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Detecting where Jane is in the world at any one time is like finding Nemo, the 

adventurous fish in the Walt Disney animated film. Where on earth is she, and 

what has she taken on now? Today, though, we have her here to be 

honoured for her work on the study of past people, our ancestors. 

 

Professor Jane Ellen Buikstra is Director of the Center for Bioarchaeological 

Research, Arizona State University, and President of the Center for American 

Archaeology in Kampsville, Illinois. Born in southern Indiana, her father was a 

doctor, being highly supportive of unconventional career goals, even for 

women, and from her grandfather she gained a sense of the importance of 

history and scholarship.  An internationally acclaimed anthropologist and 

bioarchaeologist, she pioneered bioarchaeology globally, recognised through 

membership of the National Academy of Sciences, and with Fellowships from 

the American Academy of Forensic Sciences and American Association for 

the Advancement of Science. 

 

What is bioarchaeology you may ask - the contextualized study of 

archaeological skeletons and mummies with the aim of reconstructing their life 

histories, and especially their health. You may (or may not) be comforted to 

hear that people in the distant past also had aches and pains! Her vision is 

undoubtedly using the past to understand who we are today, and help us plan 

for the future. If anybody has seen the TV programmes entitled “History Cold 

Case”, “Meet the Ancestors”, “Time Team” and, dare I say it, “Richard the III”, 

you will be familiar with the fascinating work Jane does.  

 

An anthropology undergraduate at DePaw University, Indiana, she achieved 

masters and PhD degrees at Chicago University. Her trans-disciplinary 

research covers a multitude of subjects; a soupçon of her publications since 

1973 includes: disease in Caribou Eskimos, the first credible DNA evidence of 

tuberculosis in a Peruvian mummy, lice and even cocaine in the hair of South 
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Americans, llama herders in Peru, and even broken bones in monkeys. 

Among her current research she is exploring evolutionary histories of ancient 

American tuberculosis using preserved bacterial DNA (I am told there is paper 

imminent on this in the highly prestigious journal Nature).  

 

A team player, she collaborates with scholars globally (although secretly it’s 

because she likes to visit exotic places – but ‘exotic’ probably does not 

include England). She writes for academics, but is very committed to reaching 

out to audiences beyond ivory towers. In America she also keenly promotes 

communication with descendant communities. Described as showing 

compassion for the sensitivities surrounding repatriation among native 

American peoples, her commitment is reflected in the time and knowledge 

she gives to the Repatriation Review Committee of the Smithsonian 

Institution. Indeed, her mother had instilled in her the under-appreciated 

significance of native Americans. Related to this, amongst her huge service to 

bioarchaeology, she pioneered the setting of standards for recording 

archaeological human remains in 1994. This was in response to the passing 

of United States laws on repatriation and reburial of prehistoric Native 

American human remains. All good bioarchaeologists worldwide use these 

standards now (or if they don’t, Jane seeks them out and makes them!).  

 

A woman in higher education, still a male dominated profession worldwide, 

Jane’s achievements are only dreams for most bioarchaeologists. 

Anthropologists Charles Merbs and Stuart Struever shaped her career, her 

work being recognized through many awards, particularly the Charles Darwin 

Lifetime Achievement Award. Notably, the awarding organization, the 

American Association of Physical Anthropologists, has had 42 Presidents 

since 1930, and Jane has been one of only five women in that role.  

 

Generously making time to encourage the next generation of 

bioarchaeologists is central to her work, as is helping progress archaeology 

as a science. Her PhD students describe her fantastic brilliance and creativity, 

how she makes them ‘sweat the small stuff’ and, once their PhDs are 

complete, she continues her caring mentorship as careers unfold. They also 
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tell me how Jane loves animals, her dog sitting students living in fear that 

something might happen on their watch; and her penchant for raising her 

eyebrow at regular intervals: keen observers know that this is a sign for the 

speaker to immediately rethink their argument (I don’t see an eyebrow raised 

here yet, thankfully!). Her seminars can be interesting too; in the 1980s Jane 

came to one class wearing 1960s go-go boots and a matching cap. 

 

Jane’s inspiration has especially touched women, her mentorship extending 

beyond her students to colleagues, friends and family. 100% dedicated all 

round, when many academics breathe a sigh of relief at the end of term, Jane 

is heading to Illinois with her dog (currently Mowka) to run an excavation. 

Even though she has been in Durham all this week, she is still probably 

coordinating the excavation from her Radisson Blu hotel room headquarters. 

As her colleagues attest, Jane has led archaeological projects for over 40 

years, being an outstanding field archaeologist. Students also recall their time 

on her excavations; the long hot days, and the evenings drinking cold beer 

and plotting how to get better food for lunch the next day. 

 

Jane loves England, including our tea (especially from Yorkshire), the 

beautiful northern landscape and its people, being able to have sensible 

conversations with taxi drivers, the dry sense of humour, and quaint, 

sometimes opaque, English language use. She will appreciate England even 

more now that she has experienced sunny days this week. She likes 

adventure too, such as when she visited the Scottish island of Coll, 

experiencing not only the boggy moorland but also how not to disembark from 

a ferry. A serious academic, she really does enjoy these extracurricular 

activities.  

 

Speaking to all our graduates today she would have a few take-home 

messages (so listen up): that even with a university degree you are not 

perfect (which may come as a surprise to some), life-long learning is a virtue 

(so keep those brain cells working), unforeseen opportunities happen (so 

don’t over-plan your life), be willing to admit you can be wrong (even your 

lecturers here at Durham sometimes are), and that the past does have 
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lessons for us all (so if you didn’t take an archaeology degree, think about it 

for future study!). Most of all though: do go out into the world and enjoy 

yourselves - but please do protect our fragile planet. 

 

Jane’s association with Durham started with an Honorary Professorship within 

the Department of Archaeology in 2005, where bioarchaeology is a key 

teaching and research focus. This was followed by a Legacy of Charles 

Darwin Fellowship at our Institute of Advanced Study. While in Durham she 

discovered this magnificent building, often attending Evensong. It is thus 

fitting that she is now receiving an Honorary Degree here, and on July 4th, a 

significant day for Americans. In summary, her achievements are, and 

continue to be, truly remarkable; when does she sleep? Chancellor, I present 

to you Professor Jane Ellen Buikstra to receive the degree of Doctor of 

Science Honoris Causa. 
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