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MARIJA GIMBUTAS, HER EXCAVATIONS, AND THE 
CONCEPT OF OLD EUROPE

ERNESTINE S. ELSTER
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Many thanks to Agnė Čivilytė and her Committee 
for the invitation to participate in honouring 
Marija Gimbutas: mentor, colleague, and friend. 
The conference (Vilnius 2021) was aptly named 
Marija Gimbutas in the World and discussed her many 
accomplishments in archaeology, historical linguistics, 
folklore, mythology, Baltic and Slavic history and pre-
history, Indo-European studies, and more.

My focus is on her archaeological contributions, 
including her arrival and involvement at UCLA, and 
her research publications before she organized an 
excavation in southeast Europe. Marija Gimbutas’ 
‘kurgan’ hypothesis, i.e. the Early Bronze Age 
arrival in Europe and the impact of * Proto-Indo-
European speakers with their mound (kurgan) 
burials, which was first presented in a 1956 meeting 
of the International Council of Ethnological Sciences 
in Philadelphia. She continued this research for 
many decades and the hypothesis has recently 
been given renewed acceptance because of aDNA 
studies. It had been debated for decades, especially 
as Marija Gimbutas interpreted *PIE as male 
dominated and the opposite of the earlier Neolithic – 
Chalcolithic Old Europe (see especially Kokkinidou 
2020, 68–81).

My attention here is on ‘Old Europe’, one of her 
most original contributions, introduced in 1972 
and identified as the large region of Neolithic and 
Chalcolithic settlements in southeast Europe and 

the Balkans, from the Adriatic to the Mediterranean 
and Aegean, north to Poland and east to the Dnieper 
(Fig. 1). The five sites she excavated in Old Europe 
are described; particular attention being given to 
an Old Europe exemplar, Sitagroi, with its long 
sequence of radiocarbon dates: Middle Neolithic 
to Early Bronze Age. I conclude with a summary 
of the debates concerning the large group of small 
clay figurines Marija Gimbutas identified in her 
publications as Old Europe’s pantheon of gods and 
goddesses (Gimbutas 1974c; 1982) which introduced 
considerable controversy, inspired new research, and 
fascinating current developments.

Fig. 1. A map of Old Europe (after Gimbutas 1974, 16, Map I).
1 pav. Senosios Europos žemėlapis (pagal Gimbutas 1974, 16, 
I žemėlapis).

M A R IJA GI M BU TIEN Ė K A IP ASM EN Y BĖ / 
M A R IJA GI M BU TAS AS PER SONA LIT Y

mailto:eelster@ucla.edu
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RESEARCH: HARVARD AND UCLA

At Harvard her research produced many articles, 
too many to list here (but see Elster 2007), and two 
important monographs: the first (Gimbutas 1956) on 
the prehistory of the Baltic area and Russia, followed 
by the Bronze Age of Central and Eastern Europe 
(Gimbutas 1965), a magisterial study. These volumes 
plus her countless journal articles and published 
conference proceedings provided her with a healthy 
publication history and recognition as an especially 
talented and knowledgeable European prehistorian: 
the leading western scholar of an area not at all well 
known at that time. When she arrived at UCLA in 
1963 via a year at Stanford’s Center for Advanced 
Studies, Bronze Age was in press; she was appointed 
Associate Professor and was promoted a year later to 
Full Professor, serving from 1964 to her retirement in 
1989, in Classics, Slavic Studies, and Indo-European 
Studies with classes, seminars, and lectures on Baltic 
and Slavic Folklore and on Europe’s Neolithic and 
Bronze Age, was appointed Curator of the Laboratory 
of Old World Archaeology (the Wellcome Collection 
had come to UCLA’s Museum), and was a prime 
mover in the establishment of the Interdepartmental 
Graduate Program in Archaeology (1969), the 
Institute of Archaeology (1973), and the Journal of 
Indo-European Studies, which was introduced in 
the Spring of 1973 and continues to this day. We 
listened in her UCLA lecture classes and seminars 
on the Neolithic and Chalcolithic in Europe and 
the Near East to systematic, enthusiastic illustrative 
presentations based on original site reports from 
Greece, the Former Republic of Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, 
Romania, Hungary, Turkey, Italy, Moldova, Ukraine, 
etc. She regularly covered the geography, site location, 
settlement system, architecture, technology, economy, 
burial rites, cult objects, pottery styles, and questions 
of trade or exchange. Her archaeology seminars 
and lectures were based on an enormous amount 
of personal research initiated in Europe, intensified 

during her years at Harvard, and continued apace 
at UCLA plus a voluminous correspondence with 
colleagues abroad; attendance and participation 
at conferences in the US and overseas; and the 
photographing of sites, artefacts, and assemblages 
in museums, institutes, and in the field.

THE EXCAVATIONS

I visited her first excavation at Obre (Benac 1973; 
Gimbutas 1974a) and participated as a graduate 
student at Sitagroi (Renfrew et al. 1986; Elster, 
Renfrew 2003), Anzabegovo (Gimbutas 1976), and 
Achilleion (Gimbutas et al. 1989). In 1980 Marija 
and I co-directed the Grotta Scaloria study season 
in Manfredonia. Marija Gimbutas was committed 
to the dissemination of excavation results in every 
way; four were fully published in her lifetime and 
the fifth, Grotta Scaloria, appeared posthumously 
(Elster et al. 2016). Marija had a high respect for 
scientific contributions to excavations: radiocarbon 
dating (and the corrections curve), palaeozoology, 
(Sandor Bökönyi (1974) analyzed the faunal 
components at each of the five excavations), and 
palaeobotany (especially Jane Renfrew) while 
geologists, geographers, and other specialists were 
regularly included. After Obre, it is likely she chose 
the location of each excavation in order to examine 
firsthand the archaeology in various regions of 
southeast Europe (Fig. 2). Marija was interested in 
a regional picture; each excavation, radiocarbon 
dated, filled in and rounded out her synthesis of 
Early Neolithic – Chalcolithic Old Europe.

Obre: With Alojz Benac, the Director of 
Sarajevo’s Zemalski Museum, Marija opened Obre 
in Bosnia in 1967 together with students from both 
their institutions. Marija’s UCLA team and Benac’s 
approached excavation differently. UCLA was looking 
for New Archaeology’s quantitative sample (Binford 
1962); Benac’ goal was the exposure of house remains 
and settlement plans, thus the two teams excavated 
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Fig. 2. A map of the excavation sites. Radiocarbon dating of the sites (Renfrew et al. 1986, 173, Table 73). Drawing by Abhishek Goel.
2 pav. Vietovių, kur buvo vykdomi archeologiniai tyrimai, žemėlapis. Taip pat radioaktyvosios anglies metodu nustatytos šių 
vietovių datos (Renfrew et al. 1986, 173, 73 lentelė). Abhishek Goel pieš.

Fig. 3. Bracelets, pendants and fragments of Spondylus, which were sourced in the Aegean and exported/traded north. Photos of 
amulets, etc. – Elster 2006, Plate V. Drawing by Abhishek Goel.
3 pav. Apyrankės, pakabukai ir Spondylus kriauklių fragmentai, surinkti Egėjo jūroje ir eksportuoti į šiaurę ar joje parduoti. 
Nuotraukos pagal Elster 2006, V lentelė. Abhishek Goel pieš.
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side by side – separate and equal – publishing two 
volumes (Benac 1973; Gimbutas 1974a). Together 
these monographs provide a rich picture of Early 
Neolithic and Middle Neolithic life against which 
the many radiocarbon determinations could be 
measured. The teams worked together in subsequent 
excavations at Greece, FRY, and Italy.

Before departing for Obre, and during Renfrew’s 
1967 visiting lectureship at UCLA, they organized 
and planned the excavations at Sitagroi on the Drama 
plain in northeast Greece, some 25 km from the 
Aegean coast. Before discussing Sitagroi in detail, some 
remarks need to be made on Anza, Achilleion, and Grotta 
Scaloria, all of which reflect Old Europe.

Anza. Marija was awaiting the arrival of the 
permit to excavate what she expected was an Early 
Neolithic site, Anzabegovo, south of Skopje in what 
is now the Republic of North Macedonia. The 
project was in cooperation with Milutin and Draga 
Garasanin of the National Museum, Belgrade. Once 
underway with Gene Sterud as field director, as he 
had been at Obre (Sterud, Sterud 1974), she drove 
from southern Yugoslavia to northeast Greece to 
join the 1969 Sitagroi field season. Marija’s skill 
was in conception, organization, and synthesis. She 

never claimed to be a field archaeologist but she 
knew what to hope for. Anza was an Early Neolithic 
site with radiocarbon determinations in the 7th 
millennium and the excavation exposed important 
evidence of contact to the south: artefacts of the 
spiny oyster, spondylus, sourced in the north Aegean 
(Schackleton, Renfrew, 1970) in the form of amulet 
fragments (Fig. 3). Recovery of these small shell pieces 
underlined ideas about the adoption of plant and 
animal domestication from Greece into the Balkans 
since these artefacts offered evidence of the necessary 
contact as early as the 7th millennium. Anza and Old 
Europe were formally introduced to the public in an 
article in Archaeology; its title, Excavation at Anza, 
Macedonia, further insight into the civilization of Old 
Europe, 7000–4000 bc (Gimbutas 1972), pointed to 
the site’s importance to Marija Gimbutas’ concept 
of Old Europe.

Achilleion. Subsequently, Marija, in synergesia 
with the Greek Archaeological Service represented in 
1973 by Dimitrios Theochares and in 1974 by Kostas 
Gallis, opened Achilleion, a gently rising mound, one 
of many in the Greek Thessalian plain. Political issues 
closed all foreign excavation projects in the second 
year, 1974. Nevertheless, the results, as was evident 

Fig. 4. Achilleion: a miniature mask on a pillar (Gimbutas et al. 1989, 357, Pl. 7.17.)
4 pav. Mažytė kaukė (nuimama ir uždedama ant laikiklio). Achileonas (Gimbutas et al. 1989, 357, 7.17 lentelė). 
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in the publication, were very rich in finds: evidence 
of economy, trade, craft, architecture, and hundreds 
of miniature and fragmented figurines. One find of 
baked clay was especially interesting: a little mask 
on a pillar or holder (Fig. 4). Marija concluded that 
Old Europe figurines were often depicted as masked 
(Gimbutas 1974b); this find clearly supported her 
analysis. Achilleion figured prominently in her 
regional description of Old Europe; its figurines 
were prominently included in the goddess volumes, 
creating considerable attention.

Grotta Scaloria, in Apulia, her final excavation, 
was opened in 1978 in cooperation with the highly 
respected prehistorian, Santo Tine, Professor of 
Prehistory at the University of Genoa and Director 
of the University’s Institute of Experimental 
Archaeology. They planned a series of excavations 
to include the ‘trincerati’ of the Tavoliere Plain 
(Bradford 1949) and a new investigation of the cave 
which overlooked the Adriatic coast of Old Europe. 
The second field season, 1979 was followed by a study 
of the materials in Manfredonia in 1980 and then 

both Tine and Gimbutas moved on to other projects. 
But three decades later, I returned to Scaloria, urged 
on by John Robb, who reports on Scaloria in this 
Conference. With his help and an international group 
of scholars, we turned the legacy data into a published 
excavation report (Elster et al. 2016). It is an example 
of ‘new wine in old bottles’ for the aged data became 
the basis for expanded types of analyses and fresh 
information (Tafuri et al. 2016).

Sitagroi, (Fig. 5) the place of wheat, was a deep 
Greek mound which held 3000 years of occupational 
debris including the hallmarks of Old Europe: 
domestication becoming more focused over time: 
palaeobotany (Renfrew 2003); palaeozoology 
(Bökönyi 1986); trade, both local (spondylus: the 
Aegean Sea some 25 km distant (Nikolaidou 2003)) 
and long distance (flint from Madara, 300 km to the 
north (Tringham 2003, 107)); and crafts (pottery: 
control of the firing technique (Evans 1986) and wool 
production: mat and textile impressions as well as 
incised spindle whorls linked to sheep management 
(Elster 2004).

Fig. 5. Sitagroi mound before its excavation as seen from the north at sunrise. Photo by Robert Evans.
5 pav. Sitagroi kalva prieš archeologinius kasinėjimus tekant saulei. Vaizdas iš šiaurės. Roberto Evanso nuotr. 
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Fig. 6. Excavation area (Renfrew et al. 1986, 18, Fig. 2.2).
6 pav. Kasinėjimų planas (Renfrew et al. 1986, 18, 2.2 pav.). 
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The planned area of excavation was 40 m north-
south and 130 m east-west (Fig. 6). The 5 x 5 m deep 
sounding, ZA, reached virgin soil at 10.5 m and 
allowed for the observation of soil variations, floor 
levels, and changes in pottery shapes and surface 
design, which last could be correlated with finds from 
other relative excavation units because Sitagroi was 
like a layer cake. The quantitative changes in the ZA 
pottery study produced a Middle Neolithic through 
Early Bronze Age (Fig. 7) chronology, Phases I–V, 
which was monitored with 29 radiocarbon 
determinations. Phase I pottery suggested a link to 
the north to Veselinovo, a Yugoslavian site with its 
recognizable pottery widely noted in the Balkans 
(Marriott 1986). Phase II continued this influence 
but added evidence of the coast (a trade in spondylus 
‘jewellery’) and Thessalian painted pottery, clear proof 
of crafts and trade (ibid.). Phase III was marked by 
more spondylus and an explosion of graphite-painted 
and black-on-red pottery, both similar to finds at 
the nearby site, Dikili Tash (Fig. 8). Excavations had 
begun at this latter site in 1961 (Deshayes, Treuil 
2004) and been continued by the French School 
of Archaeology in cooperation with the Greek 
Archaeological Service (Koukoulē-Chrysanthakē 
et al. 2008 ). The graphite painted and the black-on-
red pottery wares of Chalcolithic Sitagroi Phase III 
were first identified at Dikili Tash and thus reflect a 

Fig. 7. A chart of pottery changes through time in Deep Soun-
ding ZA based on counts; lower left, silvery ribbed, black Phase 
I/II; right, graphite painted large pottery lid Phase III (Renfrew 
et al. 1986, 166, Fig 7.16).
7 pav. Keramikos pokyčiai (remiantis ZA šurfo keramikos radi-
niais (vienetais)); kairėje pusėje apačioje – sidabriška, briaunota, 
juoda (I/II fazė); dešinėje – grafitu dekoruotas didelis keraminis 
indo dangtis (III fazė) (Renfrew et al. 1986, 166, 7.16 pav.).

Fig. 8. Two handled vessels decorated in Black on Red: left: 
Dikili Tash DT 150 (Deshayes, J., Treuil, R., 2004, Plate E); 
right: Sitagroi (Renfrew et al. 1986, 422). 
8 pav. Du keraminiai indai su rankenėlėmis, dekoruoti 
juoda spalva ant raudonos. Indas kairėje aptiktas Dikili Taš 
(Deshayes, J., Treuil, R., 2004, E lentelė), dešinėje – Sitagroi 
(Renfrew et al. 1986, 422). 
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close relationship between the two Drama plain sites 
and with the Chalcolithic cultures in Bulgaria and 
Romania: Gumelniţa–Karanovo V & VI (Renfrew 
2003, 491). It was during Sitagroi Phase III that trade 
and exchange are strongly represented and this is 
precisely the time of metallurgical developments 
in Bulgaria (Renfrew 1969) and Varna’s rich 

burials with gold and other precious objects, which 
mark Old Europe as a period not to be attained again 
for centuries (Renfrew 1978; 1986; Anthony 2007, 
225).

Sitagroi Phase IV was transitional between 
the end of Chalcolithic Phase III and the onset of 
a different ‘culture’, the Early Bronze Age, Phases 
Va and b. Trade in spondylus was very limited; the 
mound may have been abandoned for some time; 
and pottery was no longer produced in spectacular 
shapes and decorations. But the ‘period’ of Old 
Europe did not end at Sitagroi until a large opening 
at the top of the mound revealed the outline of an 
Early Bronze Age ‘Long House’ (Fig. 9). The finds 
inside the house were sparse aside from a remarkable 
polished black diorite shaft-hole axe and a mace 
head with a zoomorphic butt (Fig. 10), reflecting 
a link to the east where these mace heads are 
found, sometimes in Early Bronze Age male graves 
(Govedarica 2004; Anthony 2007, 235, Fig. 11.5; 
Elster 2020). Radiocarbon dates for the Phase Vb 
Long House ranged between 2055 and 2021 +/- 40 bc 
(Renfrew 1986, 189). Almost below it, the outline 

Fig. 9. The Long House (Renfrew et al. 1986, 195, Fig. 8.9).
9 pav. Ilgasis namas (Renfrew et al. 1986, 195, 8.9 pav.). 

Fig. 10. The mace head (Renfrew et al. 1986, 196, Fig. 8.10).
10 pav. Kuoka (Renfrew et al. 1986, 195, 8.10 pav.). 
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of an earlier, Phase Va house was exposed; the 5 x 
5 m ‘Burnt House’ had a 3 m ‘kitchen’ extension, an 
intact wall outline, and features such as a ‘kitchen’ 
with plaster lined bins, oven structures, bone tools, 
stone grinders, doorway openings, a fragment of a 
plaster floor, a hearth, pottery, and spindle whorls. 
(Fig. 11). It was as if the occupants had escaped the 
fire which had consumed the building but preserved 
many of the finds.

Many more aspects of Old Europe are reported 
in the two-volume studies of Sitagroi’s artefacts and 
materials (Renfrew et al. 1986; Elster, Renfrew 2003). 
From Phase I and until Phase IV, Sitagroi revealed 
a varied collection of miniature clay figurines, in 
context, of animals and humans, both natural and 
symbolic, some masked and some not, which Marija 

identified as a symbolic representation of a prehistoric 
mythological pantheon. This was in 1968, during 
Sitagroi’s first season; she added these to the few 
from Obre and Anzabegovo and the hundreds she 
had examined and photographed during her working 
visits to museums and sites all over Old Europe.

OLD EUROPE

In 1974, with the excavations of Obre, Sitagroi, 
and Anza closed and Achilleion underway, she 
published, based on findings at those sites and 
the many others she had documented, The Gods 
and Goddesses of Old Europe 7000–3500 bc Myths, 
Legends, & Cult Images (Gimbutas 1974c). In her 
Introduction she wrote,

Fig. 11. The Burnt House (Renfrew et al. 1986, 166, Fig. 7.16).
11 pav. Sudegęs namas (Renfrew et al. 1986, 166, 7.16 pav.).
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Fig. 12. Sitagroi figurines (Renfrew et al. 1986, 511, Plate A).
12 pav. Sitagroi figūrėlės (Renfrew et al. 1986, 511, A lentelė). 
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‘Villages depending upon domesticated plants 
and animals had appeared in southern Europe 
as early as the 7th millennium bc, and the 
spiritual forces accompanying this change 
in the economic and social organization are 
manifested in the emergent artistic tradition 
of the Neolithic. Old Europe is introduced here 
in recognition of the collective identity and 
achievement of the different cultural groups of 
Neolithic-Chalcolithic Southeastern Europe…
From the Aegean and Adriatic, including the 
islands, then as far north as Czechoslovakia, 
southern Poland and the Western Ukraine.’ 
(Gimbutas 1974c).

Marija delineated the area of Old Europe with 
a series of maps with sites indicated in each large 
region. But her focus, as the title suggests, was on 
the hundreds of small clay figurines from Sitagroi, 
Achilleion, and other sites which she interpreted 
as a pantheon of prehistoric gods and goddesses. 
It attracted an audience beyond the world of 
archaeology and became a best seller. I think the 
idea of ‘Old Europe’ was one of Marija’s most original 
ideas, but it was overshadowed by its identification 
with the controversial figurine interpretations.

It has taken many decades for the term, Old 
Europe, to be recognized but it is now used very 
effectively (Fig. 12). For example, David Anthony was 
honoured with the SAA’s 2010 Book Award for The 
Horse, the Wheel, and Language – How Bronze Age 
Riders from the Eurasian Steppes Shaped the Modern 
World (2007) in which he integrates historical 
linguistics and archaeology to argue (as Marija did 
with her kurgan hypothesis) the who, why, and when 
of the arrival into Europe of * Proto-Indo-European 
speakers. His index includes dozens of references to 
‘Old Europe’ and Chapter 11 is entitled The End of 
Old Europe and the Rise of the Steppe; and I quote,

Marija Gimbutas called the Danubian farming 
cultures ‘Old Europe’. The agricultural towns of Old 

Europe were the most technologically advanced and 
aesthetically sophisticated in all of Europe between 
about 6000 and 4000 bce (Anthony 2007, 133).

Recently John Chapman’s magnum opus (his 
term, but I agree) was published, Forging Identities in 
the Prehistory of Old Europe – Dividuals, Individuals 
and Communities 7000–3000 bc (Chapman 2020). In 
it, he defined his use of ‘Old Europe’:

…this sense of a geographically delimited region 
linked by distinctive long-term cultural practices… 
from 7000–3000 bc in a diverse landscape of non-
monumental settlements… with gardens, fields, 
pastures, pathways, routes forming networks linking 
communities…(with) role of objects (quantity and 
diversity of) vital in creating such cultural landscapes.

Clearly, Chapman considered that the amount 
and variation in technology and culture were 
significant characteristics of Neolithic–Chalcolithic 
Old Europe. But as pointed out (Robb 2013) objects 
and practices would differ from place to place and 
region to region (Thessaly to the Carpathians or the 
Maritsa Valley to the Adriatic). Nevertheless, over this 
large area and time period – three to four millennia – 
hunters and foragers slowly chose a settled life of 
sowing, reaping, and keeping/domesticating plants 
and animals, what Gimbutas would recognize as the 
foundation of Old Europe.

Two other volumes indicate the importance 
of the term ‘Old Europe’ in identifying the large 
area in space and time that is under discussion: 
The Lost World of Old Europe: The Danube Valley, 
5000–3500 bc (Anthony, Chi, 2010) published in 
conjunction with a brilliant exhibit organized by the 
Institute for the Study of the Ancient World at New 
York University; and A Short History of Humanity: 
A New History of Old Europe (Krause, Trappe 2021) 
which focuses on aDNA and the peopling of Europe 
and introduces archaeogenetics
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THE PANTHEON

Old Europe has become the rightly descriptive 
term for a long period, the Neolithic to the 
Chalcolithic, and a large region. That the region 
seems to carry with it, from the Aegean to the Danube 
and from west to east, hundreds of sites virtually all 
revealing a few or many human, male and female, 
natural and/or symbolic figurines, mostly formed in 
clay, that are similar in appearance, yet distinctive at 
every site, sometimes uncovered in or under a house 
or in a pit, broken or unbroken, figurines that led to 
the creation of Marija Gimbutas’ ‘pantheon’.

When, in 1974, the title was reversed to read 
Goddesses and Gods of Old Europe: Myths and Cult 
Images, Marija Gimbutas was linked to a moment 
in cultural history: Ms. magazine was established by 
Gloria Steinem (1972) and the writings of feminists 
Betty Friedan (1963), Kate Millet (1968), and Simone 
de Beauvoir (1949; 2009) were front page and political. 
Some feminists interpreted Goddesses and Gods as 
indicating that in prehistory, god was a woman or 
at least men and women were equally in positions of 
power. Her critics felt she was not helping feminists 

fighting to make gender more equally treated in the 
workplace or efforts to scientifically identify gender in 
the archaeological record but rather presented ideas 
of females as mothers, nurses, and even goddesses, 
all traditional female roles in a patriarchal world 
(Tringham, Conkey 1998). Controversy ensued; she 
was hailed for the wonderful images presented and 
the carefully organized and illustrated pantheon (e.g. 
Jakar 1993; Phillips 1993) and roundly criticized for 
what was referred to as her personal and romantic 
identification of these sculptures (e.g. Talalay 1994a). 
Marija infuriated academia because she didn’t present 
her ideas with a cloak of ambiguity – instead, she was 
quite certain. In the end she paid no attention to her 
critics (Renfrew 1991; Fagan 1992) and introduced 
studies (Winn, Shan Milton McChesney 1981) of an 
Old Europe proto-script in the expanded pantheon 
publications (Gimbutas 1989; 1991; Gimbutas, Dexter 
1999). She had been carried aloft, a recognized 
academic, whose studies offered feminists a time 
when female was central, quite opposite to the basic 
‘god the father’. Marija’s goddess writings have 
generated passionate positive and negative responses 
(cf. references Elster 2015) but the recent thoughtful 
work is an attempt to understand and explain the role 
of the small sculptures in Old Europe and thus, to 
reply to Marija’s pantheon (see especially Kokkinidou 
2020).

Three decades now after her death, I think she 
has left an impressive series of excavations (Fig. 13) 
and absolutely fearless identification of a prehistoric 
pantheon in an area that she delineated and that is 
now recognized as Old Europe. Towards the end 
of her life, rather personally removed from the 
controversy and with her background in mythology, 
folklore, archaeology, folktale, and ethnic studies, 
she referred to herself as an ‘archaeo-mythologist’, 
thus introducing a new field.

During the conferences, in which I participated 
and which celebrated UNESCO’s 2021 Centennial 
list honouring Marija Gimbutas, some interesting 

Fig. 13. A seminar presented by Marija Gimbutas in Sitagroi 
village in 1968; audience, excavation teams from Sitagroi and 
Dikili Tash. Photo by Ernestine S Elster.
13 pav. Marijos Gimbutienės seminaras Sitagroi kaimelyje. 
1968. Klausytojai ir archeologinių tyrimų Sitagroi ir Dikili Taš 
komandos. Ernestine S. Elster nuotr.
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ideas  were offered in relation to the pantheon, 
recognizing its value as generating entirely new ways 
of thinking.

In the Lithuanian Conference (Vilnius 2021): 
Douglas Bailey, ‘Beyond the Critique of Anecdotal 
Explanation: Marija Gimbutas’ archeo-mythology of 
Prehistoric Figurines as Art/Archaeology’ wherein 
he explained that Marija Gimbutas stepped over the 
accepted presentation of archaeological data (by not 
offering testable analyses of her hypotheses ) and 
thus created a new discipline, archeo-mythology; 
Peter Biehl, ‘The Symbolism of Anthropomorphic 
Figurines and their Fragmentation’, with many 
illustrations of female figurines from Catalhuyuk 
West and other Turkish Neolithic sites, described 
the masked figurines as inspiration for artists and 
choreographers who joined to produce a dance-
museum exhibition – the dancers masked as were 
some of the ‘goddesses’. Here he presented archaeology 
entering art. The University of Washington Baltic 
Studies Conference (Seattle 2021) sponsored a 
panel, ‘The Feminist Anthropology of Old Europe: 
Celebrating the Centennial of Marija Gimbutas 
(1921–2021)’ presenting Rasa Navickaite’s ‘Goddess 
Archaeology: Marija Gimbutas, Feminism, and the 
Construction of the Eastern European Heritage’ 
in which she reviewed, analyzed, and evaluated 
Gimbutas’ influence, its political undercurrent, and 
its inspiration for eco-feminism in the West and 
East. With her talk Navickaite connected Marija 
with the cultural-spiritual feminist movement as 
a stimulus and ‘god mother’ (see especially Dexter, 
Noble 2015).

To summarize, Marija Gimbutas leaves behind 
40 years of * PIE research and her now viable ‘kurgan’ 
hypothesis, supported by aDNA; her explanation 
of culture change, attributing the arrival of * PIE 
speakers in Europe with the transformation of Old 
Europe society and its gender relations (as represented 
by the pantheon); Old Europe’s identification in space, 
time, and form – three to four millennia from the 

Early Neolithic to the Chalcolithic with its pantheon 
of gods and goddesses leading to archaeo-mythology, 
a partnership of art and archaeology, and spiritual 
feminism. Her recognition on the 2021 UNESCO 
Centennial list could not be more appropriate.
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