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EDWARD BURNETT TYLOR

From the Armchair to the Totem Pole

Edward Burnett Tylor was born in 1832 and at the age of sixteen joined his 
family’s brass foundry. In 1855 he showed signs of tuberculosis and was sent 
on a trip to the United States of America, Cuba and Mexico. It was during this 
trip that he famously became interested in anthropological and archaeological 
matters. On his return to Europe he wrote his first book, Anahuac (1861) about his 
trip to Mexico. 

In 1858 Tylor married his wife, Anna. They 
did not have any children but had a long 
and very close marriage. Anna attended 
many of Tylor’s lectures and they must often 
have discussed his work. There is a famous 
account of her at one lecture at Oxford:

‘Mrs Tylor sat in the front row, watchful 
for confusion among the specimens. ‘Oh, 
Edward dear’ she would say, ‘last time, 
you said that one was neolithic.’ But she 
did not prevent the conflagration when he 
demonstrated the fire drill, and his long 
beard became entangled with the bow.’ 
[Myres, 1953: 6-7]

Tylor decided to devote his life to anthropology. Because he was a Quaker he was 
forced to undertake scholarly research and writing without joining an academic 
institution. After the publication of his first book he familiarized himself with the 
growing anthropological literature writing notebooks now held in the Pitt Rivers 
Museum’s manuscript collections.

His best known publication was Primitive Culture which was published in 1871 to 
great acclaim. In that same year he was elected Fellow of the Royal Society. Four 
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years later he was awarded the DCL (an honorary degree) by the University of 
Oxford for his work. By this time he was well known as a scholar and writer, and 
his degree was widely reported in the press. He was what would be described 
today as an ‘armchair anthropologist’, that is, his evidence was, in the main, 
gleaned from other authors rather than direct experience. 

Following two public lectures 
on anthropology at Oxford in 
1882, Tylor was chosen as the 
new Keeper of the University 
Museum at Oxford. He moved 
into Museum House (since 
demolished) and in 1883 he 
was appointed to the first 
anthropological academic 
post in the UK as Reader in 
Anthropology, required to give 
18 lectures a year. His lectures 
attracted small but diverse 
audiences, including many non-
academics. 

In 1884 the Pitt Rivers Museum was founded. In 1895 Tylor was appointed the 
first Professor of Anthropology at Oxford. The exact role that Tylor played in 
the Pitt Rivers Museum work is (and has always been) disputed. However, he 
certainly contributed to the study of anthropology at the University and he also 
gave many donations to the Museum including the largest object in the Museum’s 
collections, the totem pole from Masset which he donated in 1901. 

In 1902 Tylor resigned as Keeper, but continued to work as Professor until 1910 
when he resigned. Two years later he was knighted.  When the Tylors left Oxford 
in 1910 it was widely reported in the press:

‘All Oxford was present in spirit at the railway station on Thursday last to take 
leave of Dr and Mrs Tylor. ... , the departure of Dr and Mrs Tylor is sheer loss. 
Tea and talk at Museum House with a peep at some of its weird treasures—
Tasmanian eoliths, Mexican pots, bull-roarers, ghost-ladders, ...—were precious 
privileges for which the coming generation will have to sigh in vain. Besides, to 
harbour an Olympian is almost to be Olympus. The presence of Dr Tylor in our 
midst, whether he took part in the teaching work of the place or not, endowed 
Oxford Anthropology with a sort of primacy in the eyes of the whole world.’ [The 
Oxford Magazine, 8.12.1910]

p View of the court of the Museum c1901. 

1998.267.269.3



www.prm.ox.ac.uk/introductoryguides

Tylor lived in Somerset for a further 7 years. Sometime before he retired he 
seems to have become confused and this confusion grew over the years. His 
successor, Marett, remarked: 
‘... to the end he was physically vigorous, even if his memory had been failing 
for some time; the slight suspense of intellectual activity serving, however, but 
to disclose the ingenuous, kindly, large-hearted disposition that had ever lain 
behind it.’ [Marett, 1936: 16]

Tylor was a man who inspired much devotion from his friends and colleagues: 
‘Dr Tylor was a tall man of imposing appearance, and his friendly, modest 
courtesy will never be forgotten by those who had the privilege of knowing him.’ 
[Haddon, 1930: v]

He seems also to have had a strong sense of fun and humour. Today, Tylor 
is remembered for holding the first academic post in the discipline. He is 
described by the Dictionary of National Biography (2004) as ‘the father of 
anthropology’. He should also be remembered for the fine collection that he 
donated and bequeathed to the Pitt Rivers Museum. 
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