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Professor Marija Gimbutas will be honored in Chicago 
by Giedre Vencius 
Draugas, Chicago, Illinois, October 28, 2017 (translated from the original Lithuanian) 
 
 Dr. Audrius Plioplys has organized the 
Marija Gimbutas Memorial Lecture at the 
University of Chicago‘s Oriental Institute. The 
lecture will review a portion of Gimbutas's 
archeologic legacy.  
 Marija Gimbutas (1921-1994) was a very 
accomplished, world-renowned Lithuanian 
scholar who explored ancient European 
civilization. In so doing, she created a new field 
of scientific investigation. Her lectures were 
attended by  famous journalists, actors and 
politicians in the US and other countries. Her 
scientific research offers an opportunity to 
rethink the development of mankind and to take a 
fresh look at the possibilities of our world's  past         Professor Marija Gimbutas   
and future. She called for a change in the  
understanding of our civilization and history. Because of her non-standard view, 
Marija Gimbutas is considered to be one of the most influential archaeologists. In 
her research, she combined archeology, linguistics, ethnology, and religion into 
one discipline – archaeomythology. Her approach has significantly changed the 

understanding of prehistoric Europe.  
 After she arrived in the United States, Marija 
Gimbutas worked at Harvard University, later at the 
UCLA. In 1993, she was awarded an Honorary 
Doctor's Degree at the Vytautas Magnus University in 
Kaunas, Lithuania. Marija Gimbutas was also an 
active member of the Santara-Šviesa organization. 
She helped Vytautas Kavolis edit "Metmenys" 
magazine in which  she published her own scientific 
articles in the Lithuanian language. 
 This lecture will celebrate Marija Gimbutas's 
personality and review her scientific contribution to 
global archeology. It will take place on Wednesday, 
November 8th, at 7 pm, at the Oriental Institute, 1155 
E. 58th St., Chicago, IL 60637. The presenter will be                                                                                    

 Lord Colin Renfrew          Lord Colin Renfrew, Senior Fellow of the McDonald  
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         Marija Gimbutas‘s map explaining the Kurgan hypothesis 
 
Institute for Archaeological Research, Formerly Disney Professor of Archaeology 
and Director of the McDonald Institute, University of Cambridge.  
 This will be an extraordinary event. The initiator and organizer of this 
lecture, Dr. Audrius Plioplys, says that his wish to celebrate the achievements of 
his fellow Lithuanian will finally be come true.  
 
Could you please say a few words about this event? 
 
 The Oriental Institute is a highly esteemed center for archeology of the ancient 
world—one of a small handful of similarly ranked institutions internationally. Besides 
actively conducting a large number of archeologic digs, and publishing their research 
results, the Institute, as part of the University of Chicago, has very active undergraduate 
and postgraduate education programs. The Institute also has a museum that has a 
large number of very impressive items from the ancient Near East on display.  
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     The Hittite language is 
the oldest known Indo-
European language. The 
Hittite empire flourished in 
central Turkey from 1,600 
to 1,200 BC. The Oriental 
Institute is involved in a 
multi-year project, The 
Hittite Dictioniary, where 
all available linguistic 
material is being collected. 
Thus, Indo-European 
origins are of considerable 
interest at the Institute. 
     As part of their 
educational programing,   
There is a monthly public 

                                   Dr. Audrius Plioplys                lecture about archeologic  
          topics. This is the first 
time that the Institute will have a named lectureship, to honor a specific person, namely, 
Marija Gimbutas. 
 
How did you become acquainted with the academic accomplishments of Marija 
Gimbutas? 
 
 For my entire life, the topic of origins has been extremely important to me. Where 
did the universe come form? How did life appear on earth? Where did our Indo-
European culture and language arise? It is this latter question that brought me Marija 
Gimbutas‘ work. 
 In general terms, she had a hypothesis that ancient Europe was settled by a 
peaceful, matrifocal society. From the steppes of the Caucasus, the Indo-Europeans 
came in as invading forces—on horses, militaristic, and patrilineal. Our own Lithuanian 
ancestors descended from these invading forces. She called this the Kurgan 
hypothesis. 
 There was an alternative hypothesis, advocted by Lord Colin Renfrew, that Indo-
Europeans originated in what is now central Turkey, and that they slowly, and gradually 
spread through Europe.  
 Which of these two theories is the correct one has been a fascinting puzzle for 
me to try to solve. 
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How is it that you decided to arrange this lecture now? 
 
 In studying the literature about Indo-European origins, a year and a half ago, in 
my library, I came across a DVD interview with Marija Gimbutas, called „Signs Out of 
Time“. This covered her entire life‘s accomplishments, from her early education in 
Lithuania, through to her professorship at UCLA. This DVD was produced in 2003 by 
Belili Productions and was produced by a Canadian, Donna Read, and narated by 
Olympia Dukakis. A few copies are still available at Amazon. 
 What I saw stunned me. After surviving the ravages of World War II, and 
escaping with her husband and two young daughters to the safety of the US, she 
suffered incredible indignities. She considered the discrimination that she experienced 
at Harvard Univesity as being mysoginistic in nature. That is certainly true. But, I also 
think, given the severity of what she had to go through, there was an additional level of 
discrimination—she was an Eastern European immigrant. 
 Knowing of her archeologic accomplishments, and now learning what she had to 
suffer through, I felt an obligation to bring her story to the highest levels of academia. I 
jumped to the task. Now, a year and a half later, the Marija Gimbutas Memorial Lecture 
will take place at the Oriental Institute on November 8, at 7 PM. 
 
The lecture will be given by a guest from England, Lord Colin Renfrew, who 
appears to have been one of Marija Gimbutas‘ fearsest opponents. What issues 
did they no agree upon? 
 
 Lord Renfrew is considered by many to be one of the most accomplished living 
archeologists in the world—he is the director of the McDonald Institute for Archeological 
Research at Cambridge University, in England. 
 He and Marija were close friends for many years—they even participated in 
archeologic digs together. They parted ways over the issue that I discussed above—the 
geographic origins of the Indoeuropeans. Unfortunately, Lord Renfrew became a very 
vocal opponent of Maria‘s theory. 
 
Do you know how they met?  
 
 In 1967 Lord Renfrew was invited to be a visiting professor at UCLA, where he 
personally met Marija. In 1968 he started a three year archeologic digging project in 
Sitagroi, Greece. Marija was conducting digs in Obre, Bosnia. The distance between 
these two locations is about 250 miles. They visited each other‘s archeologic sites and 
collaborated in presenting their research results. So, they knew each other extremely 
well. 
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How long has it been since Marija Gimbutas‘ theories have found scientific 
support and Lord Colin Renfrew has started to agree with them? 
 
 The change in Lord Renfrew‘s attitude is extremely recent. Actually, to me it was 
a surprise that he has changed his opinion so dramatically. 
 As in many areas of biologic and medical research, genetics is now the 
cornerstone. It appears that the same is happening in archeology. Lord Renfrew is 
involved in ongoing Near East and European genetic mapping studies. It is based on 
the latest genetic population analyses that Marija‘s theory is proving to be the correct 
one. 
  
How did you establish contact with Lord Colin Renfrew and what is the subject of 
his presentation? 
 
 The title of the talk is „Marija Rediviva: DNA and Indo-European Origins.“ The 
word rediviva means to be rediscovered, or reborn.  
 In organizing the Marija Gimbutas Memorial Lecture, it was my decision to invite 
Lord Renfrew. The actual contact was made by the director of the Oriental Institute. This 
will be an historic event since he has previously never visited the Oriental Institute. 
 
Marija Gimbutas is one of the most prominent Lithuanian women scholars and 
has received international acclaim. It is said that the most difficult phase of her 
career was when she was at Harvard University. Is that true? 
 
 I have had the honor of hearing Marija speak twice, here in Chicago. The second 
time was a few months before she passed away. During her presentations, and in 
reading her publications, the disturbing details of the difficulties that she faced were not 
mentioned. It is only in the DVD interview that she recalled these horrific events. Thus, 
the following information is taken from this interview. All of these details were confirmed 
in a recent telephone conversation with Professor Ernestine Elster. She is a professor of 
archeology at UCLA, and was one of Maria‘s first students, and subsequently, a close 
colleague. 
 Marija worked as a research fellow at Harvard University‘s Peabody Museum 
from 1950 to 1963. She was given a table in the basement of the Museum to work. She 
had duties teaching students, conducting her own research, and publishing her results 
in Harvard University publications. However, she was not paid. She did not even receive 
royalty payments for her books that the Univesity published. 
 Besides not receiving a salary, she had to suffer other indignaties. There were 
several research libraries that she needed to use which barred women from entering. 
This made obtaining reference material very difficult. 
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 As a fellow, she was not allowed to join the University‘s faculty club. The only 
way she could enter the club is if a male member of the club invited and physically 
escorted her in.  
 Marija was fluent in several European languages. Male Harvard faculty members 
repeatedly requested her to translate for them. She did this, receiving no payment and 
no acknowlegement.  
 Misogyny was thriving. 
 
What were the greatest challenges that women, especially immigrant women, 
faced in their academic careers? 
 
   I think that Marija herself related the details of the discrimination that she faced. 
How prevalent this attitude was at other universities in the US, at that time, I do not 
know. I am extremely confident that no male, not even an Eastern European immigrant, 
would have been treated this badly. 
   Currently, in the work force in the US, in academia and in most other areas, 
women are not treated fairly. This topic continues to receive frequent news coverage. 
 
  
Are lectures honoring a specific individual common at the Oriental Institute? 
 
 Since it‘s founding in 1931, this is the first time in the history of the Oriental 
Institute that a named lectureship will take place. 
 This talk has already received quite a bit of attention. To my knowledge, at least 
three individuals, who are afficiliated with the UCLA archeology program, will be flying 
from Los Angeles to Chicago for the sole purpose of hearing this talk. 
 I have made arrangements to have the presentaiton filmed. It will be posted on 
the Oriental Institute‘s website. Anyone, anywhere in the world, will be able to view it. 
This will be a fitting memorial to a woman who overcame discrimination and 
accomplished so much. The lecture is free and open to the public. It will take place at 
the University of Chicago‘s Oriental Institute on Wednesday, November 8, at 7 PM. A 
reception will follow the talk. The address is: 1155 E 58th Street, Chicago, IL 60637. 
 
 
 She was the only scientist in the 20th century who succeeded in finding and 
researching a civilization that was not yet known. She summarized the abundant 
excavations in the Balkans in her substantial works on the civilization of ancient Europe, 
gave it a name, and was able to decipher its language. Thanks to her extraordinary 
erudition, Marija Gimbutas was able to discover traces of a lost world and the fact that in 
the Neolithic, women played a much more important role than they were attributed to in 
history. -- Vytautas Kavolis 
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Ernestine Elster, Colin Renfrew and Marija Gimbutas in 
1986 during the presentation of the book „Excavations 

at Sitagroi“ (photograph by Ernestine Elster) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


