SM8: The Grebeni site (B. Gaydarska)

The small Trypillia Phase BII site of Grebeni was excavated in several campaigns (Kolesnikov 1993) (Fig. SM8). We are currently uncertain about the overall area of the Grebeni site, as well as about the total number of dwellings, but it is clear that the site of Grebeni was smaller than the smallest of the Nebelivka Quarters (Quarter E, at 5.3 ha). The maximum figures of 4.5 ha and 38 dwellings produces a mean residential density of c. 9 houses per ha on a larger than usual dwelling place, given that 55 per cent of sites with size information in the Trypillia Encyclopaedia (Videiko 2004) fall within the size range 0.3–1.0 ha (using a sample of 499 sites: Nebbia 2017). The circuit layout may account for this low occupational density, which may have been a deliberate choice. Such a residential density leaves room for small gardens and/or pens near each of the houses, with additional fields for cultivation and grazing beyond the settlement boundaries. Even the most distant arable areas would not have been more than half an hour’s walk, with communally organized pasture for domestic animals. The household scale of animal-keeping of five caprines and two cattle would have meant that the flocks of fewer than 200 caprines and c. 80 head of cattle would have been a responsibility of two small groups of experienced herders. 

It was unlikely that a total of 38 dwellings would have been divided into Quarters but five to ten Neighbourhoods were probable. Coeval construction of all the buildings in one building project would have taken two months of intensive building by almost all the site inhabitants. Alternatively, the settlement was constructed over a longer period or with the additional help of skilled workers from related communities. In either case, even the most intensive operation would not have involved more than 420 people—a large enough but manageable number considering that no more than 10–12 people would have participated in a single house construction. Given the social undesirability of living on a settlement with strangers, such an operation would have strengthened the already existing ties between neighbours and future occupants.

Members from each Neighbourhood would have seen each other daily, while inter-Neighbourhood encounters were, if not a daily, then a weekly event. And when a member of this community passed away, a gathering of mourners would have been materialized by the deposition of feasting remains and other objects and materials in a pit. If the deceased was an important member of the community, this may have been accompanied by a spectacular symbolic burial through a house-burning performance. 

This was a largely self-sufficient community, with occasional encounters with relatives living at other settlements, with travellers/traders passing by their site en route to an exchange centre and with members from the wider Trypillia community at regional gatherings. In other words, this was an archetypal Neolithic way of life (cf. Childe 1958). To put this into perspective, the Grebeni site constitutes less than 2 per cent of the area of the Nebelivka megasite. In view of such scalar differences in all social practices, it is impossible to see a megasite as a ‘very large village’.

Figure SM8. Geophysical plan of Grebeni site (1 = excavated buildings; 2 = test pits; 3 = geomagnetic anomalies). (B. Gaydarska, based on Koshelev 2004, Ris. 4.14.)
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