th 
centuries AD 

Type 4 A mixture of 
squared and 
irregular blocks, 
often reused from 
earlier structures. 
Courses are less 
regular, and joints 
are wider. 

Early Byzantine 
(4th-5th centuries 
AD) 

Early Christian 
churches and 
houses 

Type 5 Small, roughly 
squared blocks 
laid in regular 
courses, often 
with small stones 
or chips used to 
fill wider joints. A 
less refined but 
practical style. 

Middle Byzantine 
(5th-6th centuries 
AD) 

The majority of 
Christian-era 
domestic 
architecture in the 
region 

Type 6 Poorly 
constructed walls 
of irregular, 
undressed 
fieldstones, often 
laid with mortar. 
Represents a 
decline in 
masonry 
technique. 

Late Byzantine / 
Early Islamic 

Late structures 
and repairs 

(Note: This table is 
a synthesized 
representation of 
the typology 

    



described in the 
research 
material.7) 
 
Analysis of Syrian Architectural Inventiveness 

 
Armed with this rigorous analytical framework, Butler mounted a powerful scholarly argument 
against the prevailing European view that the provincial architecture of Roman Syria was 
merely a "debased" or decadent imitation of the grand styles of Rome itself.17 He contended 
that such a characterization was a profound misreading of the evidence. While acknowledging 
that some Syrian monuments were crude, he pointed to a wealth of examples that 
demonstrated a level of creativity, technical skill, and design freedom that often surpassed 
contemporary work in Italy.17 

Butler argued that Syrian architects under Roman rule were not servile copyists but innovators 
who adapted and transformed the classical vocabulary to suit local materials, traditions, and 
tastes. He identified a range of architectural features that he believed demonstrated this 
"inventive genius," including the novel application of a classical entablature to an archivolt 
(the arch over an opening), the dramatic superposition of colonnaded niches on building 
facades, and the playful breaking and curving of pediments.17 In his view, these were not signs 
of debasement but evidence of an "active talent" and a dynamic architectural culture that was 
freely experimenting with form and structure. Through his detailed publications, Butler 
effectively re-centered the study of Syrian architecture, presenting it not as a provincial 
backwater but as a vibrant and creative center in its own right. 
 

IV. Unearthing a Lydian Capital: The Sardis Excavations 
(1910-1922) 
 
Following his decade of transformative work in Syria, Howard Crosby Butler embarked on the 
final and most ambitious field project of his career: the excavation of Sardis, the legendary 
capital of the ancient kingdom of Lydia. This endeavor, born of his now-international 
reputation, was a massive undertaking that yielded spectacular discoveries and promised to 
rewrite the early history of Anatolia. Yet, the project's great promise was ultimately shadowed 
by the turmoil of war and cut short by Butler's untimely death, leaving a legacy that is both 
monumental and tragically incomplete. 
 
A Prestigious Invitation 

 
By 1909, Butler's publications on Syria had established him as one of the preeminent 



American archaeologists of his generation. His scholarship was so highly regarded that he 
received a direct and unsolicited invitation from the Ottoman government to undertake a 
major excavation in Turkey.11 The invitation was extended by Osman Hamdi Bey, the influential 
director of the Imperial Ottoman Museum in Constantinople, who asked Butler to lead the first 
systematic excavation of Sardis.1 For an American and a Christian to be personally sought out 
by the Ottoman authorities for such a significant project was a "rare distinction" and a 
testament to the scientific credibility Butler had earned.1 

Eager to tackle a site of such immense historical importance, Butler moved quickly to secure 
the necessary backing. In 1909, he founded the "American Society for the Excavation of 
Sardis," a sponsoring organization supported by a group of prominent New York 
philanthropists and art collectors, including influential members of the board of trustees of 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art.11 With funding and official permission secured, the stage was 
set for a new chapter in American archaeology. 
 
The Excavation Seasons (1910-1914) 

 
Butler and his team arrived at the village of Sart (modern Sardis) in March 1910.11 The ancient 
site was a vast landscape dominated by its acropolis and, most tantalizingly, by two colossal 
Ionic columns from the Temple of Artemis that rose from the foothills of Mount Tmolus.11 The 
excavations commenced on the bank of the Pactolus River and proceeded with two primary 
objectives. 

●​ The Temple of Artemis: This magnificent structure was the expedition's main focus. 
Over the course of the first three seasons, Butler's team systematically cleared the 
area, and by 1912, they had completely excavated the great temple, which was originally 
dedicated in the fourth century B.C..18 The work revealed the temple's complex 
construction history and its massive scale. Modern re-excavation and analysis of the 
temple, conducted a century later, have largely built upon Butler's foundational work, 
though some of his initial interpretations have been revised. For instance, a 2010 
investigation disproved Butler's hypothesis that limestone blocks found under the 
temple's west wall belonged to an earlier, Archaic-period Lydian structure, showing 
them instead to be part of the Roman-era construction phase.20 

●​ The Necropolis: While work proceeded at the temple, Butler simultaneously directed 
excavations across the Pactolus River in the vast Lydian necropolis.21 This parallel 
investigation was immensely fruitful, uncovering more than 1,100 tombs dating from the 
Lydian and subsequent Persian periods.19 These tombs, many of which were chamber 
tombs cut into the rock, yielded a rich collection of artifacts that provided 
unprecedented insight into Lydian burial customs and material culture. Among the most 
spectacular finds was a collection of exquisite gold jewelry from the Persian period, 
which now resides in the Istanbul Archaeological Museum.22 Butler correctly understood 
that the finds from the tombs and the temple were mutually illuminating, providing two 



complementary datasets for understanding the life and death of the ancient city.21 

 

Interruption and Tragedy 

 
The highly productive first four seasons of work at Sardis came to an abrupt halt with the 
outbreak of World War I in the summer of 1914.1 Butler and his team were forced to abandon 
the site, leaving their finds and equipment secured in a large, purpose-built excavation house. 
It would be eight years before he could return. 
When Butler finally managed to lead a small team back to Sardis in April 1922, he was met with 
a scene of devastation. The intervening years had seen the collapse of the Ottoman Empire 
and the brutal Greco-Turkish War (1919–1922), and the Sardis region had been in the heart of 
the fighting zone.1 He discovered that the excavation house had been ransacked and gutted 
by fire. Most of the artifacts from the first four seasons—pottery, lamps, bronzes, ivories, and 
other objects meticulously excavated and catalogued—had been stolen or destroyed.1 

This loss was an archaeological catastrophe of the first order. Butler had envisioned a 
comprehensive, multi-volume publication series for Sardis, modeled on his Syrian work but 
even more ambitious in scope. He planned to enlist specialists to write separate fascicules on 
each category of artifact.21 The destruction of the primary data—the objects 
themselves—made the completion of these planned volumes on pottery, lamps, bronzes, and 
other materials impossible.1 The tragedy was thus twofold: a devastating material loss of 
priceless artifacts and a corresponding intellectual loss of the unwritten scholarship that 
would have given them their full historical context. 
Despite this crushing blow, Butler was determined to persevere. He was encouraged by the 
new terms of the Treaty of Sèvres (1920), which, had it been fully implemented, would have 
allowed foreign expeditions to export half of their finds, offering the chance to enrich 
American museum collections.18 He spent the 1922 season assessing the damage and making 
plans to resume full-scale excavations. It was not to be. While traveling back to the United 
States via Europe, he fell ill in Paris. He was admitted to the American Hospital in 
Neuilly-sur-Seine on August 13, 1922, and died that same night at the age of 50.1 His work at 
Sardis was left unfinished, and large-scale excavations at the site would not resume for 
another thirty-six years, when a new expedition was founded in 1958.19 

 

V. The Princeton Don: Educator and Institution-Builder 
 
While Howard Crosby Butler’s name is most often associated with the sun-scorched ruins of 
Syria and Turkey, his contributions within the Gothic halls of Princeton University were equally 
profound and enduring. His career in the field was inextricably linked to his life as an educator, 
and his impact on Princeton was not merely that of a distinguished researcher but of a 
foundational figure who shaped the intellectual life of the university and built an academic 



program that stands as one of his most lasting legacies. 
 
A Legendary Teacher 

 
Butler joined the Princeton faculty as a lecturer in architecture in 1895, rising to the rank of 
Professor of Art and Archaeology in 1901.1 Over the next two decades, he cultivated a 
reputation as a "dedicated and passionate teacher who became a legend among his 
students".6 His effectiveness in the classroom stemmed from a deeply humanistic teaching 
philosophy. As his mentor Professor Allan Marquand later recalled, Butler "stood almost 
alone... in transcending his subject and in revealing it against its broad and deep historic 
background both as complete in itself and as an organic part of human achievement".5 For 
Butler, a building was never just a collection of stones; it was a testament to the culture that 
produced it, a document to be read for its insights into history, society, and human creativity. 
His expeditions lent his teaching an "air of romance," and he possessed a subtle gift for 
"divining and evoking the latent powers of those he taught".5 This approach, which connected 
the technical details of architecture to the grand sweep of human history, was profoundly 
inspiring to his students. 
 
Founding the School of Architecture 

 
The power of Butler's teaching had a direct and tangible institutional outcome. In the years 
following World War I, a group of his former students, now established as professional 
architects, began a movement to create a formal school of architecture at their alma mater.5 
Their motivation was born directly from their experience in his classroom; they sought to 
institutionalize the vision of architectural education that he had so powerfully embodied. Their 
efforts were successful, and in 1919, the university established the School of Architecture.24 In 
1920, Howard Crosby Butler was appointed its first director.4 

The creation of the school was thus a direct causal result of Butler's personal impact as an 
educator. His pedagogy had cultivated a generation of alumni who not only valued his 
approach but actively worked to ensure its perpetuation. In this sense, the Princeton School 
of Architecture is perhaps his most concrete legacy—an institution that grew organically from 
the intellectual seeds he had planted in his students. He was a guiding figure in the school's 
formative years, shaping its curriculum and setting its intellectual course until his death.24 

 

Master in Residence 

 
Butler’s role as an educator and mentor extended beyond the undergraduate classroom. In 
1905, he was appointed the first Master in Residence of the Princeton Graduate College, a 



position of significant influence over the university's advanced students.4 He first held this 
role at "Merwick," an experimental graduate house, before moving to the permanent Graduate 
College building upon its completion. In this capacity, his personal qualities left a deep 
impression. Graduate students of that era attested to the powerful influence of his "serenity, 
self-discipline, and intellectual integrity".5 He was not just a dispenser of knowledge but a 
model of the scholarly life, shaping the character as well as the intellects of the students 
under his care. His legacy at Princeton is therefore not confined to a single department or 
building; it is woven into the very fabric of the university's commitment to both undergraduate 
inspiration and graduate mentorship. 
 

VI. The Butler Legacy: Archives, Influence, and Digital 
Resurrection 
 
The legacy of Howard Crosby Butler is a complex and evolving story. It is rooted in the 
groundbreaking expeditions and seminal publications of the early 20th century, but it has 
continued to grow in significance, shaped by the work of subsequent generations of scholars 
and by the tragic geopolitics of the 21st century. His influence can be traced through the 
archaeological projects he inspired, the physical archives he left behind, and, most recently, 
the remarkable digital second life his work has found, ensuring its relevance for a new era of 
research and cultural heritage preservation. 
 
Intellectual Progenitor 

 
In his own time, Butler was recognized by his peers as a worthy successor to the great 
19th-century pioneers of Near Eastern archaeology, a figure who continued the tradition of 
exploration begun by Austen Henry Layard, Heinrich Schliemann, and his own mentor, 
Melchior de Vogüé.4 His work did not merely close a chapter of exploration; it opened a new 
one, directly inspiring the next major American archaeological undertaking in the region. In 
the late 1920s and 1930s, when Princeton University organized the ambitious excavation of 
Antioch-on-the-Orontes, the project was explicitly conceived as the intellectual successor to 
Butler's work. Charles Rufus Morey, a leading figure at Princeton and a founder of the Index of 
Christian Art, described the Antioch project as a "natural extension of the work of Howard 
Crosby Butler in the archaeological exploration of Syria".11 Butler had laid the scholarly 
groundwork and established Princeton's preeminence in the study of the region, paving the 
way for the next generation. 
 
The Enduring Value of the Archives 

 



Butler's most tangible legacy is the rich physical archive he bequeathed to Princeton's 
Department of Art and Archaeology. This collection comprises the complete documentary 
record of his expeditions: thousands of photographs and glass plate negatives, hundreds of 
meticulous architectural drawings, and the priceless, handwritten field notebooks and 
personal diaries of the team members.4 The scholarly value of this material was immediately 
apparent. His multi-volume publications on Syria became, and remain, "standard research 
tools" for the study of the region's late antique architecture.14 

As discussed previously, the unforeseen destruction of many of these same sites in the 21st 
century has elevated the archive's importance from that of a primary source to an 
irreplaceable record. The photographs and drawings made by Butler and his team over a 
century ago now constitute the most detailed, and in some cases the only, documentation of 
buildings that have been heavily damaged or have disappeared entirely.7 

 

The Butler Archive Project: A Digital Second Life 

 
The contemporary value of this material has been fully realized through the Butler Archive 
Project, a 21st-century initiative at Princeton that is giving Butler's work a dynamic second 
life.15 This project in "digital archaeology" moves beyond simple preservation to the active 
re-integration of his data into modern research ecosystems. Project members are 
painstakingly transcribing the handwritten expedition diaries, deciphering Butler's sometimes 
idiosyncratic transliterations of place names, and using modern mapping software to assign 
precise geographic coordinates to the hundreds of sites he visited.15 

The ultimate goal is to create a publicly accessible, interactive digital map that charts the 
course of Butler's expeditions. This platform will link his original documentation—photographs, 
plans, drawings, and journal entries—to their specific locations on the map, allowing users to 
virtually retrace his steps and access the full wealth of his data in a geographically organized 
and intuitive way.15 Crucially, this digital archive is being shared with international 
organizations dedicated to monitoring and protecting endangered archaeological sites in the 
Middle East, making Butler's century-old fieldwork a direct contributor to contemporary 
cultural heritage efforts.15 

This process represents a fundamental transformation of Butler's legacy. He was a pioneer in 
the systematic collection of archaeological data, using the cutting-edge technology of his 
era—the glass plate camera and the theodolite—to create a fixed, authoritative record in the 
form of printed books.7 Today, his data is being pioneered once again, translated from the 
static page into a dynamic digital format. A handwritten observation in a leather-bound 
journal becomes a searchable string of text; a photograph of a lost monument becomes a 
geolocated data point that can be layered with satellite imagery and damage assessments. 
His work has transcended its original form to become a foundational dataset for new methods 
of scholarship, including spatial and network analysis, that were unimaginable in his time. 
Thus, the legacy of Howard Crosby Butler continues to evolve, demonstrating the enduring 
power of meticulous fieldwork to speak to the future in ways its creator could never have 



anticipated. 
 

VII. Conclusion: "I Go to Wake the Dead" 
 
Howard Crosby Butler was a man of quiet determination and extraordinary vision who stood at 
a crucial inflection point in the history of American archaeology. His career bridged the gap 
between the adventurous, often amateur, explorations of the 19th century and the rigorous, 
scientific, and university-based discipline that would define the 20th. He embodied the 
romantic spirit and personal courage of the earlier tradition—braving the deserts of Syria and 
navigating the complex politics of the Ottoman Empire—but he practiced his craft with the 
systematic methodology and interdisciplinary approach of the modern scholar. 
His singular contribution, the innovation that underpins his entire body of work, was the 
application of an architect's eye to the study of the past. He saw ancient ruins not as 
picturesque backdrops or sources for collectible artifacts, but as complex structural problems 
to be solved and as invaluable documents of human ingenuity to be read. This perspective 
allowed him to develop new, empirical methods for classifying and dating buildings, to 
produce an architectural record of unparalleled precision and detail, and to argue 
persuasively for the creative vitality of provincial cultures. He was, in the truest sense, an 
architect of the past, reconstructing lost worlds on the drafting table and in the pages of his 
publications. 
At Princeton, his colleague Dean Andrew Fleming West once suggested that a fitting motto for 
Butler's life could be found in the words of an old Italian scholar: "I go to wake the dead".2 The 
phrase encapsulates the dual thrust of his life's work with remarkable acuity. In the field, he 
struck his spade into the earth and "woke" the dead cities of the Orient, bringing the 
forgotten streets of Sardis and the stone-built towns of Syria back into the light of scholarly 
inquiry.5 In the classroom, with his passion and his broad humanistic vision, he "woke the dead 
impulses in students to newness of life," inspiring a generation to see architecture as a living 
part of the human story.5 

Today, a century after his death, his work continues to fulfill that motto in ways he never could 
have foreseen. As modern conflicts have returned many of the sites he documented to a state 
of ruin and silence, his meticulous archive has been reawakened. His photographs, drawings, 
and notes now speak for lost monuments, giving testimony to a cultural heritage under threat. 
Through the efforts of a new generation of digital humanists, his data is being resurrected, 
waking once more to serve the urgent needs of 21st-century heritage preservation. Howard 
Crosby Butler went to wake the dead, and with such skill and foresight did he accomplish his 
task that his work, and the worlds he saved on paper and film, remain awake and alive for us 
still. 
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IX. Appendix: A Synoptic Bibliography of Howard 
Crosby Butler 
 
This bibliography lists the major book-length publications authored or edited by Howard 
Crosby Butler, organized chronologically. It provides a guide to the primary texts that form the 
basis of his scholarly legacy. 
General Works 

●​ Scotland's Ruined Abbeys. New York: Macmillan, 1900.1 

●​ The Story of Athens: A Record of the Life and Art of the City of the Violet Crown Read in 
Its Ruins and in the Lives of Great Athenians. New York: The Century Co., 1902.1 

Syrian Expedition Publications 
●​ Architecture and Other Arts. Part II of Publications of an American Archaeological 

Expedition to Syria in 1899-1900. New York: The Century Co., 1903.1 

●​ Syria: Publications of the Princeton University Archaeological Expeditions to Syria in 
1904-5 and 1909. 4 Divisions in multiple volumes. Leyden: E. J. Brill, 1907–1930 (Butler 
was the primary author for Division II, Architecture, and a contributor to other 
sections).1 

●​ Early Churches in Syria, Fourth to Seventh Centuries. Edited and completed by E. 
Baldwin Smith. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1929 (Posthumous).3 

Sardis Excavation Publications 
●​ Sardis: Publications of the American Society for the Excavation of Sardis. Leyden: E. J. 

Brill. Butler was the author of the following volumes: 
○​ Volume I, Part 1: The Excavations, 1910–1914. 1922.1 

○​ Volume II, Part 1: Architecture: The Temple of Artemis. 1925 (Posthumous).1 
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