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The Yamnaya Impact North of the Lower Danube
A Tale of Newcomers and Locals               

Bianca Preda-B ̆al  anic  a, Alin Frînculeasa, Volker Heyd

Abstract: This paper aims to provide an overview of the current understanding in Yamnaya burials from north of 
the Lower Danube, particularly focussing on their relationship with supposed local archaeological cultures/socie-
ties. Departing from a decades-long research history and latest archaeological finds from Romania, it addresses key 
research basics on the funerary archaeology of their kurgans and burials; their material culture and chronology; 
on steppe predecessors and Katakombnaya successors; and links with neighbouring regions as well as the wider 
southeast European context. Taking into account some reflections from latest ancient DNA revelations, there can 
be no doubt a substantial migration has taken place around 3000 BC, with Yamnaya populations originating from 
the Caspian-Pontic steppe pushing westwards. However already the question if such accounts for the term of ’Mass 
Migrations’ cannot be satisfactorily answered, as we are only about to begin to understand the demographics in this 
process. A further complication is trying to assess who is a newcomer and who is a local in an interaction scenario 
that lasts for c. 500 years. Identities are not fixed, may indeed transform, as previous newcomers soon turn into locals, 
while others are just visitors. Nevertheless, this well-researched region of geographical transition from lowland eas-
tern Europe to the hillier parts of temperate Europe provides an ideal starting point to address such questions, being 
currently also at the heart of the intense discussion about what is identity in the context of the emerging relationship 
of Archaeology and Genetics.

Keywords: Yamnaya, Lower Danube, kurgans, burials, Early Bronze Age, transformation, identity.

Résumé : Cet article vise à donner un aperçu général de notre connaissance actuelle des sépultures Yamnaya au nord du 
Bas-Danube, en mettant l’accent sur leurs relations avec les cultures locales. Il aborde les questions élémentaires de la 
recherche en archéologie funéraire portant sur les tertres et sépultures, leur culture matérielle et leur chronologie, leurs 
prédécesseurs steppiques et leurs successeurs de la Culture des Catacombes ainsi que les liens avec les régions voisines 
et le contexte de l’Europe du Sud-Est.
À la transition du IVe au IIIe millénaire av. J.-C., un nouveau rituel funéraire émerge sur de vastes zones : ce sont des 
tombes recouvertes de tertres appelés kourganes, de mâles adultes allongés sur le dos dans des fosses rectangulaires 
ou parfois ovales, avec les genoux initialement fléchis, la tête orientée vers l’ouest et souvent parsemés d’ocre rouge. 
Les fosses funéraires, qui avaient souvent des marches intérieures menant aux chambres funéraires, étaient apparem-
ment garnies de nattes, de peaux et de coussins, et étaient recouvertes de poutres en bois et de nattes textiles d’origine 
végétale. Le mobilier funéraire est très rare et se compose principalement d’anneaux de cheveux en métaux précieux, 
de colliers de dents animales et/ou de céramique.
Ce nouveau rituel funéraire est apparemment une conséquence de la migration des populations Yamnaya de la steppe 
vers le Sud-Est de l’Europe. Dix milliers de tertres ont été érigés dans les régions ressemblant à la steppe. Ils consti
tuent la seule source de nos connaissances, puisqu’aucune habitation n’a été identifiée dans toute la région occidentale. 
Au Nord du Bas-Danube, sur le territoire roumain actuel, 177 tertres funéraires ont été fouillés, contenant un nombre 
total de 714 sépultures. Les recherches archéologiques effectuées au cours des deux dernières décennies (42 tertres) ont 
permis de mieux comprendre ce phénomène complexe.
Malgré certaines variations, la domination de ce rituel funéraire est écrasante. Tous ces paramètres correspondent au 
standard funéraire Yamnaya connu dans les steppes pontique-caspiennes d’Europe de l’Est, mais d’autres ne sont pas 
aussi communs ou ne figurent pas dans les recherches archéologiques, comme les stèles en pierre anthropomorphes, les 
chariots et les roues en bois, les sépultures d’artisans, les poignards à languette au manche ou les haches à emmanche-
ment transversal en cuivre.

Preda-Bǎlǎnicǎ B., Frînculeasa A., Heyd V. (2020) – The Yamnaya 
Impact North of the Lower Danube: A Tale of Newcomers and Locals, 
Bulletin de la Société préhistorique française, 117, 1, p. 85-101.

Article reçu le 8 novembre 2019, accepté le 24 février 2020, publié le 31 mars 2020.



Bianca Preda-B ̆al  anic  a, Alin Frînculeasa, Volker Heyd

86	 Bulletin de la Société préhistorique française

Il y a un autre aspect à souligner : les populations Yamnaya ont occupé et dominé le paysage de plaine, mais elles n’ont 
jamais été seules. Les communautés locales ont habité les zones de collines et des traces de leurs interactions avec les 
nouveaux arrivants de la steppe sont parfois apparentes dans les découvertes archéologiques. Par conséquent, plusieurs 
sépultures situées au Nord du Bas-Danube présentent certaines des caractéristiques typiques du rituel Yamnaya, tels 
que la position du défunt, la présence d’anneaux de cheveux en spirale ou d’ocre, même si celles-ci étaient présentes 
dans des tombes plates, accompagnées de céramiques des cultures locales ou ont été implantées dans les régions 
montagneuses, en dehors du paysage habituel des Yamnaya. Dans d’autres cas, le mobilier funéraire disposé dans les 
sépultures Yamnaya est clairement d’origine locale, telles que des pots et des anneaux de cheveux en argent en forme de 
croissants. Même si différents scénarios de cette interaction ont été proposés, en tant qu’hypothèses allant de la violence 
à l’échange en passant par la neutralité, aucune réponse simple ne peut saisir la complexité de ce processus dans une 
région aussi vaste. Une évaluation minutieuse des particularités locales des sépultures et de leurs coutumes pourrait 
fournir des indices sur les mécanismes d’interaction et de transmission qui ont eu lieu.
Cela devient encore plus évident quand on regarde une zone plus large. Bien sûr, les caractéristiques du phénomène 
Yamnaya, décrit au Nord du Bas-Danube, sont communes à toute son aire de répartition occidentale, comprenant les 
pays modernes de la Bulgarie, la Hongrie et la Serbie. De plus, les dates radiocarbone disponibles indiquent l’émer-
gence de ces sépultures à la toute fin du IVe millénaire av. J.-C./environ 3000 av. J.-C. dans toutes ces régions. Cepend-
ant, certaines nuances régionales de la coutume funéraire peuvent également être remarquées et nous sommes encore 
loin de les comprendre en termes d’identité des différents groupes impliqués.
En fin de compte, que signifie être étranger et local dans un contexte de 2000 ans d’interactions entre le région Pon-
tique-Caspienne du Nord-Est et les steppes Pontiques occidentales du Sud-Est de l’Europe ? Il ne faut pas oublier que 
les premiers contacts entre les populations des steppes et le Bas-Danube remontent bien avant le IIIe millénaire av. J.-C. 
Ils ont déjà commencé dans le dernier tiers du Ve millénaire av. J.-C, en continuant pendant le IVe millénaire av. J.-C 
avec des oscillations en fréquences, et ont également dépassé la période Yamnaya, même si l’impact des inhumations 
successives de la Culture des Catacombes semble avoir été considérablement réduit. Le processus d’interactions qui a 
duré 500 ans entre les sociétés proprement Yamnaya et les sociétés contemporaines considérées comme locales a bien 
sûr créé des coutumes et des assemblages funéraires mixtes. Les nouveaux arrivants précédents sont peut-être devenus 
des locaux, alors que d’autres n’étaient que des visiteurs. L’identité peut être négociée, elle peut être changée, trans-
formée en un mélange ou en quelque chose de nouveau ; on peut aussi avoir une identité mixte ou plusieurs. Il en va de 
même pour la culture matérielle, qui subit un processus de transformation du sens et de la valeur, transformant les idées 
originales. Néanmoins, cette région de recherche bien étudiée, qui passe de la plaine d’Europe orientale aux régions 
montagneuses de l’Europe tempérée, constitue un point de départ idéal pour étudier ce processus.

Mots-clés: Yamnaya, Bas-Danube, kourganes, tombes, début de l’âge du Bronze, transformation, identité.

Burial mounds, also known as tumuli or kurgans, 
and dating back several thousand years, are a 
common presence in all the steppe-like regions 

north of the Lower Danube, in the territory of the pre-
sent-day state of Romania. They can be found west of 
the Prut River, in Bukovina and Moldavia, as well as in 
Dobruja and the Romanian Plain covering the southern 
area of the country, in the provinces of Muntenia and 
Oltenia; even though not many have been investigated, 
such funerary monuments are also known in the Roma-
nian Banat and the intra-Carpathian region of Transyl-
vania (Burtănescu, 2002, p. 222; Motzoi-Chicideanu, 
2011, p. 230). Several mounds have been mapped in the 
Romanian part of Crişana, however, given the lack of 
archaeological research, they cannot be securely dated to 
the Early Bronze Age (Marta and Fazecaş, 2018). While 
some kurgans, still boasting impressive dimensions, can 
be easily spotted from a great distance even today, others, 
probably the majority, vanished during the last century 
because of intensive agriculture or unsupervised indus-
trial and transportation infrastructure development. Esti-
mating their total number seems impossible and those not 
registered as archaeological sites are continually facing 
destruction.(1) Systematic mapping studies using old car-
tographic documents and field surveys are exceptions 

and only cover small regions, such as northern Muntenia 
(Frînculeasa et al., 2017a) and Dobruja (Topoleanu et al., 
2008; Oltean, 2013). Still, the number of existing mounds 
is probably closer to several thousand.(2) 

Of these existing mounds, from the archaeological 
literature we know of 177 which have been excavated, 
especially in Moldavia, Muntenia, and Dobruja, fewer in 
Oltenia, Transylvania and Banat (Table 1), while Crişana 
is still absent from the picture. They contained a total of 
714 burials, but the information they provide is patchy, 
to say the least, dependent upon factors such as excava-
tion type and period or publication manner. It is also true 
that this topic never constituted a priority for Romanian 
archaeological research, for both practical and ideologi-
cal reasons. In practical terms, excavating burial mounds 
demands great resources, yielding scarce results or poor 
grave-goods that do not make them good candidates for 
enriching museum collections (Frînculeasa et al., 2017b, 
p. 25). Furthermore, during the first half of the twentieth 
century the main research focus was national identity, 
while in the period following the instauration of Commu-
nism the vetted topics were those useful to official pro-
paganda (Dragoman and Oanţă-Marghitu, 2006). After 
the fall of the regime and especially after 2000, the adop-
tion of new legislation provided a different framework.(3) 
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Research on burial mounds is currently dependent upon 
economic development, excavations taking place prior to 
the beginning of construction works. 

During the past two decades 42 mounds have been 
excavated, most of them in northern Muntenia (25), 
where extensive research was carried out in the indus-
trial area near the city of Ploieşti, followed by Dobruja 
(14), only two in Moldavia and Bukovina, and one in 
Banat. This wave of archaeological research, along with 
some new approaches to old finds, created the basis for a 
better understanding of this complex phenomenon north 
of the Lower Danube and provided a significant series 
of radiocarbon dates, which had previously been almost 
completely lacking. It is now known that the oldest burial 
mounds predate the presence of the Yamnaya populations 
in this area. Also, that the pace of constructing kurgans 
dramatically increased after their arrival at the turn of the 
fourth and third millennia BC and that they continued to 
be built or used throughout the first half of the latter mil-
lennium (Frînculeasa et al., 2015a; Ailincăi et al., 2016; 
Frînculeasa et al., 2017b).

The authors of this paper aim to present the current 
state of knowledge regarding the relationship of Yamnaya 
newcomers, as well as their chronological predecessors 
and successors on the steppe, with contemporary locals 
and neighbours. In doing so, we would like to address 
issues such as burial customs, material culture, and site 
superpositions, and advance some hypotheses regarding 
the mechanisms of two thousand years of interaction 
between the North and West Pontic steppes and the des-
cendants of Neolithic farming societies around the Car-
pathians.

YAMNAYA KURGANS AND BURIALS

At the transition from the fourth to the third millen-
nium BC a new burial ritual emerged following 

the migration of steppe Yamnaya populations in south-
eastern Europe. Thousands of mounds were built in the 
plain or on top of naturally higher places such as ridges 
or promontories, in some cases extending over 4 m high 
and 50 m in diameter. These mounds usually covered the 
graves of adult male individuals, in rectangular or some-

times oval pits, lying on their backs, with their knees 
initially flexed up, with the head oriented westwards 
and often sprinkled with red ochre (Fig. 1, nos 1 to 6) 
(Burtănescu, 2002, p.  228; Frînculeasa et al., 2015a, 
p. 83). Special attention was paid to arranging the new 
“houses of the dead”, the grave pits, which often had 
internal steps leading to the proper burial chambers and 
were covered with wooden beams and mats made of 
vegetal textiles (Bolohan and Lazanu, 2018). Ochre was 
sprinkled on the pit bottom, on the deceased, especially 
around the head, or small lumps were placed near the 
body (Burtănescu, 2002, p. 242-243; Frînculeasa et al., 
2015a, p.  66). Grave-goods were rare and they mainly 
consisted of hair rings made of precious metals, and neck
laces made of animal teeth or pottery. The most common 
hair rings are the simple, spiral-shaped adornments made 
of silver wire (Fig. 2, nos 1 and 2) (Burtănescu, 2002, 
p.  256). However, several burials contained more mas-
sive hair rings made using a different technique of plating 
a copper wire with a silver sheet or, in exceptional cases, 
plating a silver wire with a gold sheet (Fig. 2, nos 3 and 
4) (Frînculeasa et al., 2015a; Ailincăi et al., 2016; Frîn-
culeasa et al., 2019). Necklaces made of animal teeth are 
more frequently found in child burials, and in some cases 
include teeth of wild and domesticated species – fox and 
dog (Fig. 2, No. 5) (Frînculeasa et al., 2017b, p. 94; Frîn-
culeasa, 2019). Pottery is rare and has analogies east of 
the Prut River, especially the one from Moldavian burial 
sites, demonstrating the ceramic repertoire of local socie-
ties or cord-decorated beaker vessels (Fig. 3, nos 1 to 14) 
(Burtănescu, 2002, p. 249-251; Frînculeasa et al., 2015a, 
p. 83; Frînculeasa et al., 2019). 

All the above-mentioned traits fit the Yamnaya fune-
rary standard known from the eastern European steppe; 
however others are not that common or are missing from 
the archaeological record. Only one anthropomorphic 
stone stele was found in a secondary position near a burial 
mound at Hamangia in Dobruja (Fig. 5, No. 3) (Comşa, 
1986), while all the others come from Transylvania and 
were made of local stone (Fig. 5, No. 1) (Rişcuţa, 2001, 
p.  141). In most cases these were stray finds with the 
notable exception of Floreşti, where the stone stele was 
found at the periphery of a burial mound encircled by a 
ring of stones, a discovery not yet culturally attributed for 
certain (Fig. 5, No. 2) (Rotea et al., 2014). Other absences 
include burials of craftsmen (Bátora, 2002), or wooden 
carts and wheels, even though in the latter case this could 
be due to the state of the research, taking into account 
that such findings are known from Placidol in Bulgaria 
(Panayotov, 1989, p.  100). The Yamnaya-type tanged 
daggers are often found on settlements and as stray finds, 
and only rarely in destroyed burials, which do not provide 
information on the burial ritual (Băjenaru and Popescu, 
2012, p.  388, p.  399). Copper shaft-hole axes are also 
completely absent from mound burials. They were part 
of a set of innovations originating in the richly equipped 
burials of the northern Caucasus area and reached the 
Lower Danube and the Carpathian Basin at the end of 
the fourth millennium BC. However here they are usually 

Region Mounds Burials
Banat 3 3

Dobruja 47 244
Moldavia 49 168
Muntenia 55 257
Oltenia 20 39

Transylvania 3 3

Table. 1 – Mounds and burials  
researched in Romania according to regions.

Tabl. 1 – Tertres funéraires et tombes  
répertoriés en Roumanie par région.
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Fig. 1 – Typical Yamnaya burials north of the Lower Danube: Costâna/Gr.1 (1), Rahman I/Gr.2 (2), Ariceşti II/Gr.1 (3), Rast/Gr.5 (4), 
Bucova – Puzsta/Gr.1 (5), Vânători/Gr.13 (6) (1, Boghian et al., 2016, fig. 7/2-3; 2, Ailincăi et al., 2014, fig. 3b; 3, Frînculeasa et al., 2015a, 
Pl. 3; 4, Dumitrescu, 1980, Pl. LXXXVIII/5; 5, Krauß et al., 2016, Abb. 6; 6, Brudiu, 1985, fig. 2/1).

Fig. 1 – Inhumations typiques des Yamnaya au nord du Danube Inférieur : Costâna/tombe 1 (1), Rahman I/tombe 2 (2), Ariceşti II/tombe 
1 (3), Rast/tombe 5 (4), Bucova – Puzsta/tombe 1 (5), Vânători/tombe 13 (6) (1, Boghian et al., 2016, fig. 7/2-3 ; 2, Ailincăi et al., 2014, 
fig. 3b ; 3, Frînculeasa et al., 2015a, pl. 3 ; 4, Dumitrescu, 1980, pl. LXXXVIII/5 ; 5, Krauß et al., 2016, Abb. 6 ; 6, Brudiu, 1985, fig. 2/1).
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found in hoards or as single depositions (Hansen, 2011, 
p.  143). Even though they have received less attention 
than their copper counterparts, stone battle axes represent 
an intriguing category of finds. They occur in various 
contexts, such as local flat burials (Tudor, 1973), some-
times in secondary positions, and in the filling of mounds, 
especially in Moldavia (Diaconu, 2010, p. 18), or as stray 
finds in Dobruja, Muntenia, Oltenia and Transylvania 
(Vasiliu, 1996, p. 11; Ilie et al., 2010, p. 37; Boroneanţ 
and Boroneanţ, 1992, p. 94; Irimia, 1978, p. 225). Most 
of them are carefully polished and were produced with a 
lot of work and skill. It is therefore likely that they were 
a component in the practice of deposition. Given their 
absence from typical Yamnaya burials and presence in 
some Glina and Schneckenberg settlements, they were 
assigned to local populations (Vulpe, 1959, p.  268). 
However, some of them, made of local stone, bear formal 
resemblance to the A-type stone battle axes usually found 
in graves of the early Corded Ware culture north of the 
Carpathians, hundreds of kilometres away, perhaps indi-
cating that Corded Ware A-type axes derived from Yam-
naya specimens (Fig. 6, nos 1 to 3). In any case, this and 
other material culture items, as well as customs, demon

strate the existence of supra-regional networks through 
which innovations and knowledge circulated and connec-
ted faraway regions (Furholt, 2014, p. 73, Fig. 4).

Despite a certain internal variation, the burial ritual 
presented above dominated and was rarely deviated from. 
Such an exception from the new standard was identified 
in Grave 3/Mound I from Vităneşti (Fig. 4, nos 1 and 2). 
The primary burial, whose radiocarbon data clearly indi-
cates the beginning of the third millennium BC, contai-
ned the skeletal remains of a person of unknown sex lying 
in an extended position, with the upper limbs stretched 
along the body and the head oriented north-eastwards, a 
reminder of older Kvityana traditions (Frînculeasa et al., 
2017c, p. 76, p. 81). 

STEPPE PREDECESSORS IN THE FIFTH 
AND FOURTH MILLENNIA BC

The first contacts between the steppe populations and 
the Lower Danube area date long before the third mil-

lennium BC. They started during the last third of the fifth 

Fig. 2 – Typical grave goods in Yamnaya burials: hair rings from Blejoi IV/Gr. 1 (1-2), Ariceşti I/Gr. 1 (3), Blejoi III/Gr.1 (4), and animal teeth 
from Târgșoru Vechi, Gr. 10 (5) (1-2, 4, Frînculeasa et al., 2019, Pl. 7; 3, Frînculeasa et al., 2015a, Pl 2/2; 5, Frînculeasa, 2019, fig. 5).

Fig. 2 – Mobilier funéraire typique des Yamnaya : anneaux de cheveux de Blejoi IV/tombe 1 (1-2), Ariceşti I/tombe 1 (3), Blejoi III/tombe 1 
(4), et dents d’animaux de Târgșoru Vechi, tombe 10 (5) (1-2, 4, Frînculeasa et al., 2019, pl. 7 ; 3, Frînculeasa et al., 2015a, pl 2/2 ;  
5, Frînculeasa, 2019, fig. 5) 
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Fig. 3 – Pots with cord decoration from burial mounds north of the Lower Danube (1-11, Frînculeasa et al., 2015a, fig. 13;  
12, Popescu, Vulpe, 1966, fig. 7a; 13, Frînculeasa et al., 2017b, Pl. 83/4; 14, Frînculeasa et al., 2017b, Pl. 83/7).

Fig. 3 – Vases à décor cordé provenant de tertres funéraires situés au nord du Danube Inférieur (1-11, Frînculeasa et al., 2015a,  
fig. 13 ; 12, Popescu, Vulpe, 1966, fig. 7a ; 13, Frînculeasa et al., 2017b, pl. 83/4 ; 14, Frînculeasa et al., 2017b, pl. 83/7).
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millennium BC with discoveries assigned to the Skelya 
(Suvorovo-Novodanilovka) complex (Anthony, 2007, 
p. 249). In Transylvania this process can be seen in the flat 
cemetery of Decea Mureşului, comprised of 19 richly fur-
nished burials. The graves were of individuals lying supine 
with the knees initially raised, oriented south-westwards 
or south-south-westwards, sprinkled with red ochre and 
accompanied by pottery, ornaments made of copper and 
Unio shells, flint blades and four-knobbed stone mace-
heads (Fig. 7, No. 4) (Govedarica, 2004, p. 62-76). Similar 
mace-heads come from burials or more often stray finds, 
as do several zoomorphic sceptres (Govedarica, 2004, 
p. 76-77; Gogâltan and Ignat, 2011, Fig. 2/10-17). Such a 
sceptre was discovered in a burial mound in Casimcea, in 
Dobruja, along with flint items and ochre (Fig. 7, No. 5) 
(Govedarica, 2004, p. 104). East of the Carpathians, the 
destroyed burials from Lungoci and Fălciu contained orna-
ments made of gold, as well as copper, flint and stone axes, 
and several flint items (Govedarica, 2004, p. 83-84). To 
the south, close to the Danube, a vessel typical of the north 
Pontic Skelya culture was found in the tell settlement of 
Pietrele, Măgura Gorgana, also testifying to the existence 
of an exchange network between east and west (Fig. 7, 
No. 1) (Reingruber and Rassamakin, 2016, p. 274). 

For most of the first half of the fourth millennium BC, 
the evidence for contacts is very scarce, becoming more 
obvious only towards the end of this period, with the 
appearance of corded ornaments on vessels of Dereivka, 
Cernavoda I and Cucuteni B pottery (Reingruber and Ras-
samakin, 2016, p.  274). The much debated Cucuteni  C 
shell-tempered pottery also needs to be mentioned 

(Anthony, 2007, p. 231). Discoveries of the Cernavoda I 
type consist of shallow habitation layers in Muntenia and 
Dobruja and especially isolated flat burials, Gr.75 from 
Sultana being such an example, even though their dating 
was long disputed and is still not supported by radiocarbon 
data (Fig. 7, No. 2) (Frînculeasa et al., 2017c, p. 86). The 
last third of the fourth millennium BC saw the emergence 
of mounds that predated the Yamnaya monuments and dis-
played a different funerary ritual. West of the Prut, several 
burials were assigned to this time frame, of which we men-
tion Grave 22 from Lieşti, Movila Arbănaşu, containing 
a painted vessel of the Horodiştea-Gordineşti tradition 
(Fig. 7, No. 3) (Burtănescu, 2002, p. 392), while in Dobruja 
these graves contained either crouched or extended indi-
viduals (Frînculeasa et al., 2015a, p. 80-82). In northern 
Muntenia an absolutely unique aspect was recently iden-
tified, consisting of burials surrounded by gravel rings, 
individuals lying crouched and oriented in diverse direc-
tions; both men and women burials are common, as well as 
post-mortem body manipulation (Frînculeasa et al., 2015a, 
p. 56, p. 83). Ochre is rare, however the burials are richly 
furnished with ceramics typical of the Baden-Coţofeni 
tradition, and especially adornments such as silver spiral 
hair rings, copper torques, or complex strings comprising 
copper and shell beads, copper spectacle-shaped pendants, 
as well as with weapons such as copper flanged axes (Frîn-
culeasa et al., 2017b, p.  117). This is also probably the 
period in which cord decoration appears on Coţofeni III 
pottery, even though a recent discovery from Transylva-
nia indicates the existence of sherds decorated with “false” 
cord as early as the IIa phase (Gogâltan, 2013, p. 50-51).

Fig. 4 – The non-standard mound burial from Vităneşti, Mound I, plan (1) and grave 3 (2)  
(Frînculeasa et al., 2017c, Pl. IV/2-4, Pl. V/2) shows a supine-extended body position.

Fig. 4 – L’enterrement non-conventionnel de Vităneşti, tertre I, plan (1) et tombe 3 (2)  
(Frînculeasa et al., 2017c, pl. IV/2-4, pl. V/2) montrant une position du corps étendu sur le dos.
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Fig. 5 – Anthropomorphic stelae from Romania: Baia de Criş (1), Floreşti Polus (2), Hamangia (3)  
(1, Rişcuţa, 2001, Fig. 3; 2, Rotea et al., 2014, Pl. X ; 3, Diaconu, 2010, Fig. 6/9).

Fig. 5 – Stèles anthropomorphes trouvées en Roumanie : Baia de Criş (1), Floreşti Polus (2), Hamangia (3)  
(1, Rişcuţa, 2001, fig. 3 ; 2, Rotea et al., 2014, pl. X ; 3, Diaconu, 2010, fig. 6/9)

Fig. 6 – Stone battle axes resembling Corded Ware A-type axes from Romania: Băleni-Români (1), Oltenia (2), Făgăraş (3)  
(1, Ilie et al., 2010, Pl. 6; 2, Boroneanţ and Boroneanţ, 1992, Pl. V; 3, Irimia, 1978, Fig. 3).

Fig. 6 – Haches de bataille en pierre ressemblant à des haches du type A de la Culture de la Céramique Cordée trouvées en Roumanie : 
Băleni-Români (1), Oltenia (2), Făgăraş (3) (1, Ilie et al., 2010, pl. 6 ; 2, Boroneanţ and Boroneanţ, 1992, pl. V ; 3, Irimia, 1978, fig. 3).
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Fig. 7 – Evidence for Vth and IVth millennium BC supposed interactions between locals and foreigners: pot from Pietrele (1), grave 75 from 
Sultana (2), grave 22 from Lieşti – Movila Arbănaşu (3), grave 12 from Decea Mureşului (4), grave from Casimcea (5) (1, Reingruber and 
Rassamakin, 2016, Abb. 16; 2, Andreescu et al., 2015, fig. 1; 3, Frînculeasa et al., 2017b, fig. 21/3-5; 4, Govedarica, 2004, Taf. 3; 5, Gove-
darica, 2004, Taf. 19-20).

Fig. 7 – Preuves d’interactions supposées entre locaux et étrangers au cours des cinquième et quatrième millénaires av. J.-C. : pot de 
Pietrele (1), tombe 75 de Sultana (2), tombe 22 de Lieşti – Movila Arbănaşu (3), tombe 12 de Decea Mureşului (4), tombe de Casimcea (5) 
(1, Reingruber and Rassamakin, 2016, Abb. 16 ; 2, Andreescu et al., 2015, fig. 1 ; 3, Frînculeasa et al., 2017b, fig. 21/3-5 ; 4, Govedarica, 
2004, Taf. 3 ; 5, Govedarica, 2004, Taf. 19-20).



Bianca Preda-B ̆al  anic  a, Alin Frînculeasa, Volker Heyd

94	 Bulletin de la Société préhistorique française

Fig. 8 – Examples of exchange between Yamnaya and supposed local societies: Gr. 20 from Zimnicea (1), grave 13 from Smeeni (2), graves 
and pots from Verbiţa (3) (1, Alexandrescu, 1974, Pl. 2, 8/1-3; 2, Frînculeasa et al., 2017b, Pl. 34; 3, Berciu and Roman, 1984, Fig. 1-2).

Fig. 8 – Exemples d’échanges entre Yamnaya et des cultures locales supposées : tombe 20 de Zimnicea (1), tombe 13 de Smeeni (2), 
tombes et pots de Verbiţa (3) (1, Alexandrescu, 1974, pl. 2, 8/1-3 ; 2, Frînculeasa et al., 2017b, pl. 34 ; 3, Berciu et Roman, 1984, fig. 1-2).
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KATACOMBNAYA SUCCESSORS

Compared to the massive presence of Yamnaya graves 
at the Lower Danube, the impact of the succeeding 

Katacombnaya burials seems significantly diminished 
(Burtănescu, 2002, p. 278). In fact, the presence of a pro-
per catacomb structure was identified in only four cases 
in the burial mound from Smeeni, in northern Munte-
nia, which represents the westernmost findings to date. 
They show homogenous characteristics, being secondary 
burials placed in the southern area of the mound, and all 
have catacombs, even though some of them have been 
damaged (Simache and Teodorescu, 1962). Again, special 
attention was paid to constructing the funerary structure, 
comprising of the entrance shaft and the proper chamber 
with its typical bean shape. The position of the deceased 
had also changed. The individuals lie in an extended posi-
tion, with the head oriented west-south-westwards; ochre 
or grave-goods are not part of the burial ritual, however 
animal offerings were found (Simache and Teodorescu, 
1962). The three radiocarbon dates obtained for these 
burials indicate a time frame in the middle of the third 
millennium BC and suggest a coexistence phase of the 
Yamnaya and Katakombnaya burials (Frînculeasa et al., 
2017b, p. 110, Table 4). In this context, we have to men-
tion the findings from Sudiţi, a site not far from Smeeni, 

considered as evidence of an interaction process around 
the middle of the third millennium BC (Frînculeasa et 
al., 2017b, p. 47). Here, in Grave 7, which was typical 
of a Yamnaya ritual, an individual in a supine position 
with flexed legs and oriented westwards was placed in 
a catacomb-like structure and accompanied by pottery 
usually found in Katacombnaya burials (Frînculeasa et 
al., 2017b, p. 47).

The rest of the burials, mainly found in Moldavia, were 
assigned to the Katacombnaya according to more or less 
reliable criteria, such as their stratigraphic position inside 
the kurgans, burial customs or grave-goods (Burtănescu, 
2002). Given that catacomb burials are found in kurgans 
that have already been erected by Yamnaya populations, 
in many cases the lack of stratigraphic information has 
made reliable assessment impossible (Burtănescu, 2002, 
p. 278). Their main characteristic seems to be their lack of 
homogeneity as regards to their funerary practices. These 
consist of burials in either niches or just simple pits, the 
deceased lying either crouched, supine, or in an extended 
position, the different orientations and the presence 
of varied grave-goods such as pottery or stone maces 
(Burtănescu, 2002, p. 290-297; Frînculeasa et al., 2017b, 
p. 144). Even though this lack of clarity can be due to the 
state of the research, it is more probably related to the 
actual scarcity of these burials west of the Prut River.

Fig. 9 – Map of all Yamnaya burial mounds excavated on the territory of present-day countries of Romania, Bulgaria, Serbia and Hungary.

Fig. 9 – Carte des tertres funéraires connus sur les territoires actuels de la Roumanie, la Bulgarie, la Serbie et la Hongrie.
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RELATIONS WITH LOCAL SOCIETIES

It was common practice for the Yamnaya populations 
to build their mounds in places previously occupied 

by other communities. Examples come from Molda-
via, where several tumuli were erected over settlement 
remains of the late Cucuteni B phase or Horodiştea-
Erbiceni (Burtănescu, 2002, p.  224-225). In Muntenia 
they overlay Cernavoda III, Cernavoda II-Folteşti II or 
Horodiştea-Folteşti habitation layers (Frînculeasa et al., 
2017b, p. 39), while in Oltenia and Banat, sherds assig-
ned to Coţofeni pottery were found in the filling of burials 
or on the ancient surface (Frînculeasa et al., 2015a, p. 77). 
This practice could be related to claiming possession of 
those territories (Heyd, 2011, p. 542), however, one has 
to bear in mind that even though the Yamnaya popula-
tions occupied and dominated the plain, they were never 
actually alone. Local communities inhabited the hilly 
areas, and traces of their interactions with the steppe new-
comers are present in the archaeological record. 

Various contemporary settlements are known in Mol-
davia, such as Târpeşti and Dolheştii Mari, or Bogdăneşti 
and Aldeşti, which were probably more related to the 
Transylvanian area (Burtănescu, 2002, p.  160-161, 
p. 182). The graves from Târpeşti and Cătămărăşti-Deal 
exhibited the typical Yamnaya position of the deceased, 
lying supine with flexed legs and sprinkled with ochre, 
but were accompanied rather by local pottery and had 
no burial mounds (Burtănescu, 2002, p.  223). Interac-
tion between the Yamnaya and Globular Amphora in the 
wider area is reflected in the presence of typical pottery of 
the latter or even stone cists in Yamnaya burials (Szmyt, 
2013). However, this complex interaction needs to be put 
into the context with the neighbouring regions of Volhy-
nia, Podolia, and the Ukraine.

In Transylvania the scenario is quite complex as 
there are differences between the eastern and the western 
regions. In the west, interaction with late Coţofeni com-
munities is attested by the graves uncovered in Silvaşu 
de Jos, a hilly area outside the regular Yamnaya steppe 
landscape. Two mounds built over previous Coţofeni 
features had primary burials displaying a typical Yam-
naya ritual, individuals lying supine, oriented westwards; 
these were interpreted as external influence of the Yam-
naya on the local late Coţofeni population (Diaconescu 
and Tincu, 2016, p.  108, p.  115). Subsequently, a dif-
ferent type of burial mound occupied the highland areas, 
or mountains, contemporary to the Yamnaya kurgans in 
the lowlands. The funerary standard of the Livezile group 
consisted of building stone mounds over the burials of 
individuals lying in a contracted position directly on the 
ancient soil surface. Post-mortem manipulation of bodies 
is quite common; the dead were accompanied with spe-
cific pottery and metal ornaments, such as Leukas hair 
rings made of gold or copper spectacle-shaped pendants 
(Ciugudean, 2011, p.  23-27). In central and south-eas-
tern Transylvania, stone cist burials of Zimnicea-Mlăjet-
Sânzieni-Turia type, containing askos pots with origins 

south of the Danube, were interpreted as a mixture of 
Globular Amphora and Ezerovo/Zimnicea elements 
(Székely, 2009, p. 42; Burtănescu, 2002, p. 384). Some 
grave-goods found in Yamnaya burials in Muntenia fill 
the gap between these, such as askos pots and crescent 
silver hair rings with close analogies in the Zimnicea 
cemetery (Fig. 8, No. 2) (Frînculeasa et al., 2015a, p. 71; 
Frînculeasa et al., 2017b, p.  100). In opposition, ochre 
and typical Yamnaya spiral hair rings were documented 
in several burials from the flat cemetery in Zimnicea (Fig. 
8, No. 1) (Alexandrescu, 1974, p.  83). Several mound 
burials from Muntenia contained pots bearing cord deco-
ration resembling the typical Corded Ware beakers of 
central and northern Europe, however, their shapes also 
find good analogies east of the Prut (Ivanova, 2013; Frîn-
culeasa et al., 2015a, p. 67). Similar vessels come from 
the supposed flat cemetery from Brăiliţa (Harţuche, 2002) 
and from a destroyed burial mound at Buj in Hungary 
(Dani, 2011, p. 34). The pots with cord decoration from 
Milostea, found in the hilly area of northern Oltenia, are 
more likely related to Transylvania, as good analogies 
can be found in the corded ware of the Jigodin type and 
in findings from Moacşa-Eresteghin (Popescu and Vulpe, 
1966; Ciugudean, 2011, p. 22).

In the late phase of the Yamnaya burials, maybe 
because of lower pressure exerted by these populations, 
settlements of the Glina culture emerged in both the plain 
and the hilly regions south of the Carpathians. Their areas 
partially overlap and, even though evidence of interac-
tions is still scarce in the archaeological record, examples 
from Verbiţa (Fig. 8, No. 3) and Târgşoru Vechi do pro-
vide such evidence (Frînculeasa et al., 2017b, p. 138). In 
Târgşoru Vechi, not far away from the Yamnaya kurgans, 
a burial containing a pot of the Glina tradition was unco-
vered (Frînculeasa et al., 2015b). Further to the west, in 
the burial mound at Verbiţa, individuals lying in a typical 
Yamnaya position were accompanied by pottery related 
to the Glina or Belotic-Bela Crkva and Somogyvár tradi-
tions (Berciu and Roman, 1984; Kulcsár, 2009, p. 268).

THE YAMNAYA NORTH OF THE LOWER 
DANUBE IN SOUTH-EASTERN AND EAST-

CENTRAL EUROPEAN CONTEXT

The limits of the Yamnaya expansion in south-eas-
tern Europe were traditionally perceived as confined 

to the steppe-like landscape, marked by the Tisza River 
in the west, the Serbian Banat to the south-west and the 
Rhodope Mountains in the south (Dani, 2011, p. 26; Kai-
ser and Winger, 2015, p. 9; Koledin et al., 2020, in press). 
Identifying the exact number of excavated burial mounds 
and especially graves dated to the Early Bronze Age in 
this extensive area is no easy task (Fig. 9). As mentioned 
above, we know of approximately 177 mounds contai-
ning around 714 burials from Romania. From Hungary 
there is information about 75 kurgans (Dani, 2011), and 
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from Serbia we have evidence of around 15 (Koledin et 
al., 2020, in press), while in Bulgaria the latest publica-
tions account for 80 kurgans and 460 burials (Kaiser and 
Winger, 2015, p. 3). Between the Prut and Dniester rivers 
the situation is even more difficult to assess, however 
over 500 hundred mounds have been excavated overall 
(Dergacev, 1994, p. 123; Ivanova, 2013). 

When looking at all these burials, one can see several 
common features. Mounds often superpose earlier habi-
tation layers; in Serbia they were usually built on top of 
Baden or Kostolac sites (Koledin et al., 2020, in press) 
and in Hungary over Cernavoda III or Baden sites (Dani, 
2011, p. 26). In Bulgaria, links to the Coţofeni culture can 
be seen especially in the findings from Târnava (Panayo-
tov, 1989, p. 84-93), while those to the Ezero sequence 
are seen in Ovchartsi (Alexandrov and Kaiser, 2016). 
The available radiocarbon dates indicate the emergence 
of these burials at the very end of the fourth or beginning 
of the third millennium BC, this being true for Romania 
(Frînculeasa et al., 2017b), Bulgaria (Kaiser and Winger, 
2015, p. 14), Serbia (Koledin et al., 2020, in press) and 
Hungary (Horváth et al., 2013). No east to west delay can 
be discerned; the expansion seems to have happened in 
one episode. East of the Prut, in Moldavia, absolute dates 
are very scarce and not completely reliable (Rassamakin 
and Nikolova, 2008, Table 1, nos 188-190). We also have 
to highlight the widespread occurrence of the typical 
funerary standard, which was strictly followed most of 
the time. Rectangular grave pits were dug and carefully 
arranged with mats, potentially pillows, hides and furs, 
and wooden covers. The deceased, usually an adult male 
individual, was placed in a supine position with flexed 
legs; the orientation is west-east, with the head facing 
westwards; ochre is present; the grave-goods consist  
mainly of ornaments or pottery (Dani, 2011, p. 29; Kaiser 
and Winger, 2015; Koledin et al., 2020, in press). Silver 
hair rings are the most common findings and the deduc-
ted hair fashion is one of the main characteristics associa-
ted with the Yamnaya identity in all these regions (Dani, 
2011; Kaiser and Winger, 2015, p. 9; Frînculeasa et al., 
2019; Koledin et al., 2020, in press). Strings of animal 
teeth are more often found in Hungarian and Romanian 
Yamnaya mounds and in child graves (Ecsedy, 1979; 
Frînculeasa et al., 2017b, p.  94). However, some local 
nuances in burial custom can also be observed. Deposition 
of ochre lumps in the grave seems more common in the 
Carpathian Basin, while in the Lower Danube area ochre 
is more often sprinkled on the deceased (Heyd, 2011, 
p. 539; Kaiser and Winger, 2015, p. 11). On average, the 
mounds also contain far fewer secondary burials in the 
westernmost distribution area (Koledin et al., 2020, in 
press). In contrast, in southern Bulgaria, mounds contain 
a larger number of secondary burials, commonly fur-
nished with local pottery (Alexandrov and Kaiser, 2016, 
p. 362, p. 365). East of the Prut, the funerary standard is 
similar, but the presence of additional grave-goods such 
as wooden carts or wheels, stone and flint artefacts, or 
copper tanged daggers should be noted (Dergacev, 1994; 
Ivanova, 2013). We are still far away from understanding 

these regional differences in terms of the identity of the 
various groups involved. Do they represent wider kin-
groups within the Yamnaya, or simply differing inter
actions with various local groups or neighbours?

This burial ritual dominated for centuries, imposing 
its rules and becoming the norm. Only towards the late 
phase did changes occur, such as the body being placed 
in a side crouched position, in some regions, as attested 
by burials found in the filling of mounds in Moldavia, 
Dobruja, and Wallachia (Motzoi-Chicideanu, 2011, 
p. 274; Burtănescu, 2002, p. 262). The same transforma-
tion can be seen east of the Prut (Ivanova, 2013). In the 
entire western area, the most recent Yamnaya burials date 
to the middle of the third millennium BC (Horváth et al., 
2013; Kaiser and Winger, 2015, p. 14; Frînculeasa et al., 
2017b; Koledin et al., 2020, in press).

CONCLUSION AND PERSPECTIVES  
FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The arrival of the Yamnaya populations in south-eas-
tern and east-central Europe changed the history 

of this region, and subsequently of the entire continent. 
Thousands of mounds erected in the flat landscapes are 
the only source available in order to understand this phe-
nomenon, given that none of their settlements has been 
identified in the entire western region (Burtănescu, 2002, 
p. 223; Heyd, 2011, p. 539). They testify to migrations, 
an approach boldly supported by recent genetic studies 
(Allentoft et al., 2015; Haak et al., 2015; Mathieson et 
al., 2017). More doubtful, however, is the claim about 
mass migrations. We are only at the beginning of the pro-
cess of understanding the demographics involved. But 
there is another, more pressing issue. What is local and 
what is not, in these two millennia of interaction between 
the northern Pontic-Caspian and the western Pontic 
steppe lands of south-eastern Europe? Even the 500 years 
of interaction between the Yamnaya and contemporary 
societies regarded as local has of course created mixed 
burial customs and assemblages. Local or non-local is 
not something permanently frozen in time, but actively 
changing and transforming. The first Yamnaya groups 
did not remain “newcomers” forever, but after some time 
they became “locals”. Thus, if new groups arrived from 
the steppe in a more or less intense or permanent flux, 
even though they shared a similar lifestyle and beliefs, 
they may well have been seen as newcomers or even 
competition for the already existing “local” Yamnaya. 
At the same time, for local communities living in settle-
ments and burying their dead in flat cemeteries, who were 
already used to the presence of the people of the steppe 
and their way of life, newcomers would not have repre-
sented a significant change (Heyd, 2011, p. 545).

As archaeologists, we tend to highlight differences or 
resemblances that were not necessarily seen in the same 
way by past communities. Identity can also be negotiated; 
it can be changed, transformed or blended into something 
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new; one can also have a mixed or several identities. 
Everything is a matter of perspective, in the same way if 
one highlights, as Martin Furholt has just done (Furholt, 
2019), the overarching common characteristics of burial 
customs, or more focusses on the dividing aspects. Nei-
ther way is bad or wrong; they just represent two sides 
of the same story. Therefore a polythetic look at interac-
tions between the Yamnaya and locals is as good as the 
monothetic, cultural-historical perspective in creating 
blocks of shared (burial) practice or material culture, ergo 
Cultures. The same is true if one applies a top-to-down 
and broad-brush approach as Kristiansen et al., 2017, 
or Furholt’s demand for bottom-up, detailed multidisci-
plinary regional studies. Both ways deliver results and 
insights, and should be seen as complementary. What is 
new and exciting, however, is the contribution of ancient 
DNA studies, which provide a biological population com-
ponent that supplements the predominant cultural identity 
agenda. While this completes our picture and offers new 
perspectives, it also favours differences and highlights 
the antagonism between presumed locals and non-locals. 
Then again, the opportunities created by knowledge of 
the biological component of then contemporary popula-
tions and their interactions outweigh what one could call 
negatively connotated methodological or ideological pro-
blems in dealing with ancient DNA data.

In the case of the Yamnaya impact north of the Lower 
Danube region, even though different scenarios of this 
event were proposed, as hypotheses ranging between the 
three cornerstones of violence, exchange, and neutrality 
(Heyd, 2011, p. 545; Kaiser and Winger, 2015, p. 19), no 
straightforward answer can account for the complexity of 
this process in such a large area. It is thus unlikely that a 
single explanation can fit all the situations and it is more 
probable that local or regional societies found their own 
solutions to dealing with outsiders. A careful assessment 
of local peculiarities of burials and their customs could 
provide clues about the mechanisms of interaction and 
transmission. The same applies to material culture. Here, 
the anthropomorphic stone stelae are probably the finest 
example of an innovation likely that arrived with the new-
comers. Their similarity with the stelae usually placed on 
top of Yamnaya kurgans in the Ukraine, Moldova, and 
Bulgaria points to their source of inspiration. However, 
once the idea reached the intra-Carpathian regions, inclu-

ding Hungary, they started to be produced locally. In this 
region, only some of the stelae are found in funerary 
contexts, whereas others seem to be involved in other 
ceremonial practices, within a process of transformation 
of the original idea by changing their meaning and value. 
We could easily continue this list by including the copper 
shaft-hole axes or the precious metal hair rings. Along 
similar parameters, the transformation of their meaning 
may have started as early as the fourth millennium BC.

To conclude, the tale of newcomers and locals north 
of the Lower Danube provides a complicated history of 
various interactions, of locals who themselves had pre-
viously arrived in the area a few generations back, whose 
forebears were already dealing with previous generations 
of locals, of locals who themselves went away to other 
regions and returned, of outsiders living on itinerant sea-
sonal or annual pathways, and so on. It is thus an epic 
tale, told both before and thereafter, here and everywhere.
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NOTES

(1)	 In March 2019 out of 17,287 archaeological sites in the 
National Archaeological Record of Romania, about 
550 burial mounds were assigned to the Early Bronze Age 
and almost 1800 were dated to “an unknown time frame”. 
However, some of them could have also been raised during 
the same period. Source: http://ran.cimec.ro/.

(2)	 As examples, 342 mounds were identified only in the area 
of Ploieşti (Frînculeasa et al., 2017a, p. 536), while in Te-
leorman County this number raises to 351 (Frînculeasa et 
al., 2017c, p. 77).

(3)	 Law 422/2001 on the protection of monuments and Law 
258/2006 for the modification and completion of Govern-
ment Ordinance 43/2000 on the protection of archaeologi-
cal heritage and declaring archaeological sites as national 
interest areas (Topoleanu et al., 2008, p. 13-20; Frînculea-
sa et al., 2017a, p. 534).

Ailinc ̆ai S. C., Mihail F., Carozza L., Constantinescu 
M., Soficaru A., Micu C. (2014) – Une découverte funé-
raire du début du l’âge de Bronze en Dobroudja (Sud-Est de 
Roumanie). Le tumulus de Rahman (com. Casimcea, dep. 
Tulcea), Prilozi. Instituta za arheologiju u Zagrebu, 31, 
p. 135–149.

Ailinc ̆ai S. C., Mihail F., Constantinescu M., Carozza L., 
Micu C., Burens A. (2016) – Découverte d’un tumulus de 
l’Age de Bronze à Rahman, sur la commune de Casimcea, 
dep. de Tulcea, Studii şi Cercetări de Istorie Veche şi Arhe-
ologie, 67, 1-2, p. 29-52.

Alexandrescu A. D. (1974) – La nécropole du Bronze ancien 
de Zimnicea (dép. de Teleorman), Dacia (N.S.), 18, p. 79-94.

Alexandrov St., Kaiser E. (2016) – The Early Barrow 
Graves in West Pontic Area. Cultures? Migrations? Inter-
actions?, in V. Nikolov and W. Schier (eds.), Der Schwarz-
meerraum vom Neolithikum bis in die Früheisenzeit 
(6000–600 v. Chr.). Kulturelle interferenzen in der zirkum-
pontischen Zone und Kontakte mit ihren Nachbargebieten, 
Prähistorische Archäologie in Südosteuropa, Band 30, Rah-
den/Westf., Verlag Marie Leidorf GmbH, p. 359-370.
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