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Numerous funeral monuments have been excavated
in the Ukrainian steppe. The oldest comprise ceme-
teries with flexed inhumations dating to the Late Pa-
leolithic and Mesolithic. During the Late Mesolithic,
the first interments in supine position appeared, and
this type of burial became prevalent at the end of
the Mesolithic and the beginning of the Neolithic.
The Vasilievka 2 cemetery dates to this period at c.
6850–6400 calBC. A tortoise shell from one grave at
this cemetery has been interpreted as the first ves-
sel.1

Pottery use in everyday life spread among the Ukra-
inian steppe population at c. 6300 calBC – during

the Early Neolithic, but only after 300 years do the
first ceramics appeared in Middle (c. 5950–5600
calBC) and Late Neolithic cemeteries (c. 5600–5300
calBC) (Kotova 2009). The pottery fragments were
found in graves at Mamaj Gora (Toscev 2005), Vov-
nigi 2 (Bodjanskiy, Kotova 2004) and Vasilievka 5
cemeteries (Kotova 2003), all from the first period of
the Azov-Dnieper culture. The culture spread across
the western Azov Sea area, the Dnieper and the Cri-
mean steppes. The cemeteries consisted of single and
double burials in small separate graves arranged in
rows. The small fragments of pottery in the graves
most probably came from broken pots used in fu-
neral feasts, remains being found in traces of fire

ABSTRACT – Numerous Neolithic/Bronze Age burials have provided important information about the
appearance and development of the tradition of using pottery in burial rites among the Pontic steppe
population. The first pottery has been dated to the first period of the Azov-Dnieper culture (5950–
5300 calBC). The small sherds found in graves were the remains of broken vessels used during funer-
al feasts on the surfaces of cemeteries. During the Early Eneolithic the sacrificial sites of the Azov-
Dnieper culture became larger and included numerous broken pots, which were made especially for
funeral feasts. Under the influence of the Balkans, the population of Sredniy Stog Eneolithic began
to place vessels in graves, and continued to use pottery during funeral feasts near graves. The Mid-
dle and Late Eneolithic populations retained these traditions.

IZVLE∞EK – πtevilni neolitski in bronastodobni grobovi so zagotovili pomembne informacije o upo-
rabi keramike v pogrebnih ritualih med ljudstvi v Pontski stepi. Prva keramika je bila datirana v
prvo fazo kulture Azov-Dnjeper (5950–5300 calBC). Kerami≠ni fragmenti v grobovih so ostanki raz-
bitih posod, ki so bile uporabljene pri pogrebnih gostijah na grobi∏≠ih. Ritualni prostori v zgodnjem
eneolitiku v Azov-Dnieper kulturi postanejo ve≠ji. Ve≠je je tudi ∏tevilo posod, ki so bile narejene za
pogrebne gostije. Pod vplivom Balkana so eneolitska ljudstva Srednji Stog za≠ela polagati posode tudi
v grobove. V srednjem in poznem eneolitiku so ohranila to tradicijo. 
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1 Unfortunately, we have not had its image, because materials has not been published yet and a field report about the excava-
tion in the 50-th of last century was not given in the archives of Institute of Archaeology of Ukrainian Academy of Science.
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on cemetery surfaces. All the fragments are very si-
milar to pottery from Azov-Dnieper culture settle-
ments.

The tradition of pottery use in funeral feasts devel-
oped in the Early Eneolithic, in the second phase of
the Azov-Dnieper culture (c. 5200–4750 calBC). The
Nikolskiy, Lysaja Gora, Yasinovatka and Kairy ceme-
teries of this phase consisted of large pits which were
used repeatedly over a long period, resulting in the
significant destruction of skeletons (Telegin, Poteh-
kina 1987; Kotova 2003). People made sacrifice si-
tes in the cemetery areas, as indicated by the remains
of fires, abundant broken pottery, tools, adornments,
and animal bones (Fig. 1). It is interesting that the
pottery from these sites is similar to the pottery from
late Azov-Dnieper settlements (flat bottom, collar on
rim, linear and stroke ornamentations), although
there are some differences. In everyday life, people

Fig. 1. Pottery from the Nikolsky cemetery from the
second phase of the Azov-Dnieper culture.

Fig. 2. Pottery from the Strilcha Skelya site in the
second phase of the Azov-Dnieper culture.

Fig. 3 (right). Pottery of the Sredniy Stog culture:
1. Burial 1 at Igren cemetery; 2. Burial 15 at Igren
cemetery; 3–4. Burial 7 in kurgan 5 of Mukhin; 5.
Burial 4 in kurgan 31/7 at Popov Khutor; 6. Bu-
rial 1 at Veselaya Roshcha 15; 7. Burial 5 in Mokry
Chaltyr kurgan 2; 8. Burial 55 in Aleksandrovsk
kurgan 1.

used pots with necks, and with simple ornamental
compositions (horizontal lines or rows, herring-bone
pattern) (Fig. 2). This pottery was easy to use; the
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narrow neck made it easier to carry. On the other
hand, vessels without necks predominate in the pot-
tery at cemeteries. They were ornamented with com-
plicated compositions which included zigzags, tri-
angles, rhomboids, and rectangles (Fig. 1), while the
bases were decorated with stars and crosses. These
facts allow us to assume that the Azov-Dnieper popu-
lation made special pottery for funeral rituals, and
its ornamental symbolism was connected to ideas
about death and the transition from life to death.
Pots without necks were difficult to handle and not
intended for prolonged use, being broken during
funeral rituals on the surfaces of cemeteries.

In the Early Eneolithic, the Sredniy Stog culture
spread across the Pontic steppe, and the northern
Azov Sea area (Kotova 2008). People constructed in-
dividual graves with flexed inhumations in small ce-
meteries or under kurgans. Pottery appeared in bu-
rial rites after the migration of some Sredniy Stog
people to the Dnieper valley at c. 5000 calBC. Tra-
ces of sacrificial sites and funeral feasts near graves
are not numerous. They include pottery fragments
(Figs. 3.7, 8), and flint and bone artifacts.

The pottery was first used as a grave good at this
time in the Igren cemetery and Mukhin kurgan of
the Sredniy Stog culture (Fig. 3.1–6). This practice
was borrowed from Balkan-Carpathian cultures as
a result of contacts and exchange connected with the
distribution of copper tools and adornments in the
Eastern European steppe from western regions.

Most vessels among the Sredniy Stog grave goods
were broken before being placed in graves. Pots
were placed near the head of the deceased. In chil-

Fig. 4. Pottery from Dereivka culture sacrificial
sites: 1. Balka Kvityana; 2. Burial 16 in the Novo-
oleksandrovsky kurgan; 3. Burial 18 in Kamenka-
Dneprovska kurgan 11; 4. Burial 5 at the Yasino-
vatka cemetery; 5. Burial 3 in Buzivka kurgan 1;
6. Burial 3 in from Vilnogrushivka kurgan 2.

Fig. 5 Burial and vessels of the Dereivka culture:
1–2. Burial 1 at Boguslav 23; 3. Burial 4 at Dereiv-
ka cemetery; 5. Burial 13 at Igren cemetery; 6.
Destroyed burial at the Igren cemetery; 7. Burials
7 and 8 at Igren cemetery; 8. Burial in Kabaki kur-
gan1; 9. Burial at Balka Kvityana.

Fig. 6. Kurgan 2 at Obloyi.
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ka culture. Cemeteries were located near settlement
sites, but the burials were under kurgans which were
located some distance from settlements.

In funeral feasts, the Dereivka population used large
pots with peculiar shapes and ornamentation which
differed from the ceramics found at settlements (Fig.
4). The funeral pots had very long convex necks with
an everted rim. It was decorated with comb imprints,
including ‘walking comb’ (Fig. 4.3).

The tradition of placing small pots in the Dereivka
graves was a Sredniy Stog legacy. As opposed to pot-
tery from sacrificial sites, some pots in graves were
very similar to ceramics from Dereivka culture settle-
ments (Figs. 5. 2–5; 8 and 9). But some others were
imports from the Tripolye culture, which was located

dren’s burials the pottery was found twice as often
as in adult graves (Kotova 2008). The vessels depo-
sited in graves were smaller than the pots from the
Sredniy Stog settlements. We may hypothesise that
it is possible that the Sredniy Stog people made spe-
cial small vessels as grave goods.

The tradition of using pottery as grave goods and
at funeral feasts was also present in the Dereivka
Middle Eneolithic culture, which replaced the Sredniy
Stog culture in the Pontic steppe. The Dereivka cul-
ture was formed in the southern region of the mod-
ern forest-steppe zone of the Dnieper basin during
an arid period at c. 4300–4200 calBC. Its formation
was the result of the assimilation of the local Neoli-
thic population (the Dnieper-Donets and the Azov-
Dnieper cultures) by migrants of the Sredniy Stog
culture from the steppe zone (Kotova 2008). The
Dereivka people inherited the tradition of funeral
feasting not only from the Sredniy Stog culture, but
also from the latest peripheral groups of the Azov-
Dnieper population. These groups survived on the
northern border of the steppe zone before 4300–
4200 calBC, whereas other groups of Azov-Dnieper
people in the southern steppe were assimilated by
the Sredniy Stog populationat c. 4750 calBC.

The inhumations in flexed and supine positions with
different orientations were characteristic in Dereiv-

Fig. 7. 1. Burial 5 in Volonterivka kurgan 1; 2. Bu-
rial 4 in Volonterivka kurgan 1; 3. Burial 19 in
kurgan 3 at Sokolove III.

Fig. 8. Burial 9 in kurgan 1 at Verkhnya Mayivka
XVIII.

Fig. 9. Burial 13 in kurgan 1 of Kovalivka IV.



cemeteries from several graves be-
low the one burial mound, where
they were placed in a circular arran-
gement, or formed from one to six
rows (Fig. 6). Ditches and stone crom-
lechs appeared around the kurgans.
Cromlechs were also constructed
around separate graves (Figs. 7.1;
9.1). The burial pits were often cov-
ered with stone blocks or massive
logs (Figs. 7.2, 3, 4; 9.1), including
an anthropomorphous stele (Fig.
9.2). (Rassamakin 2004; Spitsyna
2007).

Flexed supine inhumations were ori-
ented to the east, sometimes with
minor deviations. A few burials were
intensively painted with ochre. In
other cases, skulls and limbs were
powdered, or stains of ochre were
located on the floor. The inventory
included mainly pots and flint tools.
The Rogachik grave goods included
cylinders or cylinder fragments from
ochre, and Serezlievka type clay fig-
urines (Fig.10.2, 4, 5, 6).

The pots placed in burials were more
numerous than the vessels used for
ritual activities near the graves (Fig.
11). The pots, sometimes in pairs,
were placed near the head, back,
chest or pelvis of the deceased (Figs.

8; 9.3; 10.1, 8). The tradition of funeral feasting near
graves was also maintained; traces are seen in traces
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to the north-west in the forest–steppe zone between
the Dnieper and Dnestr Rivers (Figs. 5.6., 7).

The Rogachik culture in the Late Eneo-
lithic and Early Bronze Age was located
in the Crimea steppe, between the Dnie-
per and Southern Bug Rivers, and the
Repin culture between the Dnieper and
the Don. The settlements are bigger and
the burials are more numerous in Ro-
gachik than in the Repin culture. This
may relate to the different environments
– the dry steppe near the Azov Sea and
the more humid Crimean steppe.

The funeral practices in both cultures
were similar. The majority of burials
were placed under kurgans, which attai-
ned a height of 0.5–2.5m and diameters
up to 20.0m. Burials often formed small

Fig. 10. Kurgan 3 at Chkalivske: 1–4 burial 25; 5–8 – burial 32.

Fig. 11. Pottery from funeral feasts in Repin (1–5) and Ro-
gachyk cultures (6–9). 1–3. Kurgan 3 at Sokolove III; 4–5. Vo-
lonterivka kurgan 1; 6. Avgustynivka kurgan 7; 7. Lupareve
kurgan 1; 8–9. Kurgan 1 at Kovalivka VII.
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of fire and accumulations of animal bones and bro-
ken pots (Fig. 12).

Conclusions

The Neolithic, Eneolithic and Bronze Age burials the
Pontic steppe show the gradual inclusion of pottery
in burial practices. The tradition of using ceramics
during funeral feasts on cemetery surfaces appeared
in the Azov-Dnieper Middle Neolithic culture (c. 6000
calBC) and continued during the Late Neolithic c.

5600–5200 calBC. At that time, peo-
ple did not make special pottery for
the burial rituals, and only a few
small fragments of vessels appea-
red in graves or on the surfaces of
cemeteries. In the Early Eneolithic in
the Azov-Dnieper culture (c. 5200–
4750 calBC) pots with complicated
ornamentation was produced espe-
cially for funeral feasts. It was inten-
tionally broken on cemetery surfa-
ces. Later, in the Sredniy Stog culture
(c. 4800–4300 calBC) the Balkan-
Carpathians tradition is recognized
in the use of small pots as grave
goods. In the Middle Eneolithic, the
number of burials with pottery in-

creased, and the Dereivka culture preserved both
traditions: placing small pots in graves and making
special ceramics for funeral feasts held near graves
(c. 4300–3300 calBC). Imported pottery was some-
times placed in graves, but only local ceramics were
broken on sacrificial sites. In the Late Eneolithic, the
burial constructions of the steppe population became
more complicated and the quantity of vessels in gra-
ves and at sacrificial sites increased. In addition,
some imported pots came into use during funeral
feasting.

Fig. 12. Pottery in graves in Rogachyk (1–4) and Repin (5–11) cul-
tures: 1. burial 25 in Chkalivske kurgan 3; 2. burial 32 in Chkaliv-
ske kurgan 3; 3. burial 13 in Kovalivka kurgan 1; 4. burial 1 in
Chkalivske kurgan 3; 5–6. burial 7 in kurgan 1 at Verkhnya Ma-
yivka XVIII; 7. burial 4 in Volonterivka kurgan 1; 8. burial 9 in
Kremenivka kurgan 6 ; 9. burial 8 in Kremenivka kurgan 6.
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