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C.-E. Ursu

Precucuteni — a culture or
a chronological horizon?

Keywords: Precucuteni, Cucuteni A, chronological horizon

KntoueBble cnoBa: MpekyKyTeHb, KyKyTeHb A, XpOHOMOMMYECKUi FOPU3OHT

C.-E. Ursu
Precucuteni — a culture or a chronological horizon?

Basing on a compact analysis of the Precucuteni dwellings’ construction, evolution of ceramics, anthropomorphic
representations and funerary rites, the author finds inappropriate the term of ,Precucuteni culture”, spread in Romanian
archaeology, pointing rather to a linear evolution between Precucuteni and Cucuteni A stages. Thus, Precucuteni is rather
a distinctive chronological horizon within Precucuteni-Ariusd-Cucuteni/Trypolie Cultural Complex, with three evolutionary
phases. Consequently, this article brings arguments in favour of using the term ,Precucuteni chronological horizon” as part
of Precucuteni-Ariusd-Cucuteni/Trypolie Cultural Complex, which corresponds, generally, to phase Trypolie A (according to
Passek’s periodization).

K.-3. ¥pcy
MNpeKkyKyTeHb — KyNbTypa UIN XPOHONOrUYECKUI FOPU3OHT?

OcHoBbIBasAChb Ha KpaTKoM 0630pe Crnoco60B MOCTPOMKM MULL, SBOSIOLIMN KEPAMUYECKOTO KOMI/IEKCA, aHTporomMopd-
HbIX M306parkeHuil 1 norpebanbHOro 0bpaAaa, aBTOp HAXOAUT HEYMECTHBIM AasibHelLLIee UCTob30BaHWe pacrnpoCcTpaHEHHOMo
B PYMBIHCKOI apXeosiorumn NoHATUA «Ky/bTypa MpeKryKyTeHb». CKopee, peyb MAET O MPOLecce IMHEMHOMO pa3BUTUA OT dTana
lMpeKyKyTeHb K 3Tany KykyTeHb A. CnefoBatenbHo, MpeKyKyTeHb crefdyeT paccMaTpyBaTh B Ka4ecTBe OTAebHOMO ropu3oHTa
C TpemA dasamu pasBUTHA B PaMKax KylbTypHOrO Komriiekca lNpeKryKryTeHb-Apuylua-KyryTeHs/Tpunonbe. B ctatbe npesa-
CTaBneHbl apryMeHTbl B MOJb3Y UCMOSb30BaHWA MOHATUA «XPOHOMOMMHECKUI FOPU3OHT MNpeKyKyTeHb», Kak YacTb KyNbTYPHOTO
Komnnekca lMpeKyKryTeHb-Apuylua-KyryTeHb/Tpunonbe, B LiesIoM COOTBETCTBYIoLero ¢ase Tpunonbe A (Mo neproansaumm

Maccek).

In 1899, following the discovery of the archae-
ological site with the same name in 1893 (Monah
et al. 1997: 23), historian Vikentii V. Hvoiko pub-
lished a report titled ,,Kamennyj vek Srednego
Podneprov’ja” (Oocnimpkenns 2006, I: 41—72),
detailing his discoveries, which, he claimed, re-
vealed a “Neolithic culture”. The Ukrainian re-
searcher compared every known Trypillian dis-
covery in Ukraine and then categorized them
as a new, separate subject within the recog-
nized field of archaeology (ITaccek 1949: 7). At
the same time, the Ukrainian researcher claimed
that the clay floors could not have been part of
Neolithic dwellings, because “it is not about the
material side of life, but rather about its spiritu-
al one”, theory which led him to believe that the
floors themselves were to be looked at as plac-
es “with a sacred destination — even sanctu-
aries”, associated with funerary rites (ITaccek
1949: 8). Attempting to establish a chronology

for Trypillian sites, Hvoiko separated the floored
“monuments” into two Neolithic cultures: “cul-
ture A” and “culture B”, the later being the el-
dest, due to the more primitive characteristics of
its ceramics (actually, “culture A” coincides with
phase Cucuteni A, and “culture B” with phase
Cucuteni B) (ITaccek 1949: 8; Marinescu-Bilcu
1974: 11; Oocnimkenns 2006, I: 68—70). Later
on, in 1913, Hvoiko adds another phase, which
includes the incised and string decorated ceramics
discovered in huts (known today as type “C” ce-
ramics). Thus, he classified the Neolithic culture
into three stages: the oldest one (the hut culture),
“culture B” and “culture A” (ITaccek 1949: 22;
Marinescu-Bilc, 1974: 11; Oocnimxenns 2006, I:
147—153).

In 1906, Ernst von Stern talked about how,
“based on purely stylistic criteria, the ceramics
decorated with deep incisions, with comb impres-
sions and by using an ornamental circle, found on

© C.-E. Ursu, 2016.



Trypillian sites in the area between the Dniester
and Dnieper rivers, must be regarded as dating
before the polychromatic ceramics discovered in
the same area (Dumitrescu 1963: 53 and note 1;
Marinescu-Bilcu 1974: 12 and note 10). In 1927,
while analysing the decorated ceramics in Eastern
Europe, Vladimir Dumitrescu mentions, in his
chronological table, a Trypolie A phase — char-
acterised by a deeply incised decoration, prior
to Cucuteni A phase (Dumitrescu 1927: 307). In
his review on Vladimir Dumitrescu’s paper, Ion
Nestor confuted the theory according to which
there would have been another phase, i.e. char-
acterized by incised ceramics, prior to the paint-
ed one, claiming that the categorization is mere-
ly “a methodological error, since, up to this point,
no known all-incised ceramics has been found in
a Trypolie A settlement” (Marinescu-Bilcu 1974:
12 and note 9).

In 1935, Tatiana Passek separated the Trypillian
culture in phases A (old, primitive stage), B, C
and y, stating that since the end of stage B,, two
separate evolutionary trends are distinguished:
B,-B,-C and B -y -y, (Passek 1935:
127—128 and ,,Schéma de classification de la
céramique tripolienne); V. Dumitrescu criticised
severely her paper, saying that she used only bib-
liographic references published up to 1930 (dis-
regarding Hubert Schmidt’s monograph on his
researches at Cucuteni), and that she erroneous-
ly placed numerous ceramic vessels in Trypolie A
stage, etc. (Dumitrescu 1941: 455—456). The
Russian researcher reviews her paper on the
Trypillian civilization in 1949, when she regards
the culture as a whole, and, consequently, es-
tablishes the periodization still used, with some
small changes, to this day; thus, Tatiana Passek
makes the following five-stages classification of
the Trypillian civilization: A, BI, BII, Cl/y, and
CIly, (TTaccek 1949: 30—31); at the same time,
the last phase of Pre-Cucuteni culture is consid-
ered to be the first stage in Trypolie civilisation
(Dumitrescu 1963: 53).

Following the excavations he undertook in
1936 at Izvoare (jud. Neamt), Radu Vulpe pre-
sented his finds in Oslo, mentioning for the first
time the term “Precucuteni level”, i.e. a settle-
ment on top of which a Cucuteni one was built
(Vulpe 1937: 134, note 1; Vulpe 1957: 11); hence-
forth, the term will define this cultural sequence
within the Romanian territory.

Studying the Precucuteni ceramics exca-
vated at Traian-Dealul Fantanilor, Vladimir
Dumitrescu claims that it is “definitely older and
belongs to an earlier phase (than the painted ce-
ramics phase —A.N.), in fact belonging to an en-
tirely different civilization” ((Vulpe 1937: 134,
note 1; Vulpe 1957: 11).

ConsTANTIN-EMIL Ursu

The discoveries at Traian-Dealul Viei from
1951 were a turning point in the study of Pre-
Cucuteni culture; the first Precucuteni phase
(Marinescu-Bilcu 1974: 109—113), original-
ly named by Hortensia Dumitrescu “Zanesti cul-
ture” (Dumitrescu H. 1954: 51; the entire sub-
ject matter is debated by Marinescu-Bilcu 1974:
109—113), would be extensively debated in ev-
ery specialized publication. The above mentioned
researcher reviews the issue of the discoveries
from the first Precucuteni phase in 1957, when
she abandons the term “Zanesti culture”, arguing
that the phase in question is in fact a first phase
of Precucuteni culture (Dumitrescu H. 1957: 63).
Later on, in 1967, Zoltan Székely catalogues the
finds from his survey at Eresteghin as belong-
ing to the first Precucuteni phase (Székely 1967:
75—92).

In 1960, Valentin M. Danilenko claims that
Trypolie A and Boian-Giulesti are, in fact, par-
allel cultural horizons, while Precucuteni and
Trypolie A are different cultures (Burdo 2005:
75). He will detail the subject later, in 1969, in
a paper on Precucuteni-Trypolie A culture, which
he divides into local types, based on local devel-
opment traditions, progressing from west to east
(Burdo 2005: 75).

In 1961, in a paper on the finds form Larga
Jijia, Alexandrina Alexandrescu places the set-
tlement in question in Precucuteni II phase
(Anekcanzapecky 1961, passim).

In an article from 1963, while discussing the
origins and evolution of Cucuteni-Trypillian cul-
ture, Vladimir Dumitrescu argues that “it is more
suitable to talk about a Cucuteni-Trypillian cultur-
al complex when it also includes the Precucuteni
culture and all its phases, and refer to Cucuteni-
Trypillian specifically and exclusively as a cul-
ture, if it involves the earlier phases defined by
painted decorations in ceramics” (Dumitrescu
1963: 53). At the same time, while debating
“Precucuteni culture”, the researcher mentions
that “arguably, we can distinguish three separate
phases”: the first is defined by the archaeologi-
cal finds from Traian-Dealul Viei, the second, by
the discoveries at Izvoare I, and Larga Jijia, and
the third by the finds from level Izvoare I, and
Traian-Dealul Féantdnilor (Dumitrescu 1963: 53).
This division into three main evolutionary phas-
es will be used, with the addition of new informa-
tion for each individual stage, by every researcher
concerned with the periodization of Precucuteni
culture (Marinescu-Bilcu 1974; MapkeBuu
1974, Petrescu-Dimbovita 1978; Uepnbnir 1982;
IToroxesa 1983; Comsa 1987; 36eHoBru 1989;
Petrescu-Dimbovita et al. 1995; Ursulescu 2000;
Burdo 2005; Ursulescu, Boghian, Cotiuga 2005).
In the same study, V. Dumitrescu also adds that
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the “data gathered so far regarding Mid and Late
Neolithic in Moldavia, allow us to argue that, as
we have stated before, there is a direct genetic
and chronological connection between the final
Precucuteni phase and the oldest Cucuteni find.
However, it is precisely the fact that the ceramics
painted before firing is missing from Precucuteni
culture (only the crude red decorations, applied
after firing, are known to date) that is considered
an indisputable proof for asserting the theory that,
while most of the fundamental decorative mo-
tifs and forms which define the Cucuteni culture
are based on Precucuteni ones, the technique of
painting an object before firing, a superior tech-
nique for that matter, and the firing method itself,
i.e. in an oxidizing atmosphere, in kilns designed
to withstand high temperatures (up to 900°C),
were embraced later on, under foreign influence”
(Dumitrescu 1963: 60).

* % %

The argument according to which between
Precucuteni and Cucuteni there is only a linear
evolution, is based on a few arguments, briefly
presented below: the dwellings’ construction sys-
tems, the special ceramic vessels, the anthropo-
morphic representations and funerary rites, all of
them fundamental elements which make the dif-
ference between one stage and the other, and be-
tween one culture or another.

Thus, the dwellings were constructed using
several techniques, which prove a linear evolu-
tion:

Dwellings with foundations and post holes.
A more basic structure of these types of dwellings
was discovered as early as Precucuteni I, at Baia-
In Muchie (L3) (Ypcy, Llepra 2015: 288—292,
fig. 5/2, 6; Ursu, Terna 2015: 49), but they become
more and more complex in Precucuteni II and 111
[Isaiia (Ursulescu et al. 2002: 15; Ursulescu,
Tencariu 2007: 133, fig. 3, 5—6)], Ariusd phase
[Malnas Bai (Laszl6 2007: 104, fig. 2), Pauleni
(Kavruk et al. 2007: 362)] and Cucuteni A
[Hoisesti (Ursulescu et al. 2003: 7; Bodi 2010:
34—306)]; other post holes, which might proof the
existence of this type of dwellings, were discov-
ered at Draguseni, Dobreni, Let, Olteni, Poduri,
Fetesti-La Schit (Lazarovici, Lazarovici 2006:
183 and bibliography’.

Floored dwellings. A floor made from a bed
of branches and leaves, covered with a net of
reed and twigs, for extra support, laid on top with
a layer of clay mixed with straws and chaff, of
about 10—12 cm thick, was discovered at Traian-
Dealul Viei, Precucuteni I (Marinescu-Bilcu
1974: 25). A floor, partially covered with splint
trunks of trees, was discovered at Eresteghin
(Székely 1967: 76, fig. 2), a site from the same

archaeological phase. At Isaiia, phase II, another
dwelling (D3) was found, this time covered with
a thick (about 10—14 cm) clay floor (Lazarovici,
Lazarovici 2006: 556). Incomplete floors, con-
sidered to be sleeping places, similar to those
found at Traian-Dealul Viei, are found in some
of the dwellings at Tarpesti (D3, D8, D14, D16),
phase III (Marinescu-Bilcu 1981: 25). However,
since phase 111, new types of floors are discovered,
namely floors covering the entire surface of the
hut, made from split trunks of trees, 20 to 25 cm
in diameter, the splitting facing downwards, on
top of which a coat of clay [just clay, like at Tg.
Frumos — D8 and 11 (Ursulescu, Cotiuga 1998:
77; Ursulescu et al. 2000: 106—107; Boghian
et al. 2002: 314; Ursulescu, Boghian, Cotiuga
2006: 3—23)], or clay mixed with straw and sand
[Chiperesti (Iconomu, Ciudin 1993: 15—16,
fig. 2), Tarpesti (Marinescu-Bilcu 1981: 25)], or
clay mixed with leaves, pebble and broken snail
shells [Traian-Dealul Fantanilor (Marinescu-
Bilcu 1974: 32)], was laid: the layers are between
10 and 25 cm thick (Lazarovici, Lazarovici 2006:
557). The floors covering the entire surface of the
buildings will evolve in Cucuteni A (Ursulescu,
Tencariu 2007: 131—132 and bibliography’.
Without getting into much detail, it must be men-
tioned that sizes, shapes and heating systems of
many buildings will have a linear evolution since
Precucuteni up to Cucuteni A.

As for the ceramics, a few elements turn out
to be decisive: the clay, the firing, the decorations
and the forms.

Types of paste and firing techniques. The
three main types of clay used in making pottery,
i.e. fine (homogenous), semi-fine (mixed with
grog as a degreaser), and coarse (clay mixed with
grog, sand, pebble, sometimes broken shells), are
all utilized from Precucuteni III up to Cucuteni
A (for comparison: Dumitrescu et al. 1954: 277,
309, 386; Marinescu-Bilcu 1974: 75; Marinescu-
Bilcu 1981: 30, 58—60; Marinescu-Bilcu 1989:
216; Marinescu-Bilcu, Bolomey 2000: 117—119;
Sorochin 2002: 158—159, 162; Ursulescu,
Ignatescu 2003: 52, 58, 80; Petrescu-Dimbovita
et al.,, 1999, p. 266, 313; Petrescu-Dimbovita,
Valeanu 2004: 156, 161; Lazarovici, Lazarovici
2012: 209—210, 214). The firing technique pro-
gresses from an incomplete one, in a reducing at-
mosphere, resulting in shades of black and grey-
ish-black {see the ceramics from phase Ariusd,
at Poduri [late Precucuteni III—Cucuteni A
(Monah et al. 2003: 36—37) and Cucuteni A_]
or from Draguseni}, brownish-grey, brown and
brownish-yellow, to firing in an oxidizing atmo-
sphere, which results in a red colour.

Decorum. The way in which a decoration was
added to a ceramic object, be it incised or paint-



ed, is also progressing, as the incisions are slow-
ly substituted by the paint. In the western part of
the region inhabited by the people of Precucuteni-
Cucuteni/Trypolie Cultural Complex, Cucuteni A
phase still preserved the incised, relief or channel
decorated pottery; however, in the eastern part,
this type of decoration is used until the final phas-
es of the culture. Generally speaking, the symme-
try of the decorum follows a certain pattern, both
in Precucuteni [ever since phase one (Marinescu-
Bilcu 1974: 56)] and in Cucuteni (Dumitrescu
1979: 19). The “band ornamentation” used in the
decorum of painted Cucuteni ceramics is a natural
continuation of the incised decoration utilized in
Precucuteni phases ((Dumitrescu 1979: 20). The
main motifs, i.e. lines, spirals, angles, dots, are
used from Precucuteni to Cucuteni A, even if the
technique differs (be it incision or painting); thus,
incisions combined with dots, channels rendered
around prominences, wide channels, spiralling
lines, running spirals (and their derivatives — tan-
gents to a circle), lines incised in white painting,
short lines interwoven with an incised line, etc.
(Marinescu-Bilcu 1974: 75—76; Marinescu-Bilcu
1989:218—219; Sorochin 2002: 165; Lazarovici,
Lazarovici 2010: 86), they all evolve as decorative
motifs from Precucuteni to Cucuteni A. The mo-
tif called ,,iorror vacui”, one of the dominating
elements in the decorum of Cucuteni ceramics,
also originates in Precucuteni (Marinescu-Bilcu
1974: 86). At the same time, the positive and neg-
ative ornamentation, characterized by a sketched
decorum, will be passed on from Precucuteni to
Cucuteni (Marinescu-Bilcu 1974: 86; Dumitrescu
1968: 35). Therefore, one can notice a gradu-
al transfer of decorating techniques, from apply-
ing two colours (Ariusd, Bontesti, Frumusica,
Izvoare) to three colours (Dumitrescu 1963:
59—60) (more commonly used since Cucuteni
A, phase). The study Gheorghe Lazarovici and
Cornelia-Magda Lazarovici undertook on the ce-
ramics discovered at Poduri-Dealul Ghindaru,
level VII (Precucuteni III—Cucuteni A ), shows
that the decorative motifs turn out to be quite
identical in some case, even if the decorating
technique might differ (i.e. painting or incision)
(Lazarovici, Lazarovici 2010: 72—73, fig. 69).
Phases Cucuteni A, and A, use decorative mo-
tifs from Precucuteni III, but the techniques vary
from a three-coloured painting to a two-coloured
one, sometimes associated with ornamental chan-
nels (particularly in phase Draguseni-Jura); as for
the motifs used for decorating objects made form
coarse clay, such as alveolar belts, prominences,
vertical incisions, etc., they will follow a linear
evolution.

Forms. A brief typological analysis of ce-
ramic forms shows that they had a linear evolu-
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tion from Precucuteni to Cucuteni A (Boghian
2004: 111). Thus, the custom of cup-making in
Precucuteni is transferred to Cucuteni, starting as
early as phase I (bithronconical cups were discov-
ered at Traian-Dealul Viei). Many objects have a
linear evolution from Precucuteni I1I to Cucuteni
A: pear-shaped vessels, stem-less cups, globular
vessels, bithronconical vessels with flared rims,
lids with knobs, semi-spherical and truncated
cone-shaped bowls, stemmed bowls, two-storey
vessels, lids, etc.

As for the unusual vessels, the main ones
to consider are the anthropomorphic ones
and the “hora-type stems, with human silhou-
ettes”. Anthropomorphic vessels are used since
Precucuteni III (one object, found at Rusestii
Noi I (Mapkesuu 1970: fig. 14/1), was both paint-
ed and incised), and they continue to be used,
quite rarely though, up to Cucuteni B (Monah
2012: 175—179). The “hora-type stems, with hu-
man silhouettes” are used since Precucuteni I1I,
up to Cucuteni A (Monah 2012: 184—186),
most of them discovered during the A, (Monah
2012: 186) stage. In fact, other types of anthro-
pomorphic stems have the same linear evolution
since Precucuteni and Cucuteni (Monah 2012:
181—182), as is the case of the human-faced
vessels (Monah 1991: 302—303; Monah 2012:
179).

The anthropomorphic representations, as-
sociated with the spiritual life of the above men-
tioned prehistoric communities, evolve great-
ly in terms of ornamentation, which is richer in
Cucuteni A. As for the sizes of the objects, there
is a natural continuation from Precucuteni, most
of the anthropomorphic statuettes being as high
as 8 up to 25 cm. The incised statuettes have an
obvious evolution till the end of phase Cucuteni
A; within this context, an interesting aspect is
the evolution of the decorative rhombus belt ren-
dered on the belly of the statuettes, a decorative
technique which emerges in phase Precucuteni 11
and only evolves up to Cucuteni A, (Ursu 2015:
423). The painted decorum is relatively rare,
both in Precucuteni (starting with phase II), and
in Cucuteni A; we argue that the painted repre-
sentation is part of the evolution process, even
if we agree with Dan Monah who claims that
“there is no clear evidence of the existence of a
technical and decorative continuation between
the painted statuettes from Precucuteni and those
from Cucuteni”, as it is clear “that some of the
links connecting the painted representations in
Precucuteni and those in Cucuteni are missing”
(Monah 2012: 108—109).

The position of the anthropomorphic repre-
sentations is somewhat different: in Cucuteni
A the statuettes are rendered mostly “standing”
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(Dumitrescu 1979: 74; Monah 2012: 95), al-
though traces of rendering a “seated” silhouette,
not just a “standing” one, are prefigured from
Precucuteni III. However, as Vladimir Dumitrecu
claimed, “the classical manner of rendering an an-
thropomorphic statuette in this phase (Cucuteni A
—A.N.) is the modified legacy of the type which
originated in the final phases of Precucuteni”
(Dumitrescu 1979: 74).

The funerary rites are still an enigma for
all Precucuteni and Cucuteni phases, even if
the data collected from the neighbouring liv-
ing areas, for the same period of time, is quite
clear regarding the issue. Human remains have
been discovered at Tg. Frumos — pit 34, and
Luka Vrublevetskaia — in a pit adjacent to the
heart ofhut 5 (both Precucuteni I1I-Trypolie A) and
at Ariusd, Bodesti — Frumugsica, Margineni —
Cetatuia, Cucuteni-Cetatuia, Habasesti and
Draguseni — Ostrov (Cucuteni) (Lazarovici et
al. 2003: 299—300 and bibliography). We ar-
gue that it is not by chance that one of the most
important aspects of spiritual life is common for
only two chronological horizons: Precucuteni and
Cucuteni.

The above mentioned elements are joined by
the linear evolutions of zoomorphic representa-
tions, the carved (the shape of the nucleus, blades,
chips) (Paunescu 1970: 46, 54—S55; Sorochin
2002: 157) and grinded (trapeze-shaped and per-
forated, hammer-like axes) (for comparison, for
example: Marinescu-Bilcu 1974: 41, fig. 20—21,
22/2—6,8; Petrescu Dimbovita et al. 1999: 249,
256, fig. 154, 156—157, 158) stone objects, and
the bone objects (several types of punchers, grub-
bing hoes, handles etc.).

The Russian, Ukrainian and Moldavian liter-
ature have a unitary way of approaching the two
chronological horizons that the Romanian spe-
cialists called Precucuteni and Cucuteni, which is
by integrating them within Trypolie culture (start-
ing with Passek in 1949). As time went by, a se-
ries of Romanian researchers have touched upon
the organic connections between the two cultures
(Dumitrescu et al. 1954: 520, 534; Monah 1993:
151—153; Ursulescu 2007: 8—9, 12; Monah
2012: 25—26. Even more, Lazarovici, Lazarovici
2010: 86, when referring to the results of the re-
search at Poduri, touch upon a terminology issue:
“the term which would best describe the notion
of a single civilization, is Precucuteni-Cucuteni-
Trypolie.”).Inrecentyears, the Romanianliterature
adopted the term Precucuteni-Cucuteni/Trypolie
Cultural Complex (for example: Boghian, Enea
2013: 30—47; Heghea 2013: 161—168).

Within this context, considering the linear
evolution of different aspects of material and spir-
itual live in Precucuteni and Cucuteni, we be-
lieve that, historically speaking, there cannot be a
Precucuteni culture (apart from its archaeological
perspective), but rather a distinctive chronologi-
cal horizon within Precucuteni-Cucuteni/Trypolie
Cultural Complex, with three evolutionary phas-
es, of which the first is known in Romania alone
(so far): Traian-Dealul Viei and Baia-In Muchie.
As a result, we suggest that the term Precucuteni
chronological horizon, part of Precucuteni-
Ariusd-Cucuteni/Trypolie  Cultural ~Complex,
should be used, which is generally equivalent to
Trypolie A phase (based on Passek’s periodiza-
tion).
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