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Ihsan Ketin, professor emeritus of geology in the Faculty of Mines of the Istanbul Techni-
cal University, died at his home in Istanbul on December 16, 1995. His death meant that Turkey
lost one of her great leaders in the natural sciences, the Turkish earth scientists their dean, and
the world geological community one of its great figures. Ketin’s international reputation was
based largely on his remarkable discovery in 1948 of the true nature of the North Anatolian
fault, one of the world’s largest active strike-slip faults, and with it the westward movement of
an Anatolian “block™ as he called it, and his prediction that another fault would be found to the
south of the moving block. This prediction, originally ignored, was fulfilled 23 years later by the
May 22, 1971, Bingol earthquake, which revealed the activity of what was to be called the East
Anatolian Fault. Of the four geologists who mapped out the East Anatolian Fault originally, two
were Ketin’s students.

Thsan Ketin was born in that eventful year of 1914, sometime in the spring, “when the cher-
ries blossomed,” according to his mother, for it was not then the custom among the common
people in the Ottoman Muslim population to record the birth dates of children. Ketin later
adopted, when he was a student in Germany, April 10 as his birthday “to be able to fill out the
official forms.” His birthplace, Kayseri (the classical Mazaca in Cappadocia, later Kaisareia), is
a central Anatolian city at the foot of the holy volcano of Ericiyes (Argaios) that inspired the lit-
tle boy with a lasting love of nature during his summer sojourns in the vineyards at its foot. By
an interesting turn of fortune, Ketin’s last paper, published a few weeks before his death, is
about the geology of Erciyes.

Ketin’s outstanding abilities soon won him a state scholarship and carried him through high
school. Then he was selected by his school administration to go to Istanbul to take a state exami-
nation for being sent to Germany for university education and training as a high school teacher
in the natural sciences. All of this was a part of Mustafa Kemal Atatlirk’s comprehensive plan of
modernizing Turkey, and all his life Ketin remained grateful to this extraordinary man, whose
powers of inspiration had fired up the enthusiasm of an entire generation to revitalize their coun-
try along the lines dictated by modern science. Ketin became an outstanding figure of that gen-
eration, which transformed Turkey from the ruins of a medieval empire to a modern republic.
He passed on the enthusiasm he had inherited from Atatiirk to his students and associates.

Ketin was originally sent to Berlin, but the troubled capital of the Weimar Republic dis-
turbed the quiet youth from the Anatolian Plateau; neither could he bring himself to enjoy the
impressive but dogmatic lectures of Hans Stille. He soon moved to Bonn and came under the
tutelage of another giant of German geology, Hans Cloos, who, unlike Stille, made a very deep
positive impression on Ketin. Cloos was not only a great geologist but also an accomplished
artist and a great humanist. In the frightening atmosphere of the growing Nazi power in Ger-
many, the foreign students found a pleasant refuge in Cloos’s department, many even in his
home. Ketin became very closely attached to Cloos and completed not only his undergraduate
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studies, but also his Ph.D. under Cloos in 1938, overshooting the original purpose with which he
had come to Germany. Cloos taught Ketin to mistrust any authority, however high and
respectable. He instilled in him the thought that truth resided in nature and that it was to be
sought nowhere else.

Ketin returned to Turkey in the same year and was appointed assistant professor of geology
in the Geological Institute of the University of Istanbul. Through a fateful coincidence, the long-
dormant North Anatolian fault awoke to activity, first gently with the Tercan quake of
November 21, 1939, but then violently with the great Erzincan catastrophe of December 28 and
29, 1939, which claimed the lives of some 45,000 people. Ketin rushed to the field with many
other geologists, Turkish and foreign, to map the surface breaks and the fearful damage. The
cycle of activity thus inaugurated produced a series of earthquakes, the epicenters of which
migrated westward along the fault, and Ketin went and mapped the surface breaks of most of
them. These earthquakes had long been ascribed by both Turkish and foreign geologists to the
“Paphlagonian Scar” of Ernst Nowack, a zone of alleged intense compression resulting from the
Alpine orogeny, as predicted by Kober’s model of the Alpide orogen in the Mediterranean area.
Ketin, however, thought differently. He had notice the consistent right-lateral offsets during all
the earthquakes. In a stroke of genius, he declared that all the earthquakes had been the products
of a large, 1000-km-long strike-slip fault, along which an internally rigid Anatolian block was
“drifting westwards” and that a complementary left-lateral fault to the south was needed to
accommodate the westward drift of the Anatolian block. Ketin’s revolutionary paper published
in 1948 made little impact at the time, for the concepts he had crammed into six pages of text
with a single figure were too far ahead of their time. However, unlike most geologists who were
trained in the geologically dead mountain ranges of western Europe, by 1948 Ketin had under-
stood that the geological processes that had been responsible for building Turkey were still
active. He realized that his studies of earthquake deformation associated with the North Anato-
lian fault and later on the large normal fault systems in western Turkey could be used as a guide
to understanding the geology and geomorphology of the region. His recognition that seismology
is part of tectonic geology, and his geological good fortune to live in a region that is undergoing
more rapid deformation than any other part of Earth’s continents, caused his work to have a
major and unique impact on the development of our understanding of continental deformation.
The type of movement that he discovered for the first time in northern Anatolia is now known to
be a common, though unexpected, feature of continental collisions: many similar active struc-
tures have since been discovered in the Alpine-Himalayan region. The large normal faults in
western Turkey are produced by continental extension, and their role in the development of sedi-
mentary basins first became clear from the field studies of seismic deformation carried out by
Ketin. The same process is now known to occur in the evolution of most sedimentary basins,
and has produced many of the large structures that contain oil. Forty years after Ketin published
his paper on the North Anatolian fault, its importance was acknowledged when he was awarded
the coveted Gustav-Steinmann-Medaille, the highest distinction the Geologische Vereinigung
gives, in the journal in which Ketin’s paper had been published.

Ketin spent the 1950-1951 academic year at Johns Hopkins University with Ernst Cloos,
and on his return he resigned his position at the University of Istanbul and accepted the Chair of
General Geology at the newly founded Faculty of Mines of the Istanbul Technical University
(T0), one of the oldest engineering schools in the world, and certainly the most prestigious
institution of higher education in Turkey. In the ITU, Ketin initially concentrated on paleotec-
tonic problems, mainly because of Sir Edward Bailey and James McCallien’s classic paper on
the Ankara Melange and the Anatolian Thrust. He showed that Bailey and McCallien’s interpre-
tation of Turkish geology was wrong in that the Kirgehir Massif did not overlie, but underlay the
melange, which negated the whole concept of their “Anatolian Thrust.” But this recognition pro-



MEMORIAL TO IHSAN KETIN 33

duced another one as a byproduct. Ketin noticed that the central crystalline axis of Anatolia was
not an ancient Zwischengebirge (median massif or betwixt mountains) as originally proposed by
Kober, but a young, Tertiary metamorphic belt.

Ketin presented his results, upon invitation, to the Geotectonic Symposium in 1956 in
honor of Hans Stille in Hannover, but the aged German master did not like those of Ketin’s ideas
that made nonsense of many of his own interpretations. Ketin’s paper thus was not included in
the proceedings and appeared later in an Austrian journal. Ketin was not deterred, however. He
reviewed all the available evidence in Turkey in an attempt to outline the orogenic structure of
the country, studies which resulted in four papers and in Ketin’s contribution to the International
Tectonic Map of Europe in 1960. In these he portrayed Turkey as a dominantly asymmetric oro-
gen that had grown from north to south, much in the original sense of Eduard Suess. Ketin’s last
paper from these studies was published in 1966 and formed the basis of many of the later plate-
tectonic models of the paleotectonic evolution of the country.

In the 1960s and 1970s Ketin spent his time working on both neo- and paleotectonic prob-
lems. In 1969 he published his last important synthesis on the North Anatolian fault. In 1977 he
mapped a small region east of Lake Van and wandered over a large piece of terrain there. From
this activity resulted his view that this region was largely underlain by Mesozoic melange. This
opinion later led to the interpretation that much of eastern Turkey is underlain by large Meso-
zoic—earliest Cenozoic subduction-accretion complexes. After his return from Germany, Ketin
was one of the most active field mappers in Turkey. He may well have covered more ground as a
mapper than any other Turkish geologist, mostly under the auspices of the Mineral Research and
Exploration Institute of Turkey (the M.T.A.; i.e., the Turkish Geological Survey), and of the
Turkish Petroleum Company.

Ketin retired from active teaching in 1983. The members of his department and the univer-
sity asked him to stay on as emeritus; he did so to the great benefit of the department. He had
always been a very conscientious teacher, and he wrote the largest number of textbooks on geol-
ogy in Turkey. Like the great Russian orientalist V. V. Barthold, Ketin never gave his students
unpublished notes. For all of his lectures he always endeavored to produce properly published
textbooks, which were then used throughout Turkey. Some went through many editions. Wher-
ever he felt his expertise failed, he obtained the best help he could get to produce a proper text
or encouraged his colleagues to write and publish one.

Ketin was also an outstanding science administrator. He not only pursued research himself
but also made sure that good scientists were gathered into his department to do research. His
secret was that he hardly ever administered anything, but let the department run itself, unless
something went wrong. Then, he would still not directly interfere, at least not immediately, but
would ask his subordinates what they thought ought to be done. In most cases somebody would
make a sensible suggestion, the group would adopt it, and Ketin would simply follow it. How-
ever, it was always clear to the members of his group that Ketin himself knew most of the time
exactly what needed doing, but would pronounce it only if no other idea was forthcoming or
would do the job. This gave his subordinates, and especially the young members of his group, a
tremendous sense of self-confidence and a feeling of independence, which was greatly enhanced
by Ketin’s ability to accept his mistakes and their correction, and to express genuine joy when
his own work was superseded by that of a younger colleague or a student. All of these, plus his
own undisputed position as the most outstanding Turkish earth scientist, have made his depart-
ment a most coveted place to work. When Ketin retired in 1983, the nature of his previous
administration enabled his department to make the transition smoothly, and when asked to
accept an emeritus position he gracefully placed himself among his former pupils.

Ketin was happily married to geography teacher Bedia Ketin (née Alpiin) from 1942. Their
union produced three sons, two of whom, preceded their father in death, in 1945 and in 1969.
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These great losses were borne by Ketin with great fortitude; he divided his love among his wife,
his remaining son, and his colleagues and students. He fulfilled his duties toward all of them,
with a rare completeness. He won admiration as a geologist and respect and affection as a
human being from his colleagues both in his own country and abroad. He won, as the first earth
scientist, the prestigious Science Award of the Scientific and Technical Research Council of
Turkey (TUBITAK) in 1981 and in the same year he became the first laureate of the Hamit
Nafiz Pamir Award of the Geological Society of Turkey. In 1984 he was elected a foreign mem-
ber of the Geological Society of London. In 1988 he won the Gustav-Steinmann Medal of the
Geologische Vereinigung and was elected an Honorary Fellow of the Geological Society of
America. In 1993, the newly founded Turkish Academy of Sciences, in one of its earliest ses-
sions, elected Ketin among the first five honorary members.

A day before his death he told his successor, Professor Naci Goriir, that he felt that his
death was probably not far away and that he was going to go to his grave with a great feeling of
satisfaction because he believed that he was leaving behind a well-functioning and vigorous
department that was making serious contributions to international science. He valued that above
all else in his life as a geologist and as a professor. He had been sent to the West as a young man
by Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk to become a teacher to train coming generations to exalt the republic
he had founded, and his education had been paid for by the people of Turkey. Ketin felt that he
finally had been able to pay that debt back to his people and that he was going to his grave with
a clear conscience. The myriad letters and telegrams sent to his department after his death and
the numbers present at his funeral at the Istanbul Technical University bore testimony that few
have succeeded so thoroughly as Ketin in serving both his country and mankind at once.
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