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B. Govedarica

Conflict or Coexistence:
Steppe and Agricultural Societies
in the Early Copper Age
of the Northwest Black Sea Area

Keywords: Steppe culture, agricultural society, copper age, Sceptre bearer, Bolgrad-Aldeni, Varna, Giurgiulesti, Suvorovo,

Northwest Black Sea Area

HnioueBble cnoBa: cTenHble Ky/bTypbl, PaHHe3emeaebYeckoe 06LLEeCTBO, MefHbIA BEK, BAAOLLME CKUNeTpamu,
bonrpan-AngeHb, BapHa, Jxyparynews, Cysoposo, CeBepo-3anaaHoe NpuyepHomMopbe

B. Govedarica

Conflict or Coexistence: Steppe and Agricultural Societies in the Early Copper Age of the Northwest Black

Sea Area

The course of culture during the 5™ millennium presents a distinct depiction of the specific character of the northwest

Black Sea region and particularly its role as mediator between the various cultural worlds. This can be demonstrated and ve-
rified on the basis of the emergence and dissemination of the Group of “sceptre burials”. The example shows impressively
how a culturally and socially affective unit could develop out of a culture historical indolent substrate. Thereby, of crucial
relevance was the economic interaction with an advanced and foreign cultural sphere, which occurred in this geoculturally
exposed borderland.

b. losedapuya

KoH}AMKT unmn cocyulecTsoBaHue: ctenb 1 3emiieaenblbl B paHHEM MeiHOM BeKe CeBepo-3anajHoro
lMpuuyepHomopbna

B naTom Thicauenetun po P.X., CeBepo-3anaaHoe lNpryepHoMopbe npefcTaBnaeT coboii creumdnyeckuii permoH ¢ 0co-
6bIM pa3BUTMEM, B YACTHOCTW, UrPas posib MeanaTopa Meay Pas/MYHbIMU RySIbTYPHBIMWA MUpamu. 3TOT MOCTYNAT OYeHb
XOPOLLO NPOC/IEKMBAETCA MO BO3HUKHOBEHMIO M PACpOCTPAHEHMO IPYNMbl «MOrpebeHuin Co CKUNeTpammn», NpUMep KOTOpbIX
0Y4eHb HAMMAAHO WIIOCTPUPYET, KaK APKO BbIPAXKeHHaA KylbTypHas 1 COLMaIbHAA eAMHULLA CMIOCOBHA pas3BUTLCA U3 MeHee
BbIPA3UTESIbHOIO, C KY/IbTYPHO-UCTOPUUECKON TOUKM 3peHNs, cybcTpaTta. 34ech, pellatollee 3HaueHne UMen SKOHOMUYEeCKHe
B3aVMOAENCTBIA C 6onee pas3BuUTON, FeTEPOreHHON Ky/bTYpHOI Cpeaol, KOTopble NMPOM30LLIN MMEHHO B 3TOM reoRy/bTYPHOM

NOrpaHNYHON 30He.

l. Introduction

The northwest Black Sea region encompasses
the southern part of historical Bessarabia, that is,
the steppe lowlands of the coast between the low-
er reaches of the Prut, Danube and Dniester rivers,
including the hilly BudZak steppe in the north and
the eastern littoral to the mouth of the Southern
Bug River (Fig. 1). The region covers an area of
about 275 km in length, northeast—southwest (the
distance between Orlovka-Berezanskij Liman),
and an average of 100—120 km in width, north-
west—southeast. The landscape embodies the
grass steppe, intersected by the great rivers Prut,
Danube, Dniester and Southern Bug as well as
lakes of the Danube and several coastal bays, so-
called “limans” (Fig. 2). The river valleys and

lake areas provide mostly fertile soils and condi-
tions that are favourable for settlement.

The northwest Black Sea region is bordered in
the west by the Carpathian-Balkan area. In the
north it ends with the Moldavian-Ukrainian fo-
rest steppe, in the east with the lower Dnieper and
Bug rivers, and in the south with the Black Sea.
The coastal area has always been directly depen-
dent upon the dynamic changes in the sea level
and, thus, the coastline is very irregular. The in-
terchange between the sea and the coast as well as
the dynamics of the rivers has exerted a strong im-
pact, not only upon the geography of this area but
also upon human habitation and settlement there.
Yet, unfortunately, this dynamic situation has re-
ceived very little attention in archaeological re-
search until now.

© B. Govedarica, 2016.
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Fig. 1. The northwest Black Sea region, the steppe area between the Danube and the lower Dnester and Southern

Bug rivers.

Puc. 1. Ceepo-3anagHoe lNpryepHoMopbe, CTenHas 3o0Ha Meray JlyHaeM 1 HYKHUM TeveHneM [IHectpa u HOHoro

Byra.

From a culture-historical aspect this area has
proven to be a primary contact zone between
Central Europe and the steppe, whereby it gradu-
ally developed into a mediator between sedentary
agriculturalists of Southeast Europe and the no-
mads of Eurasian steppe. It represents an impor-
tant, frequently traversed corridor with a turbu-
lent history. This status is already recognisable in
the first contacts which according to the present-
day state of knowledge occurred as early as the 5"
millennium BC; it is these encounters that are the
focus of the following contribution.

Nonetheless, the nature and character of
these contacts are quite a controversial is-
sue. Mostly, they are interpreted as the result
of early migrations and conquests from East to
West, whose impact was presumed to be cru-
cial not only for the area discussed here, but
also for great parts of the European continent.
Among other effects, these migrations suppos-
edly brought an end to the highly developed
Copper-Age cultures of Southeast Europe and
ultimately led to widespread, ethnocultural uni-
formity, or the ‘Indoeuropeanising’ of large parts
of Eurasia (Gimbutas 2004: 29 ff). However,
these theories of migration have been increas-
ingly challenged in recent times (Videiko 1994:
20 ff). Here I shall attempt to explain these rela-
tions as a constructive coexistence between ag-
riculturalists and nomads in this contact zone. It
was a coexistence that did not have such disas-
trous effects in a continental framework, but in-
stead led to the emergence of the “sceptre bear-

ers”, that is, a new group of people, the so-called
‘Ochre Grave culture’, who left their mark the
steppe upon the northern Black Sea area.

Il. The cultural situation
in the northern Black Sea region
at the beginning of the
5t millennium BC

According to the present state of findings, at the
beginning of the 5" millennium BC the steppe bor-
dering on the north-western Black Sea was still of
Mesolithic character, or it was an open landscape
that was not settled. Until now there are no finds
that can be assigned to this time. Furthermore,
nothing is known about the cultural development
there prior to the 5" millennium, that is, in the 6"
millennium BC. Well known sites such as Mirnoe,
Vasilevka, Grebeniki and Girzevo exhibit clear
Mesolithic features with a cultural and economic
system that was based upon hunting, fishing and
gathering (Cranko 1982: 117 ff.; Wechler 2001:
12; Kuocak 2010: 57 ff.). They were stations of
the late Mesolithic Grebenikovska and Kukrekska
cultures, which date to the time from ca. 7500 to
6025 B.C. (Mirnoe: [epraues 2005: 9; biamxi
u ap. 2008: 35) and 6440—5650 B.C. (GirZevo:
Kuocak 2010: 58, 60).Thus, the local Mesolithic
displays a somewhat extenuated evolution that
overlaps with the monochrome phase of the older
Neolithic period in Southeast Europe.

Contrary to the forest steppe farther north and
to the Carpathian-Balkan area in the west, in the
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Fig. 2. Important sites of Gumelnita-Varna cultural sphere (triangle: Bolgrad-Aldeni). 1 — Durankulak; 2 — Varna;

3 — Devnja; 4 — Goljamo Del€evo; 5 — Smjadovo; 6 — Vinica; 7, Ov€arovo; 8 — Poljanica; 9 — Hotnica; 10 —
Nevski Sultan; 11 — KodZadermen; 12 — Love¢; 13 — Radingrad; 14 — Hisarlik; 15 — Goljam lzvor; 16 — Ruse;

17 — Kubrat; 18 — Sokol; 19 — Bucsani; 20 — Tangaru; 21 — Pietrele; 22 — Gradistea; 23 — Vidra; 24 —
Cascioarele; 25 — Chirnogi; 26 — Ulmeni; 27 — Gumelnita; 28 — Sultana; 29 — Vardsti; 30 — Curcani; 31 — Palazu
Mare; 32 — Megida; 33 — Cernavoda; 34 — Borduseni; 35 — Harsova; 36 — Liscoteanca; 37 — Dridu; 38 — Sarata
Monteoru; 39 — Balanesti; 40 — Aldeni; 41 — Draganesti; 42 — Brailita; 43 — Stoicani; 44 — Vulcanesti; 45 —
Bolgrad; 46 — Etulija; 47 — Reni; 48 — Nagornoe; 49 — Plavni; 50 — Orlovka; 51 — Vladiceni; 52 — Ozernoe;

53 — Novonekrasovka; 54 — Matroska; 55 — Novokamenka; 56 — Suvorovo; 57 — Utkonosovka; 58 — Omarbija;
59 — Mila; 60 — Luncavita; 61 — Cealic; 62 — Chioselia Mare.

Puc. 2. OcHOBHble MAMATHUKK KyNbTYPHOI 06LIHOCTY TyMenbHMLAa-BapHa (TpeyronbHuk bonrpag-Angens). T — [y-
paHrynak; 2 — BapHa; 3 — [lesHa; 4 — lonamo [enyeBo; 5 — CMAnoBo; 6 — BuHuua; 7, OB4apoBo; 8 — lMonAaxnua;
9 — XoTHuua; 10 — Hesckn Cyntan; 11 — Rogwaaepmen; 12 — Jlosey; 13 — PaguHrpag; 14 — Xucapmmk; 15 — lo-
nam M3Bop; 16 — Pyce; 17 — Kybpart; 18 — Cokon; 19 — byKuwaHb; 20 — TaHrbipy; 21 — MeTpene; 22 — MpaguuTs;
23 — Bugpa; 24 — Kacumoapene; 25 — Chirnogi; 26 — Ulmeni; 27 — Gumelnita; 28 — Sultana; 29 — Varasti; 30 —
Curcani; 31 — Palazu Mare; 32 — Mepgruaa; 33 — YepHaBopa; 34 — bopaylueHb; 35 — XbIpLuoBa; 36 — JInwKo-
TAHKA; 37 — [puay; 38 — Capata MonTeopy; 39 — banaHewwTs; 40 — AngeHb; 41 — [paraHewwTs; 42 — Bpannvua;
43 — (CroliKaHb; 44 — BynksHewTs; 45 — bonrpag; 46 — 31ynua; 47 — Penu; 48 — HaropHoe; 49 — [MnasHu; 50 —
OpnoBka; 51 — BnagnyeHb; 52 — O3epHoe; 53 — HoBoHeKpacoBKa; 54 — Matpocka; 55 — HoBokameHKa; 56 —
CyBopoBo; 57 — YTKOHOCOBKa; 58 — OMapbus; 59 — Muna; 60 — JlyHKkaBuua; 61 — Yanbik; 62 — Kécenma Mape.

northwest Black Sea region there was no full de-
velopment into the Neolithic Age proper'. Hence,
a further continuation of Mesolithic cultural tra-
ditions cannot be ruled out. Indeed, a continu-

! The single exception to this is the site of GirZevo,
located on the northeastern periphery of this area; in view
of the location it is already part of the distribution area of
the full Neolithic Bug-Dniester culture. See Wechler 2001:
12; Mepraues 2005: 10 ff.

ance is, in fact, supported by several archaic ele-
ments, which continued to mark the local devel-
opment during the 5" millennium BC.

1.1. The first upturn: emergence of
the Bolgrad-Aldeni culture

One of the first post-Mesolithic changes came
around the middle of the 5" millennium, when
the Copper Age Bolgrad-Aldeni culture left its



origins in the northern DobrudZa and Romanian
Moldavia and spread into the steppe area east of
the Danube River (Manzura 1993: 23).

Although the Bolgrad-Aldeni culture has al-
ready been discerned as a peripheral group with-
in the network of the larger KodZadermen-
Gumelnita-Karanovo VI (or ‘KGK VI’) com-
plex (Comsa 1963: 7 ff.), it still has been scarcely
researched. Mostly it is regarded as a variant of
the early Gumelnita (Simon 1983; 305—306;
Subbotin 1983: 3 ff.; Subbotin 1992: 19 ff.)
or Varna culture (Todorova 1985: 87 ff.), but sel-
dom as an independent cultural unit (Sorokin
1994: 67 ff.). Thus far, ca. 65 settlement sites of
the Bolgrad-Aldeni culture have identified, 36 of
which are in Romania and 29 in the Bessarabian-
Danube lake area (Subbotin 1983: 3—10; Comsa
1993: 162; Sorokin 1994: 67 ff.) (Subbotin 1983:
3—10; Comsa 1993: 162; Sorokin 1994: 67 ff.)
(Fig. 2). The Bolgrad-Aldeni culture is the first
and only cultural group of the highly developed
Balkan-Carpathian Copper Age that spread into
the steppe zone. In addition to agriculture, handi-
crafts and animal husbandry played an important
role in the economy of this culture (Govedarica
2004: 352).

1.2. The local reaction: emergence
of rich graves in the steppe

Almost at the same time as the Bolgrad-Aldeni
culture or directly thereafter, the oldest hitherto
known burials appear in the steppe of the north-
western Black Sea region. They constitute richly
furnished, single graves or small groups of buri-
als, in most of which one deceased lay in supine
position with legs drawn up. The arms lay paral-
lel to the body or slightly bent towards the pel-
vic area. The back of the skull rested evenly upon
the ground or at a slight incline towards the chest.
Usually red ochre was found strewn over the de-
ceased and the floor of the grave (Fig. 3; 4; 6).
A further typical feature of these burials is the
relatively rich assemblage of grave gifts, mostly
prestigious objects comprising jewellery, weap-
ons, tools as well as cultic objects and status sym-
bols (Fig. 3; 4). Interestingly, pottery was seldom
present among the grave goods.

Ill. The group of sceptre
bearers and the problem of the
steppe Copper Age

Originally these rich steppe graves were in-
terpreted as a western branch of the so-called
Ochre-Grave cultural complex that stemmed
from the area of the Volga River, the Caspian
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Fig. 3. Giurgiulesti (Republic Moldavia), grave 5 (after
Govedarica 2004: Abb. 21): 1 — necklace consisting of
six strands of copper beads; 2 — pectoral made of boar
tusk; 3 — cockle pendant; 4 — necklace of copper beads;
5—9 — copper bracelets.

Puc. 3. [Rypaorkynewwts (Pecnybnvka Mongosa), norp. 5
(no Govedarica 2004: Abb. 21): 1 — orkepesibe 13 WwecTu
HWUTell MedHbIX ByC; 2 — NeKTopasib U3 KabaHbero KiblKa;
3 — nofBecKa 13 paKoBUHbI-CepALEBNAKY; 4 — oxepe-
Nbe U3 MefdHbIX byc; 5—9 — MefHble 6pacneTbi.

Sea and the North Caucasus, and later part of the
Novodanilovka or Skelyanska culture at home in
the Dnieper River area ([Janunenko 1974: 92 ff.;
Gimbutas 1994: 29 ff.; Rassamakin 1994: 29
ff.). Through this interpretation an allochtho-
nous or immigrant aspect of the burials came to
the foreground. These ‘migration hypotheses’,
however, were contested in view of the still un-
clear chronological, cultural and environmen-
tal conditions (Videiko 1994: 20 ff.; Govedarica
2004: 339 ff.; Manzura 1993: 23 ff.; Man3ypa
2000: 237 ff.). Recently the graves were iden-
tified as belonging to an emerging local steppe
elite and defined as ‘the group of sceptre bear-
ers’ (Govedarica 2004).
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Fig. 4. Inventory of grave 4 in Giurgiulesti, Republic
Moldavia (‘Big Man' of Giurgiulesti): 1 — antler spear tip;
2 — flint dagger; 3 — copper dagger; 4 — composite
sword (wood, bone and flint); 5 — wooden sceptre with
golden plate; 6 — sheep scapula with 40 nicks on the
edge; 7 — polished antler — symbolical phallus; 8 —
bone plates; 9 — fish fin as ornament of the parade hat;
10—11 — temple rings of string beads; 12—13 — two
golden spiral rings; 14 — polished shell bead; 15 — half
of the bone handle; 16 — four sheep hooves — remains
of the sheep fleece cover (after Govedarica 2004:

Abb. 20).

Puc. 4. iiBeHTapb norp. 4 B Jrkypayneiws, Pecry6-
nmka Monposa (‘Big Man' n3 JyxyparkynewTs): T — Ha-
KOHEYHVIK KOMbA 13 ONleHbero pora; 2 — KpeMHeBbI
KUHMUT, 3 — Me[HbIN KUHMHaT; 4 — cocTaBHOM MeYy
(AepeBo, KOCTb ¥ KpeMeHb); 5 — AepeBAHHbIV CKUNETP

C 30/10TOV HaKaaKol; 6 — nonaTtka oBLbl ¢ 40 HaceuKa-
MV MO Kpato; 7 — MONMPOBAHHbIN OfIEHUI POr — CUMBO-
NMYeCKnn Gannoc; 8 — KocTAHble MIACTUHbL; 9 — nnas-
HUK pblbbl — YyKpalleHWe napafHoro rofloBHOro ybopa;
10, 11 — BuCOYHble KosbLia U3 string 6yc; 12—13 — nBa
30/10TbIX CMpanbHbIX Kombla; 14 — bycuHa 13 nonmpo-
BaHHOW PaKOBMHbI; 15 — MOM0BMHA KOCTAHOW PYKOATY;
16 — yeTbipe KombiTa OBLbl — OCTATKW OBEYbEN LLKYPbI,
KOTOpOW GblN HAaKpbIT NorpeberHbiit (after Govedarica
2004: Abb. 20).

I1.1. Phase Giurgiulesti

Two phases can be distinguished by the scep-
tre bearers from this area: the older phase — the
Giurgiulesti or pre-sceptre horizon — can be as-
signed roughly to the Cucuteni culture, phas-

es Al-A3 and Vama culture, phases 1—2.
(cp. Govedarica 2004: 251 ff.). This is based
on analogies with the necropolis Vama II, the
Carbuna hoard, a Gumelnita A2 vessel found in
Giurgiulesti, and Cucuteni pottery in Cainari? and
radiocarbon datings (Girugiulesti 4490—4330;
Cainari 4455—4360 BC) (Govedarica 2004: 82;
Rassamakin 2011: 84). Only flat graves are at-
tested in this first and older phase, which are usu-
ally richly furnished. They are characterised by,
among other items, rudimentary status symbols
like commando staffs, weapons and jewellery
made of copper from the Balkans (Govedarica
2004: 255) (Fig. 4; 5: 62, 63).

111.2. Phase Suvorovo

Stone sceptres and presumably the first burial
mounds as signs of power and high rank appear af-
ter that in the second, Suvorovo phase of the sceptre
bearers (Cucuteni A4; Varna 3, 4300—4200 B.C.,
Fig. 5: 61, 64—70; 6; 7)%. These new “wealthy”
persons, that is, this burial custom, spread rapid-
ly into the vast steppes, first as far as the area of
the Dnieper River (Krivoj Rog, Capli) and during
the Suvorovo phase on to the Caspian Sea and the
North Caucasus. And with that the large complex
of early ochre graves with several local variations
emerged (Suvorovo, Decea, Novodanilovka,
Volga-Caucasus) (Govedarica 2004: 251 ff. and
further recommended literature). Thereby, the
practice of carrying a sceptre in the northwest
Black Sea area has proven to be an autochtonous
appearance (Govedarica 2004: 251).

111.3. The Origin of the Group of
sceptre bearers

In culture historical periodisation, the scep-
tre bearers of northwestern Black Sea as well as
the other variants of this complex have been as-
signed to the Copper Age (Govedarica 2004:
361). Nevertheless, this periodisation is not tan-
gible, but rather a formal chronological division,
which was construed basing upon temporal par-

2 The emergence of the sceptre-bearer was generally
assigned to the time of pre-Cucuteni IIT/Cucuteni Al
(Govedarica 2004: 246 ff.); however, this dating probably
should be corrected to a somewhat later date (Cucuteni A/
Tripolye B1).

3 There are several indications that the sceptre graves
in Suvorovo, Cainari and Casimcea, like related graves in
the south Russian steppes (Chutor Sljachovskij, Verchnij
Akbas, Komarovo, among others) were covered with a small
tumulus. Due to uncertain find contexts of these burials,
however, views about this in research are not in agreement.
For a discussion about the situation see Govedarica 1998:
179 ff.; and 2004: 168—169.
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A Bolgrad-Aldeni sites

® Gumelnita-Varna sites

% sceptre bearers of the type
Giurgiulesti and Suvorovo

Fig. 5. 1—39 — sceptre bearers of the type Giurgiulesti and Suvorovo; 40—60 — Gumelnita-Varna-Bolgrad-Aldeni
cultural sphere; 61 — Falciu; 62 — Cainari; 63 — Giurgiulesti; 64 — Suvorovo; 65 — Casimcea; 66 — Kjulevca; 67 —
Reka Devnja; 68 — Drama; 69 — Gonova Mogila; 70 — ReZevo.

Puc. 5. 1T—39 — namATHUKK «JepHaTenm ckineTp» una JxkyparkynewTs n CysopoBo; 40—60 — KynbTypHas o6Lu-
HocTb 'ymenbHuua-BapHa-bonrpaa-AngeHb; 61 — ®anuny; 62 — KariHapb; 63 — [Irxyparkynewts; 64 — CyBOpoBo;
65 — HRacnmua; 66 — HRionesua; 67 — Peka [esHs; 68 — [pama; 69 — loHoBa Morvna; 70 — PerkeBo.

allels with the Copper Age in the Balkans. A sub-
stantial assignment is not concrete, because the
term “steppe Copper Age” is still contextually un-
clear. Namely, in the steppe this period has not
been well established nor defined transparently
(See 36enoBuu 1985: 1 ff.).

Graves of the sceptre bearers group contain
metal and ceramic imports from neighbouring,
copper-producing cultures (Gumelnita A, Varna,
Cucuteni A), and, consequently, they are — at
least with regard to the horizon in time — of the
Copper Age. Nonetheless, the primary and defi-
nitive properties of this grave group are not met-
al and ceramic imports, but instead other elements
of their burial customs and funerary goods, which
display distinct archaic features. Among these ele-
ments are the supine position of the deceased in the
grave, ochre strewn on the body and the pit, grave
goods of tools and weapons made of flint, beads
and pendants of deer teeth, and composite arte-
facts of flint and bone. These archaic grave goods
find parallels in Mesolithic settlements and burials

in the Ukraine and the Iron Gate as well as in sub-
Mesolithic northern Europe (Cp. Aleksin 1994:
153 ff.; Griinberg 2000, Band 1: 110 ff.; Band 2:
209—258, 294—331; 338—363). Furthermore,
such finds also appear in graves of the culture of
the Bandkeramik during the 6" millennium, in
which the deceased were likewise placed in su-
pine position (Jeunesse 1997: 94. 61 Fig. 16; Boés
2007: 133 ff.). Chronologically seen, the next
analogies for sceptre bearers are found among the
similarly archaic material in graves of the central
European Rossen culture (Niquet 1938: Plate 4:
5,6; 8:13; 11: 81).

Accordingly, it can be deduced that the group
of the sceptre bearers is a complex phenome-
non, in which some elements borrowed from
the Copper Age are interwoven with ancient tra-
ditions. The question as to whether the archaic
burial rite of this group is a custom whose ori-
gin is from elsewhere, or whether it represents
a local Mesolithic/Neolithic retardation that has
not been documented yet, cannot be satisfactori-
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Fig. 6. Suvorovo (Ukraine), necropolis Il, barrow 1,
grave 7 (primary grave) (after Govedarica 2004: Abb. 23).

Puc. 6. CyBopoBo (YkpavHa), MorunbHuK II, kypraH 1,
norp. 7 (ocHoBHoe norpeberne) (no Govedarica 2004:
Abb. 23).

ly answered at this point. Investigations on this is-
sue need comparable local grave material of use,
which however is not available. Until now the
burial customs of the local Mesolithic population
as well as the Copper Age Bolgrad-Aldeni cul-
ture are unknown. This may sound quite extraor-
dinary, considering that numerous burials of the
late Mesolithic as well as the Copper Age com-
munities in Southeast Europe, with the excep-
tion of the earlier Cucuteni-Tripolye culture, are
at hand (Govedarica 2004: 301, with recommend-
ed literature).

This lack of documented sources is not due to
the state of research, but rather could be contingent
upon the specific way of life of the communities
concerned, who did not leave behind any identifi-
able archaeological substances; or — more like-
ly — it was caused by changes in the sea level and
dynamics of the rivers. In the 7 ™ and 6™ millenni-
um the level of the Black Sea was demonstrably
more than 20 metres lower than the level today
(Konikov 2007: 405 ff.). This means that large
land ridges that were more or less settled are now
under water. The flat terrain of Bessarabia with its
abundance of waterways is subject to such fluc-
tuations. Followingly, it can be reckoned that the
rise in sea level from the time of the 7"—6™ mil-
lennium to the present day had disastrous effects
upon this area, among others an immense loss

Fig. 7. Zomorphic sceptres in primary graves, placed as
status symbols of the deceased: 1 — Suvorovo (Ukraine);
2 — Casimcea (Romania) (after Govedarica, Manzura
2011: Abb. 4).

Puc. 7. 3ooMopdHble CKUNETPbI B OCHOBHBIX MOrpebeHu-
fAX, MOMELLEHHbIE KaK CMMBOJIbI CTATyca NorpebeHHoro:

1 — CyBopoBo (YrkpauHa); 2 — Kacumua (PyMblHuWA) (Mo
Govedarica, Manzura 2011: Abb. 4).

of archaeological material. Furthermore, an un-
known number of sites has become inaccessible,
possibly also the missing Mesolithic burials and
Neolithic stations.

The uncertain state of source material hinders
the investigation of biological and cultural sub-
strate of the group of sceptre bearers; therefore, no
clear explanatory statements can be made. A solu-
tion to the problem, however, might be sought in
the following three possibilities. The sceptre bear-
ers could have been:

— descendants of the local Mesolithic popu-
lation;

— Maesolithic or sub-Mesolithic bands who
emigrated from Southeast Europe (including the
steppe areas);

— immigrant bearers of the Bandkeramik tra-
ditions.

IV. The interaction between
the steppe and agricultural
communities

Aside from the uncertainty about the sub-
strate or the question whether the sceptre bear-
ers descended from a local or a foreign popula-
tion, it is evident that the cultural physiognomy
of this group first appeared in the steppe of the
northern Black Sea region during the time that the
Carpathian-Balkan Copper Age came into being.
Their emergence evolved within the interchang-
es between the developed east Balkans, low-
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Fig. 8. Coexistence of the Varna-Gumelnita culture and the Suvorovo phase of the sceptre-bearer communities. T —
Falciu; 2 — Fundeni-Lungoti; 3 — Novoselskaja; 4 — Suvorovo; 5 — Casimcea; 6 — Kjulev€a; 7 — Reka Devnja; 8 —
Drama; 9 — Gonova mogila; 10 — ReZevo; 11 — geographically separate Decea variant of the sceptre bearer group
(after Govedarica, Manzura 2011: Abb. 5, adapted).

Puc. 8. CocyliecTBoBaHWe KynbTypbl BapHa-TymenbHuua v ¢passl CyBopoBO 06LLHOCTY «fepraTeny CKuneTps». 1 —
®anuny; 2 — PyHAeHb-JlyHroub; 3 — HoBocenbckas; 4 — CyBopoBo; 5 — Kacumua; 6 — Kionesua; 7 — Peka [leBHs;
8 — [pama; 9 — loHoBa Moruna; 10 — PerxeBo; 11 — reorpaduyecky oTaenbHbIv BapraHT [leya rpynnbl «geprare-
m ckmneTps (Mo Govedarica, Manzura 2011: Abb. 5, adapted).

er Danube and east Carpathian cultural spheres
(Gumelnita, Varna, early Cucuteni-Ttipolje) and
the local steppe population. Thereby, the seden-
tary Bolgrad-Aldeni culture settled there might
have acted as a mediator. Among the material cul-
ture the sceptre bearers are Balkan imports (cop-
per, gold, vessels of the Gumelnita-Varna cul-
tures) and some Cucuteni-Tripolye elements (like
pottery of Cucuteni A in Cainari)*. Relations with
the Cucuteni-Tripolye culture are attested by zoo-
morphic sceptres of the Suvorovo phase, which
appear in sceptre-bearer graves as well as in
Cucuteni A3—4/Tripolye B1 settlements. From
there they spread farther to the east to the Volga
River and the North Caucasus and to the east

4 For the ceramic finds from Cainari, originally
assigned to pre-Cucuteni IIT/Cucuteni A1, see Govedarica
2004: 177 ff. Nonetheless, it seems that most distinct
analogies are to be found in the Cucuteini A3 settlement of
Rusestii Noi. Cp. Palaguta 2007: Fig. 81: 4—6.

as far as in Transylvania in West Carpathians
or in Pelagonia in the south of the Balkans (Cp.
Govedarica, Kaiser 1996: 59 ff; Govedarica 2004:
364. For the opposing opinion see [lepraues 2007:
21 ff).

Within the framework of these cultural and
economic relationships, a material prosperity arose
among the local steppe communities and a social
hierarchy gradually evolved. Imitating the struc-
ture of the east Balkan and east Carpathian so-
cial system, a leading group in society emerged in
the northern Black Sea steppe area — the steppe
elite — as expressed archaeologically in the
group of sceptre graves. It is no coincidence that
the oldest graves of this type appear in the terri-
tory of the Bolgrad-Aldeni culture (Giurgiulesti,
Cainari). And located in the same area are the
graves in Suvorovo and Casimcea, among others,
where leading personalities of the later Suvorovo
phase were buried. It was during this phase that
the territorial compatibility also spread to the east-
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ern Balkans as far as the area of Karanovo (Fig.
8: 1—10). The use of the same territory can
be viewed as the result of an attitude of tolerance,
based upon common strategic interests, and less
the expression of a mutual accord. Be that as it
may, this initial symbiosis of Carpato-Balkan and
steppe cultures met it end with the decline of the
east Balkan Copper Age around 4200 B.C.

With reference to the origin of sceptre-bear-
ing communities, several factors speak in favour
of the first possible solution proposed above: they
were descendants of indigenous hunters, fish-
ers and gatherers, who adapted their economic
strategies to the needs of the newly developed
trade with the rich, copper-producing Balkan-
Carpathian cultures. As mobile gatherers they
were predestined to offer raw materials such as
flint, shells and gold as exchange goods. They do
not, however, include products from stock-raising,
as there is scarcely any evidence that the sceptre
bearers practiced animal husbandry®. The extent
to which the rich Copper Age clientele (Fig. 9)
could lead to the avid search for raw materials is
shown by the Decea branch of the sceptre bearers:
this group settled near the auriferous Ampoi River
at the foot of the Muntii Metaliferi (metaliferous
mountains) in distant Transylvania (Govedarica
2004: 61 ff.) (Fig. 8: 11).

Surely the trade with copper producing cen-
tres brought a continuous upsurge in the north-
west Black Sea region, which was mediated by
sceptre-bearing populations to farther regions in
the Ukrainian and southern Russian steppes.
However, this cultural upswing in society of the
sceptre-bearers did not signify a break with no-
madism and the long-standing traditions in no-
mad ideology. The upholding of archaic burial
customs and the largely traditional repertory of
grave goods imply the continuance of the origi-
nal world view and system of values in the spiri-
tual as well as social sphere. In this sense, the de-
velopment of a new steppe elite must have been
an essentially internal process, which was simply
enhanced by foreign influences. The rich goods
present in the graves, including the imports from
Copper Age centres, served mainly to personify
power and prestige within a local framework. For
the neighbouring copper-age cultural sphere the
sceptre bearers remained a remote and closed so-
ciety within itself, despite existing outer contacts
and mutual territory.

For these reasons, the assumption that rela-
tions with copper-producing cultures would suf-
fice to integrate conservative steppe communi-

° For the development of animal husbandry in the
steppes, see (Stanko 2003: 299 ff.).

Fig. 9. Power, wealth and luxury even after death:
grave 43 in the necropolis Varna |, Bulgaria (after Fol,
Lichardus 1988: Abb. 24).

Fig. 9. Bnactb, 60ratcTBO M POCKOLLb AarKe nocsie cMep-
Tvi: norpebenne 43 MoruibHUKa BapHa |, bonrapus (no
Fol, Lichardus 1988: Abb. 24).

ties that were engrained in their traditions into
a new cultural period that was marked by cop-
per metallurgy, not only chronologically but also
culture historically, should be seriously ques-
tioned. The assignment of a specific stage of de-
velopment of an area to a culture historical pe-
riod may not be viewed as a superficial termi-
nological or simply chronological matter. This
matter concerns the actual quintessence of ar-
chaeology and, especially in this case, demands
more investigations.

V. Conclusions

The course of culture during the 5" millennium
described here presents a distinct depiction of the
specific character of the northwest Black Sea re-
gion and particularly its role as mediator between
the various cultural worlds. This can be demon-
strated and verified on the basis of the emergence
and dissemination of “sceptre burials”. The ex-
ample shows impressively how a culturally and
socially affective unit could develop out of a cul-
ture historical indolent substrate.



Thereby, of crucial relevance was the eco-
nomic interaction with an advanced and foreign
cultural sphere, which occurred in this geocultur-
ally exposed borderland. The fact that the scep-
tre bearers did not cause an interruption in the
long-standing nomad ideology, but rather re-en-
forced them, is just as significant. Thus, the for-
mation and rapid expansion of new social con-
ditions, that is, hierarchical division, as reflect-
ed in the distribution of sceptre bearers in the
steppes from the Danube to the Volga rivers and
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to the North Caucasus, cannot be seen as the re-
sult of some purported conquests, but rather as
the social cultural chain reaction of like-mind-
ed groups that was initiated in this borderland.
The formation of a leading level in society —
the steppe elite — brought forth a socio-cultur-
al dynamic in the northwest Black Sea region as
well as farther regions of the steppe, a dynamic
from which some new forms of economy such
as trade and the beginnings of animal husbandry
were probably derived.
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