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 biographical memoirs

MACHTELD JOHANNA MELLINK died in Haverford, 
Pennsylvania, on 24 February 2006 at the age of eighty-
eight. Her ashes were scattered in the plain of Elmalı, which 

lies at the heart of ancient Lycia in Turkey. The historical landscape of 
Lycia was her adopted home; she loved the Lycian spirit that defi ed 
any control, according to classical sources. Old World archaeology lost 
one of its sharpest minds with her passing. Though she was an expert 
in Classics, classical archaeology, Aegean prehistory, and Near Eastern 
studies, her primary contribution to the fi eld has been to defi ne Anato-
lian studies. She coined an Anatolian perspective, a vantage point from 
which neighboring areas could be viewed. She was, however, equally at 
home in Greece, Cyprus, or Syria, as attested by her reputation beyond 
any political or academic borders. Throughout her career she succeeded 
in her characteristic matter-of-fact manner to combine fi rst-rate, metic-
ulous scholarship with diligent, inspiring, and generous teaching, while 
at the same time taking on demanding administrative responsibilities. 
She stands out as one of the few who excelled in combining active fi eld-
work with a steady output of publications. She also stands out because 
of her commitment to the ethics of the fi eld, a domain where she set in-
ternational standards. A woman of great ability, personal integrity, and 
an unfailing sense of humor, Machteld Johanna Mellink will continue 
to inspire generations to come.

Born in Amsterdam on 26 October 1917 as the second of three 
children, Mellink began her studies at the University of Amsterdam, re-
ceiving a B.A. degree in 1938 and an M.A. in 1941. As an expression of 
her opposition to collaborators among the academic ranks of the Uni-
versity of Amsterdam, she transferred to the University of Utrecht, re-
ceiving her doctorate in 1943, at the age of twenty-six. In her disserta-
tion on the origin and manifestations of the Greek myth of Hyakinthos, 
she navigated between Greek mythology, Mesopotamian legend, and 
Minoan cult, already defi ning the wide angle and area of her later re-
search and interest. During the war years Mellink joined the Dutch Re-
sistance to actively fi ght the injustice of the Nazi regime in her country. 
She got involved in forging documents to save lives, risking her own. 
This selfl ess courage remained her defi ning trait throughout. Perhaps it 
was the Resistance years that shaped her as one who never talked about 
herself or any of her accomplishments, let alone brave deeds. She re-
mained a Dutch citizen all her life, traveling with a Dutch passport in 
spite of her intellectual and actual habitat in the United States.

After the war, in 1946, Mellink came for the fi rst time to the United 
States as a Merion Reilly Fellow of the International Federation of Uni-
versity Women and stayed for a year at Bryn Mawr College as resident 
scholar in classical archaeology. She spent the summer of 1947 at the 
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University of Chicago with a Ryerson grant. Encouraged by Dutch Jew-
ish émigré Henri Frankfort at Chicago, worldwide leading authority on 
Near Eastern archaeology and history, she joined in fall 1947 the Amer-
ican excavations in the Mediterranean plain of Cilicia at the mound of 
Gözlükule in Tarsus, Turkey, directed by Hetty Goldman under the aus-
pices of Bryn Mawr College. While in Tarsus, she received the invita-
tion to join the faculty of Bryn Mawr College, where she was to be-
come one of the most important, and soon legendary, presences. Well 
aware of the history of archaeology as an academic fi eld in this institu-
tion, Mellink maintained this tradition and developed it further as chair 
of the archaeology department, a position she retained for twenty-eight 
years, re-elected from 1955 to 1983. In 1972 Mellink received the Les-
lie Clark Chair of Humanities at Bryn Mawr.

One of her many legacies was the explicit juxtaposition of the Near 
East to the classical realm expressed in the new offi cial designation “De-
partment of Classical and Near Eastern Archaeology.” The new label re-
fl ected her long-standing intellectual position that Greco-Roman culture 
should be perceived and investigated within the orbit of the Near East 
and with a historical perspective of long-term developments. Promoting 
the contextualization of the at times Eurocentric classical domain and 
underlining historical continuities and connections across various fi elds, 
she was in some ways ahead of her time. Mellink regularly sent her stu-
dents to dig in Greece and Turkey and took them along to her own exca-
vations in Lycia, which she conducted as a graduate fi eld seminar. There, 
she was notorious for instructing exhausted students, who had dug pre-
historic remains with her since the crack of dawn, in reading Homer 
late into the evening. Her disciplined but patient teaching and advising 
for half a century, i.e., well beyond her retirement, has produced genera-
tions of scholars who are now in leading positions in the fi eld, literally 
around the globe. Mentor and friend to many of them, she followed 
their careers with interest. Bryn Mawr College gave her the Lindback 
Foundation Award for Distinguished Teaching in 1975. Colleagues and 
students honored her with a festschrift, Ancient Anatolia, in 1986.

As a young scholar Mellink had her fi rst introduction to fi eldwork 
in the eastern Mediterranean in Cilicia—Tarsus-Gözlükule—an experi-
ence that was to have lasting consequences. She arrived in the fall of 
1947 by boat via Beirut to join Theresa Goell and others at the site. 
The duties of the new Dutch member of the team included the study 
and analysis of the Early Bronze Age pottery in storage, dug before the 
war, as well as participation in the fi nal phase of excavation: the sound-
ing that went through the Chalcolithic, into the Neolithic beginnings of 
the mound. The resulting careful analysis of the EBA pottery, compiled 
in typed notes, provided Goldman with the basic evidence for the fi nal 
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publication of volume 2 of Excavations at Gözlü Kule, Tarsus, and Mel-
link with a lifelong interest in developments of the Early Bronze Age, 
which she would eventually pursue on her own. Mellink was further 
asked to contribute the chapter on Neolithic and Chalcolithic pottery 
for the same volume, which was published in 1956.

In the 1965 edition of Robert Ehrich’s Chronologies in Old World 
Archaeology, Mellink succeeded Goldman in contributing the Anato-
lian chapter. Her reconstruction of Anatolian chronology, which she 
spun around a Cilician core, has since provided students and specialists 
of early eastern Mediterranean history with a systematic arrangement 
of evidence against which new data and observations continue to be 
measured. Following in the footsteps of Goldman, she published in the 
course of the next three decades several articles on Tarsian stratigraphy 
and connections in which she devised strings of chronological synchro-
nisms between East and West that hinged on Cilician stratifi ed fi nds, 
with which she was intimately familiar.

The second academic institution that provided Mellink with an in-
tellectual home was the University of Pennsylvania. Because Penn is 
close to Bryn Mawr, she was able to visit regularly and to cooperate 
with many faculty members. In 1950, a year after the launch of a grad-
uate program in classical archaeology at Penn, the University Museum 
was granted a permit to excavate the mound identifi ed with Gordion 
and the surrounding tumuli under the direction of Rodney S. Young. 
Mellink joined the team early on and maintained her ties to Gordion 
through the 1990s, both in her own publication and as mentor to the 
next generation of scholars. The University of Pennsylvania honored 
her twice. She was given an honorary degree (LL.D.) on the occasion of 
the University Museum Centennial Celebration in 1987. In 1994 she 
received the Lucy Wharton Drexel Medal for Archaeological Achieve-
ment from the University of Pennsylvania.

The excavation of Gordion, the capital city of the Phrygians, ex-
posed her to material remains of a hitherto little known culture: together 
with Jeanny Vorys Canby, she dug an extramural cemetery with mostly 
early second-millennium pithos burials and published the results as a 
monograph in 1956. She developed a keen interest in the Phrygians, as 
a historical people of the Anatolian Iron Age world, in the same league 
as Assyrians, Urartians, and early Greeks. She became particularly in-
volved in the reconstruction and study of the Phrygian pseudo-funerary 
wall painting discovered in a building on Yassıhöyük in the mid-1950s. 
The Gordion material in a way anticipated the main features of her fu-
ture work: Bronze Age burial pithoi and archaic funerary wall painting 
were to become the hallmark of her own work in Lycia a decade later. 
Throughout her career Mellink contributed to piecing together Phry-
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gian archaeology and history, and to defi ning Phrygian art and architec-
ture with a number of articles. Intrigued by Phrygian alphabetic writing, 
she followed the deciphering of their indigenous language with every 
new inscription and drew attention to linguistic signals of Phrygian in-
dependent adoption of the alphabet. In 1990 her student, friend, and 
colleague the late Sevim Buluç, then at the Middle Eastern Technical Uni-
versity in Ankara, Turkey, organized a Phrygian Symposium in honor 
of M. J. Mellink, Ekrem Akurgal, and Kurt Bittel, the three leading se-
nior scholars in the fi eld, in conjunction with a memorable trip to the 
Phrygian Highlands. Eskişehir University participated as the host insti-
tution and awarded Mellink an honorary doctorate.

In the sixties Mellink embarked on her own fi eld project in the 
plain of Elmalı in Lycia, which was then, in terms of prehistory, terra 
incognita. In contrast to many others who would have begun work at 
the largest site in the plain, she picked the shallow mound of a small 
village for her investigations. This choice allowed her to gain insights 
into the entire extent of the site. She was also fortunate to locate the 
various cemeteries of the village, which had been in use over centuries. 
Excavations at the mound of Karataş in the Elmalı plain started in 1963 
and continued through 1975. The uncovered remains belonged to a 
fortifi ed mansion around which had developed an Early Bronze Age 
settlement. The main contribution was the revealing of an early se-
quence of West Anatolian village houses, all representing the so-called 
“megaron” plan. This plan of a rectangular and freestanding house 
with an entrance porch is regarded as the precursor of later Greek tem-
ples. Thus, the uncovered typology shed new light on problems of Ae-
gean architectural development. The cemeteries of the excavated vil-
lage, which contained hundreds of jar burials, added a new chapter to 
Western Anatolian burial customs and the beginnings of social stratifi -
cation. Among the incised pictographs on some of the burial jars, which 
pre-date any known early writing in Turkey or Greece, she identifi ed 
one sign as a regional type of wooden grain storage structure related in 
appearance to a similar sign impressed on the famous Phaistos Disk 
from Crete. With Homer as her favored reading companion, Mellink’s 
mind and heart were at home in Lycia. Linking her insights into second-
millennium Lukka, based on Hittite records, to Lycian inscriptions and 
Homeric references concerning Lycians and their role as the leading al-
lies of the Trojans, she continued her investigations of Bronze Age Lycia 
beyond her own fi eldwork.

In addition to these planned investigations, in 1969 reports of recent 
looting of tombs in the vicinity with serious damage forced Mellink to 
act swiftly and decisively. Within weeks she began the rescue excavation 
of two painted tomb chambers in tumuli, Kızılbel and Karaburun, near 
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Elmalı. Until her last year in the fi eld she oversaw the restoration and 
conservation work led by Italian experts and continued by Turkish col-
leagues, including the construction of a protective structure to preserve 
the paintings and prolong their life expectancy. Mellink positioned the 
archaic painted tomb chamber of Kızılbel in the context of ancient mu-
ral painting, declaring that the West Anatolian cultural and artistic tra-
dition and stylistic idiom had had their effect on the birth of East Greek 
art. Her work on the tumuli helped substantially to reveal, as she 
phrased it, the complexity of the ethnic and cultural traditions mingling 
in sites from Ephesus to Sardis, Gordion, and North Lycia.

Along with conducting rescue excavations, she also actively coun-
teracted looting in the fi eld, and was also an early advocate for inter-
national controls over the traffi c in illegally obtained antiquities. She 
was in the forefront of the archaeologists in the United States who ob-
jected to the purchase and display of unprovenanced artifacts by muse-
ums and was instrumental during the recovery of pillaged Lydian burial 
treasures from the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.

Mellink herself never dug at Troy, but she may as well have. Her 
training in Homeric studies and interest in understanding Aegean and 
West Anatolian Bronze Age developments brought her to the Troad reg-
ularly. The fi rst volume of the Blegen-era fi nal publication, which docu-
mented the American excavations at the mound, came out a few years 
after Mellink had entered Anatolia as a fi eld, just in time to provide her 
with detailed new information about the site, feeding her curiosity for 
the next few decades. She contributed to the Trojan discussion with re-
view articles on all fi nal publication volumes for the American Journal 
of Archaeology. At the 1981 annual meeting of the American Institute 
of Archaeology, Mellink and German émigré Hittitologist H. G. Güter-
bock from the University of Chicago presented papers in tandem, dis-
cussing, on archaeological and philological grounds respectively, the 
state of the “Ahhiyawa�Achaians” question, which centers around the 
assumption that the Hittite designation of Ahhiyawa refers to Homeric 
Achaians. These papers presented a base of departure for a whole series 
of new archaeological investigations in West Anatolia that were con-
ceived and carried out in the course of the 1980s and 1990s. Three 
years later, on the occasion of Bryn Mawr College’s centennial celebra-
tions, Mellink organized a symposium on Troy and the Trojan War, in-
viting former members of the Blegen team as well as Manfred Korf-
mann, the future director of the third installment of excavations, which 
began three years later. As one of the masterminds in the preparation 
and realization of the latest international Trojan fi eld expedition, Mel-
link remained a loyal partner of the project, with her visits at the end of 
each season eagerly awaited.
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Hittite studies were of paramount interest to Mellink throughout 
her career. Regular annual visits to Hattusha/Boğazköy brought her up 
to date about new evidence. She initiated and was instrumental in hav-
ing Bryn Mawr College invite the German scholar Kurt Bittel, longtime 
director of excavations, eminent Anatolian scholar, and acclaimed dean 
of Hittite studies, to the college as the Mary Flexner Lecturer. Bittel de-
livered six lectures about Hattusha, which were then published in En-
glish by Oxford University Press. The book remains a classic for intro-
ducing students to the Hittite capital even in the face of more than two 
generations of excavation after its publication. Because she was a keen 
follower and advocate of David J. Hawkins’s progress in deciphering 
and reading Hieroglyphic Luwian inscriptions, it was one of her great-
est joys to join him on location for discussions. Mellink’s undergradu-
ate and graduate teaching included Hittite archaeology on a regular 
basis. Thus she introduced countless American and international stu-
dents to Central Anatolian traditions and archives, and debated their 
ramifi cations.

On the other hand, Mellink was not exclusively involved in Anato-
lian affairs. Her background in Classics and classical archaeology pro-
vided her with a fi rm base on which to found her in-depth knowledge 
of Aegean studies. Minoan archaeology remained one of her favored 
teaching topics. She followed with great interest developments in Cy-
priote archaeology and contributed occasionally to debates in the form 
of articles or reviews of Cypriote publications. Together with Jan Filip, 
Mellink was entrusted with the preparation of the Propyläen Kunstge-
schichte volume on prehistoric art, Frühe Stufen der Kunst, which ap-
peared in the mid-1970s. Her chapter on the beginnings of art in the 
eastern Mediterranean and Near Eastern region is witness to her wide 
horizon at the time, especially in the fi eld of early Aegean art. Another 
fi eld—then in the making—that commanded her enthusiasm was Hur-
rian studies. Particularly interested in this archaeologically until quite 
recently somewhat elusive culture through her “upbringing” in Cilicia, 
where Hurrians constitute a large part of the Bronze Age population, 
she contemplated their infl uence on Hittite culture. Her article on Hur-
rian art in the Reallexikon der Assyriologie remained for a long time 
the main starting point for investigations into this subject.

Mellink wrote her fi rst review article for the American Journal of 
Archaeology (AJA) half a century ago, in 1950. Reviews remained one 
of her favored forms of written communication. Her reviews, often of 
the caliber of an article, would not only introduce a publication, but 
discuss it in all relevant aspects, initiating debate. Her choice of books 
to be reviewed refl ected what she considered noteworthy, so that in read-
ing her reviews one was exposed to a wide fi eld from Aghios Kosmas in 
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Attica to Mari in southeastern Syria, and to the most important publi-
cations in between. The journal further became a forum for her to pres-
ent internationally the archaeological heritage of Anatolia and current 
research about it, through her widely acclaimed annual contribution 
called Archaeology in Turkey. Before, archaeological work in this re-
gion was covered in the AJA within the so-called “Archaeological Di-
gest,” in which principal periodicals of the fi eld were reviewed on a reg-
ular basis. Mellink introduced her own format fi rst, in 1955, and con-
tinued her reports for thirty-fi ve years. Her introductory preface to the 
recent state of excavations and to recent publications distilled for the 
reader the importance of new discoveries and new directions in re-
search. Mellink was elected president of the American Institute of Ar-
chaeology to serve between 1980 and 1984. The AIA awarded Mellink 
the Gold Medal for Distinguished Archaeological Achievement in 1991. 
She was the twenty-sixth American scholar to be honored in that way. 
In 2001 the American Institute of Archaeology established in her honor 
the Machteld J. Mellink Lecture in Near Eastern Archaeology.

Machteld J. Mellink was a regular visitor to several Turkish univer-
sities, especially attached to the academic environments of both Ankara 
and İstanbul Universities. She cultivated long-standing friendships with 
colleagues at both institutions. Furthermore, she was from the begin-
ning perhaps the most loyal attendant of the Turkish Ministry of Cul-
ture’s Annual Excavation Reports Symposium. She is best remembered 
for consistently sitting close to the projecting screen, all week long, 
through all presented periods, and taking notes in the dark for her an-
nual review article in the AJA, with the aid of a small torch. With this 
annual article she created a school, a tradition that for many genera-
tions guided students of Anatolian studies worldwide. Through her dil-
igent reporting, prefaced by the enlightening introductions that all in 
the fi eld cherished, she transposed, literally transported, the symposium 
to a worldwide platform. The Ministry of Culture of Turkey acknowl-
edged her as Senior American Excavator in Turkey in 1984, and then as 
Senior Foreign Archaeologist in Turkey in 1985.

Mellink had served as the president of the AIA (1988–91) and was 
a trustee of the American Society of Oriental Research. She had been a 
prominent member of the international community of scholars: she 
was a member of the American Philosophical Society, a fellow of the 
American Academy of Arts and Sciences, a research associate of the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania Museum, and a corresponding member of the 
Turkish Institute of History, the Royal Dutch Academy of Sciences, 
the German Archaeological Institute, and the Austrian Archaeological 
Institute. Those affi liations, however, are not what distinguish her from 
other successful colleagues in the fi eld.
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Miss Mellink’s erudition was beyond imagination to all who wit-
nessed her. As a publishing scholar, she was a master of the written word. 
Her writing remains famed for its brilliant clarity and brevity without 
embellishment or jargon, a result of true insight and organized think-
ing. As an archaeologist, she was a master in establishing historical and 
prehistoric connections. She excelled in presenting all stratigraphic and 
ceramic matters in such a way that the people whose traces we study 
regained face and mind. As a teacher, she was patient, disciplined, and 
considerate. She provided students, young and old, with care and ad-
vice when needed. We, her students, knew her warmth and the personal 
attention she gave to every one of us, at all times. She made one feel 
special, like an accomplice. As a person, she was endowed with a strong 
character, independent thinking, and the highest intellectual faculties. 
She had a strong dislike of greed and personal benefi t, and opposed in-
justice, consistently, throughout her life. She was in a class of her own, 
with very few to join her league. Besides, she had humor, and enjoyed a 
good dose of mischief, as the many stories and anecdotes cherished by 
her friends and colleagues will testify.

Machteld J. Mellink balanced the multiple threads that made up 
her scholarly life so naturally, in such harmony and seemingly with 
such ease, that one may be tempted to do it all, as well. Alas, merely to 
retrace her steps would take a number of good people working together. 
To continue her legacy will require scores of well-equipped specialists, 
whom she fortunately raised in large quantities. Her presence will be 
dearly missed.

Elected 1974; Committees: Meetings 1994–96; Membership IV 1993–96

Asli Özyar
Associate Professor of Ancient History 

and Archaeology
Boğaziçi University 

İstanbul

This memoir is adapted and abridged from the original version, which appeared co-signed 
with İlknur Özgen, associate professor of archaeology at Bilkent University, Ankara, Turkey, 
in the Turkish Academy of Sciences Journal of Archaeology 9 (2006).



Please note that on pp. 414 and 416, 
"American Institute of Archaeology" 

is incorrect. The correct name is 
“Archaeological Institute of America”. 




