SM1: History of investigations of Trypillia megasites (B. Gaydarska)

A long-term and unfortunate trend in European prehistory is the persistent overlooking of East European archaeological heritage by modern Western scholarship. The material-rich worlds of the later prehistoric societies of Eastern Europe are not unknown to the wider archaeological community but ‘evidence from the East’ is rarely contested, or indeed incorporated into our common European history (Hofmann & Smyth 2013). Within the topics of the Neolithization of Europe, the emergence of metallurgy or horse domestication, discussions are selective, reflecting the research interests of the academics involved. The large settlements of the Trypillia culture in Ukraine are an example of one such phenomenon. They have been known for more than 100 years but investigations have intensified in the 1970s with the introduction of aerial photography and geomagnetic surveys (Дудкин 1978; Шишкін 1985). The nature of these sites is hotly debated by Ukrainian, Russian, Romanian and Moldovan archaeologists (Дергачев 1980; Круц 1989; Korvin-Piotrovskiy 2003; Массон 1990; Monah 2003; Шмаглій 2001), while this is barely touched on by other European prehistorians (a notable exception is Fletcher 1995).

Those familiar with East European political regimes at the time of the Cold War would know that historical processes, including the very distant part, were heavily ideologized and very little could be interpreted beyond the Marx-Engels framework. And yet a number of Soviet archaeologists (as they were at the time) managed to navigate pathways through censorship and set the basis of a debate whose legacy forms the current views for the large Trypillia settlements (e.g. Круц 1989; Шмаглий 1980). A vast majority sees them as ‘settlements-giants’ with a ‘village-like’ economy, serving as a centre of a wider agricultural region (Круц и др. 2001). A much smaller group of archaeologists interprets these settlements as ‘proto-cities’, whose political organization was very close to that of a ‘chiefdom’ (Videiko 2007).

If there are two things on which all Ukrainians agree, they are that the origin of the large Trypllia site is seen as a result of migration processes and their internal periodization is based on pottery typology (Ryzhov 2012a).  Details and particularities may vary but the core framework of migration and relative chronology based on pottery has never been questioned, thus ignoring the possibility of other social processes and questioning the reliability of absolute dating.

Most Trypillia investigators accept the interfluve between the Southern Bug and the Dnieper as the main area of megasite distribution (Diachenko 2012; Korvin-Piotrovskiy 2003; Kruts 2012) that was inhabited by Trypillian tribes moving from the Prut-Dniester interfluve to the East. This first migration took place at the end of the early period of the Trypillian culture, when 'the first settlements of Maidanetskoe and Pavlovka-Pervaya were founded’ (Kruts 2012, 71). More migrations have followed, but once the newcomers had explored the Southern Bug-Dnieper interfluve, they moved to the middle Dnieper in Trypillia Phase B. It was the descendants of the first settlers in the Southern Bug-Dnieper interfluve who founded the earliest megasites, such as Veseli Kut (Phase BI/II). It is possible to trace this particular development because of continuities in pottery decoration. It is the difference in pottery decoration that divides the Trypillia culture into an ‘Eastern’ and a ‘Western’ variant: the former is associated with incised decoration, the latter with painted decoration. Furthermore, the two branches occupied different areas—the Western group was formed in the middle and upper Dniester regions, with the Eastern group formed in the Southern Bug region. In the early stages of Trypillian development, the 30–40 km strip along the Southern border of the forest-steppe was kept as a buffer zone by the ‘Eastern Tripolians’, but the ‘Western Tripolians’ later populated the area—at the end of the middle period—and immediately started to form large settlements. This could have forced the ‘Eastern Trypillian culture’ to move to the northeast. Although the forest zone offered an economic deterrent to the steppe stock-breeders, their raids could have forced Trypillians to agglomerate in large, if unsustainable sites. They were not synchronous and were consequently occupied by the same group that moved around every 50 years after exhausting resources and/or suffering from epidemics.  At the beginning of the latest stage (CII), another Western Trypillian group arrived in the Southern Bug-Dnieper interfluve from the Dniester region and the local populations (Tomashovka group) were assimilated or forced to move (Kruts 2012).

The reasons for the emergence of the large settlements are not always explicitly argued, and as with the debate over their function, the discussions are riddled with contradictions. Kruts (2012, 77) discusses two possibilities: external and internal (Trypillia) threats. The external threat from steppe pastoralists was unlikely because they had huge areas of steppe to themselves and because their population numbers were lower than those of the Trypillia tribes. The internal threat leading to redistribution of land between Trypillian tribes is more likely because all megasites were located in the narrow band at the border of the forest-steppe; however, the sequence of tribal migrations, first the ‘Eastern Tripolians’ and then the ‘Western Tripolians’, prevented a general redistribution of land until the very end of the Trypillia culture. An alternative view (Korvin-Piotrovskiy 2003, 7) argues against economic factors, since the formation of large sites has been seen as economically non-viable (fields and raw materials were far from the settlement) with overcrowding causing epidemics. Other causes include the formation and development of ‘proto-cities’, conflicts between the different Trypillia groups, a combination of population pressure and evolution of ranked societies or chiefdoms and east–west migrations of the ‘Western’ and the ‘Eastern’ Trypillia cultures (Diachenko & Menotti 2017, 210).

Similarly, the end of megasites is equally unclear. On the one hand, territorial disputes at the end of Phase CII are believed to have led to their decline (Kruts 2012, 77). On the other hand, depletion of resources is seen as a reason for population migration to the west, where Trypillia groups blended with related tribes (Kruts 2012, 76). The area that they left developed as a cultural steppe and was open for steppe stockbreeders. However, the claim that forest cover decreased from 50 per cent to 9 per cent is poorly supported and is contradicted by recent local palaeoenvironmental signals (see main text). In terms of a wider settlement pattern, small sites near the megasites were an exception, the rule being that the hinterland was devoid of other occupation. A mean density of five persons/sq. km is considered to be the upper limit for the extensive farming practised by Trypillia groups (Kruts 2012).

It is important to underline that the internal periodization, and hence sequence of sites, of the Trypillia culture is based entirely on changes in pottery style. The current classification of Trypillia pottery takes into account three fundamental principles: technology, morphology and style (Ryzhov 2012b, 139). This classification is very detailed and overtly descriptive but what constitutes changes and how this is related to time remains very unclear, leaving only the usual explanation in the culture-history framework—linear evolution. The language used to link sites and phases includes ‘genetic links’ (Ryzhov 2012a) between pottery forms and decoration, thus confirming the equation of pots to people. The type of seriation (for a preliminary attempt that lacks detail, see Müller et al. 2016, figs 5–6) in which certain types of pottery come in and out of circulation has not been performed for Trypillia pottery, leaving the types of pottery fixed in time and space.

An attempt to put this narrative into a solid methodological framework has been made in a series of articles by A. Diachenko (Дяченко 2009; Diachenko 2012; 2013a,b; Diachenko & Menotti 2012). The application of methods with a long history in spatial archaeology and human geography, such as central place theory, gravity model, Zipf's principle, in both hypothetical landscapes (Diachenko 2013a) and grounded in actual archaeological data (Diachenko 2012), have resulted in four major conclusions. First, sequences of small, medium and large sites in two distinct spatial areas are defined, where the density of constructions (average number of buildings/ha) is similar for small, medium and some of the large sites (from 10.1 to 10.65), while for the largest sites it drops to 7.4 (Diachenko 2012, 121). Secondly, the longer the people lived in these areas, the more they lived in a few large settlements, but if their number dropped, they lived in many small sites, whereby these movements were seen as mobility of ‘bd’ type (after Neustupný 1984)—colonization of previously unpopulated areas—and ‘bb’ type—internal colonization, involving moving short distances. Thirdly, the settlement system is accepted to be of the dendritic type, consisting of natural direct exchange with minimum volume, a weak distribution of labour and an ill-defined social-spatial hierarchy. Production and exchange were undeveloped and concentrated in places where élites lived. And lastly, on the basis of three- or four-level spatial settlement hierarchy and the given two-level spatial-political hierarchy(!), the Western Trypillian culture social system was a complex chiefdom or ‘village variation of proto-politarch society’ (Diachenko 2012, 133).

Last, but not least, one component of the discussions about the megasites is a critique of the ‘proto-city’ hypothesis. Very often it is set within a polarized framework of ‘civilization’ (proto-civilization) versus ‘primitive society’, leading to the opposition ‘cities’ (proto-cities) versus ‘large villages’ (Korvin-Piotrovskiy 2003, 5). The formal definition of what does or does not constitute a (proto)city has never been put forward: instead, there are unreferenced allusions to populations of over 5000, writing and monumental architecture (Korvin-Piotrovskiy 2003, 5). Writing and monumental architecture in the form of palaces and temples were claimed to be absent at the large Trypillian settlements. Arguments for monumentality in the shape of two-storey buildings forming the so-called ‘life-walls’ and large geophysical anomalies were considered unsubstantiated. Despite the high number of inhabitants that points to urban population standards, the density of population is very low (in comparison to smaller sites) and there was no evidence for differentiation such as cult features or craft quarters. For the critics of the ‘proto-city’ hypothesis, cities are administrative, economic, cultural and religious centres of a rural hinterland. Since there were no small sites around the megasites, all the population was believed to have been living within the megasites and thus there was no rural hinterland and, by implication, no cities.

Another line of criticism takes a diachronic and cross-cultural approach (Monah 2003). Quoting mainly Romanian examples, Monah argues that not all cities have defensive walls, while some Copper Age sites were ‘fortified’; therefore, defences cannot be considered as a criterion for urban life. The same is valid for the population size of a given site (there are cities with fewer than 5000 inhabitants and villages with more than 5000) both now and in the past (the breaking-point for urban status was considered to be a population of 5000 people: Круц и др. 2001, 90). Equally, some elements pertinent to towns and cities, such as streets, markets, spaces and buildings for common use, were also found in the Chalcolithic in rural communities. For Monah, the key issue was the ratio between artisans and the rest of the population. For him, workshops and artisans, especially travelling ones, are archeologically difficult to trace, while moreover the presence of workshops is not necessarily an indicator of urban life. Although he admits that Cucuteni (and by extension Trypillia) pots are real masterpieces, this is still not evidence for specialized production characteristic for an urban economy. Therefore, he accepts Kruts’s (Круц и др. 2001) idea that the megasites were villages whose huge size reflected their defensive needs (Monah 2003).

After the persistent criticism of such pillars of urbanism like writing, fortification, artisans and the rural hinterland, one may be left wondering if there was any ammunition left in the pro-‘city’ camp. The focus here is on two of the strongest arguments that still stand. In a series of articles, M. Videiko (initially with Shmaglyi—for full list, see Видейко 2013) has argued that (proto)cities did not appear overnight and involved a process. Videiko presents the evidence for monumentality and well-developed crafts (for example, pottery consumption), arguing that pottery production in Maidenetskoe was comparable to that of Uruk (Видейко 2013). Apart from noting different stages of occupation within a site (Maidenestskoe), Videiko builds a very strong case that the megasites in the Southern Bug-Dniester interfluve were not restricted to that area. Indeed, sites larger than 100 ha first appear in the Southern Bug-Dnieper interfluve but are soon followed by others in other areas (Видейко 2013, fig. 86) until their distribution contracted again to the initial area in Phase CI–II. The largest settlements developed in this interfluve, so some special status was assigned to the people living there.

The second much overlooked argument is that Videiko sees the megasites not as an unique phenomenon but as a part of processes affecting much of Europe’s pre-Bronze Age societies. Among the increasing evidence for regular planning (streets, etc.), enclosure and settlement hierarchy, all of which had some relevance to the Trypillia megasites, Videiko perceived the increase of settlement areas as the most germane. The percentage of large sites in the entire Trypillia network (5–6 per cent) is similar to that of the Vinča network (2 per cent), the difference being explained by the fact that more Trypillian sites were known from a larger area (Видейко 2013).

For the small group of advocates for the proto-city hypothesis, the megasites were economic, political, military, administrative and religious centres of local groups. Interestingly, they were not centres of crafts and trade (Videiko 2007, 272). The settlement system is paralleled to that of a chiefdom commanding an area of 10–20 km in radius and consisting of a ‘capital’ covering an area from 50 to 200 ha, with dependent towns ranging from 10 to 40 ha and villages of 2–7 ha. The reasons for emergence of megasites were population growth, military conflicts and migrations giving rise to perpetual war.  The core conflict was over fields that needed to be changed every 50–70 years due to extensive agriculture, for which Videiko (2007, 274) sees parallels in Mesopotamia.

[bookmark: _GoBack]We need to credit V. Masson for what may be considered as a middle point between the two archaeological traditions of East and West. Although all of Masson’s articles related to the megasite phenomenon were somewhat different from the official (and ideologically insistent) narrative (Массон 1980), the most interesting is his latest work where the Marxist framework is entirely shaken off (Массон 1990). There he speaks of ‘early complex societies’, with the political equivalent being a chiefdom. They are archaeologically expressed by large sites, large cult centres or extraordinary burial complexes, whose successful management required hierarchy. Concurring with Renfrew’s point about the need for specialized production and a system of re-distribution of surplus and prestige items, he perceives Trypillia as one of these early complex societies that has taken the non-urban route of development, as contrasted with the well-known early cities in the Near East, which have taken the urban route. In the case of Trypillia, hierarchy is seen in the efforts of creating super-centres of tribal and inter-tribal alliances, while the lack of monumentality is explained by weak sacralization of the institutional power. Masson defined three characteristics of early complex societies that took the non-urban way: 1) the archaic nature of their production activities, with the continued use of flint, stone and bone as tools, despite knowledge of metal; 2) inefficient subsistence strategies, with the availability of huge areas removing the need for intensification of agriculture; and 3) although the large sites were centres of agricultural regions, they did not offer ideological leadership as did the capitals of the Near East. 
