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Abstract: 

In this thesis, I attempt to answer the question of whether it is possible to reflect the modern 

psychological theory of culture of honour to the Late Copper/ Early Bronze Age period of the Eurasian 

steppe zone. Furthermore, how does this affect social structure and can archaeological evidence prove 

it. To study culture of honour, Indo-European sources and ethnographic research on mobile pastoralism 

are also examined.  

Through a sociocultural approach, this thesis strives to reconstruct the sociocultural background and 

changes originating from the Yamnaya. In this approach, theories from anthropology, ethnography, 

sociology, social psychology, and science of religion interact. Furthermore, sources associated with 

early Indo-European culture (e.g., social structure and mythology) are included. Essentially, this study 

aims to link the Yamnaya culture with the sociocultural theory of culture of honor. 

A focus of this thesis is the study of anthropomorphic stone stelae associated with the Yamnaya and 

adjacent cultures. The area where the stelae have been found consists of the modern countries of 

Romania, Bulgaria, Ukraine, Moldova, North Macedonia and Russia. Moreover, general knowledge 

about grave goods, burial rituals, osteological and genetic materials contribute to the overall 

reconstruction and interpretation process. 

A comprehensive outline of Yamnaya's ideological, social, and behavioral aspects is attempted through 

the use of comparative methodology. In order to accomplish this, the archaeological materials and their 

symbolic meaning are interpreted using the theoretical frameworks provided and compared to later Indo-

European traditions and ethnographic studies on mobile pastoralism. 

Using theoretical frameworks and comparative method, this thesis demonstrates that the sociocultural 

theory of culture of honor can be reflected in archaeological materials. The reflections of sociocultural 

behaviour can be argued to be present in burial rituals, grave goods, osteological, genetic and most of 

all in the anthropomorphic stone stelae.  
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1. Introduction 

Prehistoric Europe oversaw a massive turnover during the Bronze Age as migrations of steppe 

people made an everlasting impact on Europe. Archaeologists amongst others have studied the 

Proto-Indo-European (henceforth: PIE) cultures for a long time under the assumption that they 

are the origin of genetic, social and cultural changes. The PIE culture has been almost solely 

associated with the Yamnaya horizon (e.g., Mallory 1989; Anthony 2007), a culture which 

dominated the steppe zone during the Late Copper/ Early Bronze Age. The aim of this thesis is 

to study and reconstruct the sociocultural background and changes that originated from the 

Yamnaya with a multidisciplinary approach.  

This reconstruction is based on interpretations of social interactions in the Yamnaya cultural 

setting derived from sources of iconography and ideology. One of the basic assumptions of this 

modelling process is to associate the Yamnaya horizon to the sociocultural theory of culture of 

honour (Nisbett & Cohen 1996) and to warrior ideology. Theories from fields of social 

psychology, sociology, comparative ethnography, historical literature and science of religions 

will be applied. Anthropomorphic stone stelae associated to this culture provide archaeological 

data. In addition, analyses from natural sciences (e.g., genetic, osteological, and isotope studies) 

and mortuary rituals will be included to support the interpretation process. Needless to say, it 

is crucial to involve several conjunctive cultural elements (e.g., mobility, economy, funerary 

rites) to address the social structures and behaviour of the Yamnaya. As for today, research on 

Yamnaya horizon lacks analyses of society, mindset, and behaviour as a whole system, while 

research on other social elements is limited.  

The Yamnaya culture (also known as Pit Grave culture or Ochre Grave culture) was a mobile 

pastoralist culture, most likely divided into kinship-based chiefdoms during the European 

Bronze Age (Anthony 2007: 331). The Yamnaya inhabited a vast area of the Great Steppes 

from the Ural Mountains to the Tizsa River, covering the modern countries of western Russia, 

Ukraine, Bulgaria, Romania, Moldavia, and to a smaller extent Serbia. Their inhumation burials 

have been dated in Romania between 3000 – 2400 cal. BC. (Frînculeasa et al. 2017: 130 table 

7), in Bulgaria between 3100 – 2500/2400 cal. BC (Kaiser & Winger 2015: 118) and in Ukraine 

between 3000 – 2600/2500 cal. BC. (Suvorov 2022).  
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1.1 Research questions 

The research questions of this thesis are mainly approached by sociocultural and behavioural 

aspects of the Yamnaya horizon and its neighbours. Firstly, my research tries to answer the 

question if it is possible to reflect the modern psychological theory of culture of honour to the 

Late Copper/ Early Bronze Age period of the Great Eurasian Steppe community? Furthermore, 

how is this related to social structure, and is it demonstrable from archaeological evidence? 

Additionally, is there any evidence of the model of honor culture in Indo-European (hereafter: 

IE) religious and historical texts, or in ethnographic data on mobile pastoralism in general? 

2. Research history 

The Yamnaya culture has previously been studied by many scholars for almost a century (see 

for example: Childe 1926; Gimbutas 1963; Anthony 1986; Mallory 1989; Anthony 2007; 

Harrison & Heyd 2007; Frînculeasa et al. 2015; Kristiansen et al. 2017; Kaiser 2019) and has 

been the subject of great interest for its suggested origins with the PIE language, culture and 

people. The so-called kurgan hypothesis was already proposed almost a century ago (Childe 

1926) and was properly formulated by Marija Gimbutas (1956; 1963) and later developed into 

her three-wave migration theory (Gimbutas 1970; 1977; 1979). Gimbutas argued that the 

kurgan building, pastoral, patriarchal and violent tribes who expanded from the Great Steppes 

to Central Europe were the Proto-Indo-Europeans, she named them “kurgan culture” (Fig. 1). 

Although the idea was mostly rejected at the time, it has gotten wider support thanks to the 

archaeogenetic revolution in archaeology (see: Allentoft et al. 2015; Haak et al. 2015; Zeng et 

al. 2018; Mittnik et al. 2019; Schroeder et al. 2019; Sjögren et al. 2020).  
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Fig. 1. The expansion of Kurgan (IE) people proposed by Gimbutas (1963: fig.2) (left). The 

expansion of Yamnaya proposed by Allentoft et al. (2015: fig. 1) (right). 

As mentioned before, social aspects addressing the Yamnaya horizon as a whole system are 

lacking. There are studies regarding social patterns, for example warrior institutions and their 

virtues in Corded Ware Culture (see for example: Kristiansen et al. 2017; Skrzyniecki & 

Skrzyniecka 2020) that emerged during the Bronze Age and possibly originated from the 

Yamnaya. In addition, Kaliff & Oestigaard (2022) have connected the IE warrior institutions to 

symbolic importance of canids and to the almost mythic koryos – which will be discussed later. 

What surprised me most is the fact that the theory of culture of honour has not gotten any 

attention in archaeological research on prehistoric societies. My understanding here is that this 

is the first time it is applied in archaeological context. While this thesis only focuses on the 

Yamnaya horizon, the honour culture concept could as well be applied to many other cultures 

in future research. One alternative to culture of honour would be a culture of dignity – a well-

known sociocultural behavioural logic for the modern Western culture where it is the most 

common system (Berger et al. 1974: 89; Leung & Cohen 2011). Another value system is culture 

of face, a remote cousin of culture of honour. These variations of different cultural logic will 

be discussed more in the chapter 3.1. 

The main material used in this thesis – the anthropomorphic stone stelae – has a long research 

tradition as the first paper regarding stelae discovery in Transylvania Romania was published 

by Gabriel Téglás (1885). The most comprehensive work on the stelae is the book The 

Anthropomorphic Stelae of the Ukraine: The Early Iconography of the Indo-Europeans from 

the authors Dmitri Telegin and James Mallory (1994). Although my intention is not to correct 

their interpretations since I mostly agree with their general thoughts on the stelae, I do find it 

necessary to revise the context and iconography to assimilate their interpretation in a wider 

sense.  

3. Theoretical frameworks 

The process of reconstructing Yamnaya behaviour and social interactions is remarkably 

dependent on the theoretical frameworks and their reciprocal interaction. Therefore, a model is 

needed to demonstrate the idea more effectively (see Fig. 2). The sociocultural sphere model 

should be understood as a tool for interpretation for the hypothesis of this study. The core of 

this model and entire study is culture of honour. The complementary interaction of varying 

factors is illustrated with arrows and lines between the connected spheres and factors. It must 
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be mentioned that the factor “mobile economy” is interacting only one way, towards the core. 

The understanding here is that economical patterns for example develop behavioural patterns 

and belief systems according to the maintained economy, and not the other way around. To 

demonstrate a line of reasoning in the model: environment-resource management tools develop 

behavioural expression and sociocultural institutions, which are symbolized in material goods 

and appearance.  

 

Fig. 2. The sociocultural sphere model. Made by the author. 

 

3.1 Recognizing culture of honour and alternative systems 

 

“Reputation of power is Power; because it draweth with it the adhaerance of those that need 

protection” 

Leviathan 

(Hobbes [1651] 2018: 77) 
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Honour as a cultural concept was discussed by the anthropologist Julian Pitt-Rivers (1965) 

while studying Andalusian societies. Here, Pitt-Rivers (1965) presented the dual nature of 

honour (individual and collective) which includes the view of one-self (self-worth) and the 

social reputation of others within the social organisation. Later he states that honour is a 

sentiment felt by the individual but is at the same time collective as it is shared by others, for 

example by kinsmen in the family lineage (Pitt-Rivers 1997: 230). Amongst Andalusian family 

lineages, it seems that honour in a way, is hereditary. Pitt-Rivers (1965: 52; 1997: 233) noted 

that honour in the sense of social status is patrilinear, while the so-called ethical honour (e.g., 

sexual purity), is matrilinear. More recently, Rodriguez Mosquera (2011; 2016) stressed that 

feminine honour is mostly referred on values of modesty, decorum, and sexual propriety. The 

feminine honour code can be expressed in many ways in different cultures. Masculine honour 

code is centred on toughness, strength, and potency of men. In addition, for example achieving 

social status and providing for the family are also associated with the masculine honour code 

(Rodriguez Mosquera 2016: 432-433). Pierre Bourdieu (1977) reassures that honour is always 

lived out publicly – as a social representation of self. As a social aspect, honour can be 

associated with status, reputation and power in interactions (Baldry et al. 2013). The 

philosopher Thomas Hobbes was also interested in honour, dishonour and on the power it might 

hold. His line of thought was that possessing honour, whatever the source could be and where 

it is drawn from acts like a moral credit (Hobbes 2018; Pitt-Rivers 1997).  

Culture of honour (henceforth: COH) describes a type of sociocultural group, community or 

society that relies on the overt display of power of its individuals (Nisbett & Cohen 1996). 

Moreover, what is highly characteristic to the group and individual behaviour is their direct or 

indirect aggressiveness (for studies of indirect aggression in social psychology see: Acher & 

Coyne 2005) towards threats and insults (Nisbett & Cohen 1996; Hayes & Lee 2005; O’Dea et 

al. 2017). The aggressive response to threats is an act of defending one’s honour. Furthermore, 

violence is regarded as an acceptable response to a threatening situation (Hayes & Lee 2005: 

601). In a sense, the individual thought patterns of COH ideology are based on personal 

prestige, reciprocity and retribution. However, Rodriguez Mosquera (2016: 432-433) 

emphasises that in some groups, aggressive defence of honour is not always desirable or 

legitimate since it can derange social relations and is therefore a discouraged act.  

Richard Nisbett and Dov Cohen (1996) were the first ones to test the concept of honour culture 

by psychological experiments accompanied by laboratory testing (such as the rise of 

testosterone and cortisol levels on the subjects after an experimental insult). The testing was 
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done in the U.S and the focus of the study were the difference between northerners and 

southerners. Essentially, the studies showed that when southern college students were insulted, 

a range of physiological, cognitive and behavioural stress reactions of aggression resulted 

(Nisbett & Cohen 1996: 82). Moreover, Nisbett and Cohen (1996: 88-89) argue that culture of 

honour is a legacy left by the herding economies of the southern states, which are descendants 

of Irish and Scottish immigrants to the U.S. The Scottish and the Irish again were descendants 

of the Celts, to whom herds of livestock were of more than economic importance since 

prehistoric times (Corcoran 1970: 25; (McWhiney 1988: xxiv). The Celts even reckoned their 

wealth in the terms of cattle and were drawn into intergroup (and possibly intragroup) warfare 

and cattle raiding (Chadwick 1970: 37; Corcoran 1970: 25; Mallory 1989: 117). Even though 

COH might be more relevant in herding societies than for example farming and hunter-gatherer-

fisher societies, Figueredo et al. (2004) argued that fisher societies in La Paz, Bolivia and 

Puntarenas, Costa Rica showed the characteristics of COH behaviour.  Therefore, it should be 

highlighted that COH is not exclusive to pastoral societies. Afterwards, many scholars have 

discussed and mostly agreed on the existence of honour culture in various cultural settings in 

contemporary world (Blok 1981; Figueredo et. al. 2004; Hayes & Lee 2005; Moritz 2008; Cross 

et. al. 2014; Uskul & Cross 2019). For this reason, one must bear in mind that honour as a 

concept can be seen differently depending on the culture, place and time - yet the fundamental 

characteristics and psychological attributes in COH arise from certain economic and cultural 

settings. Therefore, I do argue that the concept of honour culture is not frozen in time nor place 

– and can certainly be found from prehistoric setting. This under the assumption that culture of 

honour as a social system may arise as a survival strategy and a way to maintain social order 

for example between kinsmen and different chiefdoms. 

In conclusion, COH are commonly present in economies where wealth is measured in mobile 

(and vulnerable) units (e.g., cattle, sheep, horse) and where the jurisdiction of law is absent or 

not so strongly present (Uskul & Cross 2019: 44). I assume, that these matters are self-evident 

in the prehistoric context of the Yamnaya. In addition, cultures of honour work in competitive 

environment of rough equals (Leung & Cohen 2011: 4). It is also possible, that because of 

mobile economy, pastoralist tribes may not encounter each other too often. This would fit to 

the image where a group’s – and especially the leader’s reputation,matters inside the social 

network. The economic situation leads to a behaviour of individuals where the protection of 

wealth, family, territory and reputation (honour) are exceedingly important factors – as for 

example, cattle can be easily lost in cattle raids (see for example: Lincoln 1981). In fact, the 
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protective and aggressive stance is so important for pastoral economies and herdsmen that they 

might have generated certain behavioural patterns, such as cattle raiding, male autonomy, 

adoration of masculinity, the formation and competition of patrilinear kin groups. To consider 

this as a logical chain in the context of the Yamnaya; cattle is wealth, wealth is power, and 

power secures one’s kin group’s survival. Defending cattle against thieves and raids or taking 

the wealth of others would demonstrate prowess to secure survival – demonstration of power 

could be done by word, deeds and behaviour. Thus, certain display generates reputation, which 

is a passive credit and defensive element in a system based on retribution and violence. 

Moreover, when communities are lacking common rules or laws, it creates a condition where 

reciprocity, retribution and codes of honour are the ones that organize social standing within a 

community (Leung & Cohen 2011).  

Regarding this study, the principal understanding of COH behaviour is that is it argued to be 

most strongly present among pastoralist groups, soldiers, military groups and even in organized 

crime (e.g., Nisbett & Cohen 1996; Moritz 2008; Rodriguez Mosquera 2016). Therefore, one 

could say, that for example there is no soldier or warrior (at least not a fine one) that does not 

possess the behaviour of honour psychology. How could a soldier or warrior act in an aggressive 

group, if one’s honour wouldn’t be the dominant social wealth and the mechanism for creating 

social stratification? The exact reason for me to bring the psychological attributes of COH to 

this thesis, is that if there were a warrior identity among the Yamnaya horizon, their social 

system must have possessed the psychology of honour culture. 

One alternative sociocultural system, contrasting the COH is the so-called culture of dignity 

(Fig. 3). As mentioned before, dignity culture is the most common system in the Western world; 

the essential logic is that all individuals have inherent worth that is not affected by the esteem 

of others (Leung & Cohen 2011: 3). Individuals are expected to draw their behaviour from 

society’s norms, values and laws, which all should then be looked upon to one’s own personal 

standards and beliefs as guidelines for proper behaviour (Uskul & Cross 2019: 43). These 

behavioural factors should not be dependent on others, and not driven by sudden impulses nor 

notions of situation, therefore in a culture of dignity insults and threats from others should be 

ineffective against an individual who considers himself dignified. To put it short, Uskul & Cross 

(2019: 44) define the logic of culture of dignity to be like a one-legged stool (individual worth) 

which is supported by an institutional structure of laws, and in addition cultural values and 

norms. In cultures of dignity, guilt is considered with negative evaluation of behaviour of self, 
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which is a less hurtful method than for example shame and is more likely lead to reparative 

behaviour (Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk & Wilson 2017: 1).  

Another system that could be included in the sphere of honour and dignity cultures is the culture 

of face. Face can be defined as by what others see – face in a way works similarly to honour, 

and face can be lost like honour, yet there are many differences (Fig. 3). Cultures of face can 

exist in stable hierarchical systems that in principle are cooperative (Leung & Cohen 2011: 4). 

In honour cultures, one’s honour can be hereditary, or can be lost or stolen; and can be increased 

by social or material wealth, while face cannot be stolen and increased by this. Moreover, in 

cultures of face members of social groups often cooperate to preserve each other’s face (Leung 

& Cohen 2011: 4). In his conclusion, David Yau-fai Ho (1976: 883; Leung & Cohen 2011) 

defined face: “face is the respectability and/or deference which a person can claim for himself 

from others, by virtue of the relative position he occupies in his social network and the degree 

to which he is judged to have functioned adequately in that position as well as acceptably in his 

general conduct”. To conclude here, people are ought to respect hierarchy, to display humility 

and not overreach status claims. Emotion of shame can be considered as a punishment for bad 

behaviour in the system of face (Leung & Cohen 2011: 4).  

 

 

Fig. 3. Ideal types and cultural logics of dignity, honour and face cultures (Leung & Cohen 

2011: table 1.) 
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3.2 Mobile/nomadic pastoralism 

 

“Thus, it is with me, O Persian. I never yet fled, fearing many man – neither before, nor do I 

flee you now. And what I have done is nothing novel, but that which I am accustomed to do 

in peace. And this is what I do not give battle to you straightaway; I will explain it. We have 

neither towns nor planted land and fearing neither that you will capture the one nor raze the 

other, we need not join you in battle any sooner. But if you wish to accomplish this goal 

speedily at any cost, the tombs of our ancestral fathers will suit your purpose. Come: discover 

these and just try to destroy them! Then you will know if we will give battle for these graves 

or if we will not give battle!” 

The Histories 

(Herodotus 4.127) 

 

The previous passage from Herodotus is describing the response given by the Scythian king 

Idanthyrsus to the Persian king Darius and his demands to halt the fight – either by surrendering 

or giving battle. An intriguing answer by the king in the context of pastoralist economy, honour 

culture and land possession, since Scythian economy was based on mobile pastoralism and had 

a well-known warrior institution (Salgaraev & Zulpikharova 2017). What comes for mobile 

pastoralism, they commonly do not possess land and sedentary households in the same way as 

agricultural economy does, yet they possess land by pasture and graves of their ancestors. 

Interestingly, the Yamnaya and the Scythians both are known mostly by their burial mounds, 

yet there are a few known settlement sites in the Early Yamnaya culture, mostly in the Lower 

Dnieper and Volga regions (Anthony 2021: fig. 2, 3). It has been proposed that as well as being 

burials, kurgans also served as landmarks, indicating land possession and power by the 

Yamnaya (see for example: Anthony 2007; Frînculeasa 2019). The text also provides an 

interesting viewpoint to the behaviour in honour cultures: when the Scythian king and the 

honour of his ancestors is insulted, then he will respond with aggression. Another point to be 

taken here is the fact that Idanthyrsus’ answer is defensive, not offensive. 

Mobile pastoralism can be also defined as nomadic pastoralism (or semi-nomadic). The term is 

used to define the Yamnaya economy (see for example Anthony 2007: 322; Frînculeasa et al. 

2015) as their innovation. Nomadic pastoralism can signify that the economy is highly mobile, 

with movement from one pasture to another several times a year along the herd that can include 
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horses, cattle and sheep. The mobility of pastoralist groups may also be based on seasonal 

cycles (seasonal rotation of pastures) where the feed intake of herd animals depends on pasture 

forage and the availability of plant species (Shishlina et al. 2018). Furthermore, the findings 

made by Wilkin et al. (2021) gives strong support for the Yamnaya culture’s consumption of 

horse milk, and therefore supports Andrew Sherratt’s (1983) model of secondary products 

revolution. Wilkin et al. (2021) also argues that horse domestication and usage of dairy products 

must have been critical for the survival in the steppe – and for the expansion of the Yamnaya 

groups. Reasons are that horses advance mobility, horses may clear snow-covered pastures for 

other animals and their meat and milk would have been an important additional source of 

protein, nutrients and fluids (Wilkin et al. 2021: 4). 

In their work, Nisbett and Cohen (1996: 89; Moritz 2008) argue that pastoralist economy might 

have been the most influential reason for honour culture to evolve. One reasoning for this is the 

fact that some contemporary pastoral communities live outside the jurisdiction of law – and are 

therefore creating their own self-help system – which is based on honour psychology. Herding 

economies universally have been associated with the theory of COH on the assumption that 

herding and a high tendency for expansive and aggressive behaviour is somehow related 

(Moritz 2008). These risks are (cattle) raiding of adjacent kin groups and attacks of wild 

animals, hence herdsmen must brace oneself to defend their herd – even with aggression 

(Nisbett & Cohen 1996; Moritz 2008). The issue of protecting one’s herd, is therefore a serious 

matter as for example cattle quantity can be the measurement of wealth. “A man’s defence of 

his cattle, therefore, is the same as the defence of his own honour, to lose cattle in a raid is to 

lose one’s honour” (Moritz 2008: 109). Walter Goldschmidt (1965: 403–405) argues that 

pastoral economy relies on the needs of herd animals; pastures and water, which leads to an 

economic situation where pastoral communities must remain mobile while permanent sources 

such as water (along with the herd) must be protected and shared. Therefore, mobility requires 

flexible and independent households (kinship-based tribes), and the protection of resources 

requires the ability to organize in larger units. 

Mobility has been characterized as a major factor for military success of nomadic societies such 

as Huns and Mongols. While military superiority is assumed to be an advantage of wealthy 

states with highly developed administration, this is not always the case. The historian H. 

Kennedy (2002: 16) calls this “the Nomad Paradox”. He argues that being mobile without the 

logistical problems of supplies composes a great advantage. Another point he makes is that 

almost every adult male in these nomadic societies was a warrior, or at least a potential one 
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(Kennedy & Keegan 2002: 18). The nomad paradox and advantages of mobility is also referred 

to the Viking raids (Hedenstierna-Jonson 2009: 52).  

Amongst honour cultures, it has been argued that herder economies and particularly nomadic 

ones have been affiliated with pastoral personality; a psychological profile that emerged from 

anthropological and ethnographical studies of pastoral societies in East Africa (Edgerton 1971, 

as cited in Moritz 2008) and the Andean environment (Bolton et al. 1976). The profile describes 

the common behavioural attributes that herders most likely will (or need to) possess. These are: 

affection, direct aggression, independence, self-control, sexuality, guilt and shame and respect 

for authority (Goldschmidt 1971: 275). Even though these attributes may not be unique to 

common human behaviour, yet on a group level, it could make a difference in the social system. 

It should be noted that when honour psychology and pastoral personality are compounded, 

society tends to be masculine and aggressive; however, it has been argued that honour and 

pastoral psychology are not developing alongside (Moritz 2008).  

The social structure and hierarchy of pastoralist communities is without question based on male 

autonomy – and to an even greater extent – patrilinear kinships (see for example, Evans-

Pritchard 1960; Borgerhoff Mulder et al. 2010). Pastoralist communities have an extremely 

high tendency for sex biased roles within community. Among the pastoralist Nuer society in 

South Sudan for example, boys or men are not allowed to milk cows as it is seen as a feminine 

task, while spears belong only to men (Evans-Pritchard 1956: 236). In addition, they do not 

possess knives, no other than ngom, a ritualistic knife used for cutting marks in initiation rituals 

to adulthood, moreover they use their spears where knives are needed (Evans-Pritchard 1956: 

233). The spears are also family heirlooms as they passed on from father to son during initiation 

rite – yet it was not seen as a relic nor does the age of a spear matter to them – it was only 

practical (Evans-Pritchard 1956: 237).  

Other important aspects learned from the extensive work of Sir Edward Evans-Pritchard (1960) 

among the Nuer are the kinship and family systems, and behaviour of the Nuer. The Nuer 

society is mostly based on polygamous marriage system, where one man is the leader of the 

local community through patrilineal kinship system, and the community is often divided into 

subgroups of his wives and yet to male relatives (Evans-Pritchard 1960: 126-127). The Nuer 

kinship structure is mostly based on patrilineal descent, yet for example in the death of a father, 

the Nuer may rely more on their matrilineal family, as maternal uncles are considered closer 

and more reliable as a family member than paternal uncles. Now, when considering the culture 
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of honour system, the Nuer see the defence of one’s kin as a normative behaviour – if a Nuer 

man faces danger or trouble, his kin is obliged to assist him (Evans-Pritchard 1960: 155). The 

interesting part here is that the duty of assisting a kinsman, even in the case of blood-revenge, 

belongs to the paternal kin of a man. To deny these duties is considered as a misfortune – a man 

who wrongs a kinsman is shamed and may be inflicted with a curse and ghostly vengeance 

(Evans-Pritchard 1960: 155). In addition, when kinsmen face each other in an intragroup 

conflict, they must move to different positions inside the kinship system to avoid having an 

open conflict. As previously mentioned, Rodriguez Mosquera (2016: 432-433) has emphasised 

that aggressive defence of honour is not always the best solution since it can disrupt intragroup 

relations. However, insults inside the community are considered acceptable only when insulting 

for example close kin such as a man’s sisters or even father’s sisters. No offense will be taken 

when an elder insult a younger one or the insults are thrown between kin of the same generation 

regardless of gender. Besides these norms, insults from for example unrelated man may lead to 

aggressive behaviour (Evans-Pritchard 1960: 155-156). In my opinion, these behavioural 

patterns among the Nuer can indeed be associated with honour psychology. Intergroup insults 

are taken seriously, and the Nuer must defend their individual and family honour against 

outsiders. In addition, to avoid intragroup conflicts among the kin also correlates to cultures of 

honour, as intragroup aggression must be avoided for the survival of the community. To 

summarise, honour system helps to avoid conflicts within a close kin group, and to deter 

assaults from outsiders due to demonstrated unity of the kin. 

As noted by Borgerhoff Mulder et al. (2010) in their study of pastoralist economy and wealth 

inequality, statistics show (Borgerhoff Mulder et al. 2010: table 1.) that pastoralist communities 

exhibit a strong cultural ethos of valour and physical prowess (Fig. 4.) Moreover, the ideology 

of male toughness is present in 91% of the SCCS (= Standard Cross-Cultural Sample) 

pastoralist populations (out of a sample of 186 pastoral societies). In some groups, the ideology 

of male toughness is embodied in ritualistic bands of warriors, which are often arranged in age-

set systems and associated to gerontocratic institutions (Mallory 2007; Borgerhoff Mulder et 

al. 2010: 36). As one might imagine, when numerous adjacent patrilinear kin groups are living 

alongside each other, competition between kin groups is expected – for resources, matters of 

reproductivity and most importantly – for honour and reputation. However, exogamous 

marriage systems can make a huge difference to this behaviour, since for example marriages 

between adjacent tribes may reduce the competition. This would create a connubium, a term 
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used to define a system of marital exchanges between two groups (Fox 1967: 176). A 

connubium could forge an alliance between two different groups/kin groups.  

Competition between patrilinear kin groups in prehistory has already been hypothesised. In 

their work, Zeng, Aw and Feldman (2018) studied the bottleneck phenomenon of the male 

populations of several Old World populations, seemingly Africa, Europe and Asia 5000 – 3000 

BC. In their study they brought together anthropological theory, recent population genomic 

studies and mathematical models while proposing a sociocultural hypothesis that is involving 

the formation and competition of patrilinear kin groups. The bottleneck phenomenon of the 

European Bronze Age is now heavily associated with the steppe migration theory. To 

summarise their study, they claim that the genetic bottleneck in the Central Europe during and 

after the Yamnaya expansion in the Bronze Age is the result of a migrated culture who brought 

new social structures, which lead to competition between patrilineal kin groups – and in the end 

to reduction of the local farming population. The results and interpretations of archaeogenetic 

studies will be discussed more in the chapter 4.1.3. 
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Fig. 4. Characteristics of pastoralist societies (Borgerhoff Mulder et al. 2010: table 1) 

In his work Priests, warriors and cattle, Bruce Lincoln (1981) studied the socio-economy of 

contemporary East African Nilotic tribes (namely, Nuer, Masai and Dinka), and the ancient 

Indo-Iranian pastoralist system. He found that for example the socio-economic patterns around 

cattle raiding, and myths considered, were strikingly similar between these two. Although 
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separated by a gap of hundreds of years and kilometres, his arguments are quite convincing. 

However, there is also criticism (Boyce 1987) against Lincoln’s armchair anthropology. One 

of Lincoln’s (1981) understandings was that the resemblance between modern and prehistoric 

pastoralist patterns could be the effect of same economical setting. 

The socio-economic and sociocultural phenomena of cattle raiding is surprisingly common 

among contemporary and ancient pastoral societies – and should therefore be taken under 

discussion as it is a large part of herding communities cultural self-image. Cattle raiding is 

known for example among the ancient Indo-Iranians, the Indus valley societies, and the Celts 

(Chadwick 1970; Lincoln 1981: 28–30; Mallory 1989: 117; Vassilkov 2011) – all of which 

belong to the IE language branches. Using the method of comparative etymology of IE 

languages, and without archaeological evidence, Otto Schrader (1911, cited in Brami 2021: 

129) already stated that cattle raiding was prominent among the PIE societies.  

Among the contemporary pastoralist communities, cattle raiding is known for example from 

the Nuer-Dinka raids in South Sudan (Kelly 1985: 36-55), Karrayu in Ethiopian Awash Valley 

(Mulugeta & Hagmann 2008), Pokot-Turkana raids in North-West Kenya (Bollig 1980) and 

Ful’Be Mareen in North Cameroon (Lincoln 1981; Moritz 2008). Amongst the Nilotic tribes, 

cattle raiding is approved by their myth of creation (Lincoln 1981: 28-29). East African cattle 

raiding is also seen as a ritual for proof of masculine power and warriorhood (Bollig 1990). 

Among the Masai cattle raiding is in a sense sacred and acceptable behaviour, as it is told by 

the myth of the first cattle raid. In the myth, raiders recover their stolen cattle from their enemy 

(Lincoln 1981). Interestingly, among the Pokot, there is a specific emotional state called sirumoi 

(rage/ferocity) for explaining their aggressive behaviour in raiding. This ability or state 

separates a brave man from a coward. To have sirumoi is to openly express personal prestige – 

raiding and warfare is one essential event to manifest sirumoi (Bollig 1980: 89). In the next 

chapter, we will see the IE version of similar state of fury. Despite the reputation of East African 

herders, they are not necessarily highly militaristic; intensive livestock husbandry like in the 

East African pastoral system does not always allow men to be full-time warriors (Dyson-

Hudson & Dyson-Hudson 1980: 46). What was also pointed out by Bollig (1980: 88) during 

his fieldwork in North-West Kenya, is that cattle raiding is not connected with territorial 

expansion, but only with increasing the communal livestock. A similar note was taken by Kelly 

(1985: 37) when studying the Nuer cattle raiding against the Dinka, yet the Nuer ultimately did 

conquer territory (Kelly 1985: 157-158). However, larger herds need access to wider pastures, 

therefore expansive behaviour might be indirect. From these observations, and reflecting this 
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to the Yamnaya migrations, it seems that territorial expansion is not a norm among pastoralist 

communities, therefore the Yamnaya expansion could relate to similar indirect expansion.  

 

3.3 Indo-European myths and social stratification 

The Yamnaya culture has been previously suggested as the most promising origin for the PIE 

culture (see for example, Gimbutas 1963; Mallory 1989; Anthony 2007). Therefore, one should 

not simply ignore the IE belief system including deities, myths and symbols when studying 

social interactions and cultural self-image. Due to its complexity, I have limited the discussion 

of IE belief system to certain aspects possibly related to honour culture, pastoralism and the 

display of warriorhood.  

The PIE social organization has been previously argued to have been mostly based on 

patrilinear and patrilocal kinship system (Oosten 1985: 12; Olsen 2019: 154). These attributes 

can be found in many IE cultures in prehistory and history. PIE societies were probably already 

stratified, the organization’s core being the family led by the eldest male (Oosten 1985: 15). 

Georges Dumézil (1952: 7) suggested the so-called tripartition of IE societies and determined 

the three social functions as:  

1. Affiliation with the maintenance of magico-religious and juridical order 

2. Affiliation with physical prowess 

3. Affiliation with the provision of sustenance, the maintenance of physical wellness, plant 

and animal fertility and other similar activities 

The classical way of dividing these functions as three strata is found in the ancient Indian system 

of the varnas:  

1. The Brahmans, or priests 

2. The Ksatriyas, or warriors 

3. The Vaišyas, or farmers and herdsmen 

The fourth category being the Šūdras, which included people outside of this system, e.g., 

laborers and slaves. The social hierarchy is similarly discussed by Barry Cunliffe (1996: 107-

110) on the Celtic society. He draws the conclusions from Caesar’s oversimplified view on the 

Gauls – dividing the significant classes to druids and knights – the rest being the commoners 

and slaves (Cunliffe 1999: 107). Dumézil’s understanding was that the three strata and functions 

are reflected to the IE mythologies as for example, in different IE pantheons. This was an 
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understanding that not all scholars agreed on (cf. Oosten 1985: 26). Lincoln (1986: 142-143) 

also commented on the tripartite system by adding that the social classes can be reflected upon 

the human body: 

1. The head – priestly class (thought, perception, speech) 

2. The upper torso – warrior class (strength, energy, courage) 

3. The lower torso – commoners (support, sexuality, appetite) 

The division was briefly applied by Telegin & Mallory (1994) in their study on the stone stelae. 

Dumézil’s (1952) second function of physical prowess and the strata of warriors can most 

certainly be found in the IE belief systems and societies. To focus on this stratification, firstly 

I must bring forth a discussion on the IE tradition of adolescent warrior bands known by many 

names throughout history.  

3.3.1 Kóryos 

 

“Óðinn could cause his enemies to be blind or deaf or fearful in battle, he could cause their 

swords to cut no better than wands. His men fought without armour and acted like mad dogs 

or wolves. They bit their shields and were strong as bears or bulls. They killed people, and 

neither fire nor iron did them any harm. This is called berserk rage” 

Heimskringla, Ynglinga chapter 6 

(Aðalbjarnarson & Sturluson 1979) 

 

The previous piece of text comes from Snorri Sturluson – in Heimskringla, Ynglinga chapter 6, 

he describes Óðinn’s skills and his warriors as such. While describing much later Scandinavian 

IE tradition, the depiction of Óðinn’s wolfish warriors brings us to the essence of the tradition.  

The reconstructed PIE noun *kóryos refers to ‘people under arms’ or to ‘army, war-band, unit 

of warriors’ (Mallory & Adams 2006: 278, 282). The kóryos is a hypothetical group of 

adolescent PIE warriors – an institution found in many IE traditions (see for example, Anthony 

& Brown 2019). The kóryos was a canid-themed band or brotherhood of adolescent warriors, 

living outside of their society yet also as a part of it in a ritualistic liminal state (Petrosyan 2011; 

Anthony & Brown 2019: 111; Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022: 42-43). Due to their activities, it is 

thought that they were probably “outlaws”, disregarding the rules of their community, and 
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accepting intergroup aggression as normal (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022). The activities could 

have been seasonal – similar to herding patterns – as part of the year they might have lived 

within their communities, possibly engaging in herding and other labour (Kristiansen et al. 217: 

339). In their liminal state they participated in predatory wolf-like behaviour on the borders of 

the community, living off with hunting and raiding (Petrosyan 2011). In the nomadic pastoralist 

communities of the Bronze Age steppe zone, raiding most likely meant theft of livestock from 

adjacent groups. As seen before, cattle raiding is a representative phenomenon of the modern 

and past pastoralist communities. The reason why I could not resist to bring up Snorri’s 

depiction of Óðinn and his warriors is simply that the kóryos (and other later traditions of it) 

identified themselves as wolves or dogs – often with the psychological state of battle rage or 

battle frenzy and the metamorphotic state of wolfish fury (Lincoln 1981; Libermann 2015; 

Anthony & Brown 2017; 2019).  

The initiation phase probably started during one’s adolescence, presumably from 12 – 13 up to 

18 – 19 years of age and probably lasted from several months to even years (Mallory 2006: 93, 

cited in McCone 1987: 107-108; Kristiansen et al. 2017: 339; Anthony & Brown 2019: 111). 

After proceeding from the liminal state to the rite of passage, the group of young warriors were 

able to proceed to adulthood and to rank as warriors, then to return to their community as full 

members. A marriage and the right to own material and social wealth (see honour) probably 

marked the end of this transition (Loma 2020: 28). The warbands were most likely to be led by 

older males (Petrosyan 2011: 354; Kristiansen et al. 2017), or the leader could have been chosen 

according to acts, deeds or even competition. Even though archaeological evidence for the 

actual rite of passage of kóryos is scarce, it has been argued to be present for example in the 

Krasnosamarskoe site in Russia (Anthony & Brown 2017; 2019), and in the iconography and 

burial remains of the Kivik grave, in Sweden (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022).  

The Late Bronze Age settlement site of Krasnosamarskoe in the middle Volga steppes near 

Samara, in Russia, revealed an intriguing ritual site associated to midwinter dog-sacrifices and 

warrior initiation rite. The site has been dated to 1900 – 1700 BC and belongs to the Srubnaya 

(or Timber Grave) culture. The site provided remains 51 dogs and 7 wolves, their bones 

contained marks of skinning the bones, roasting, and eating, they were also chopped into many 

small pieces with special attention to the head, which – in a standardised ritualistic way – was 

cut into four parts. All the sacrificed dogs seemed to be around 10-12 years old and in good 

condition at the time of the rite, suggesting that these were familiar dogs. In addition, 80-90% 

of the sacrificed individuals were male. Anthony & Brown (2019) associate this ritualistic site 
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to the IE institution of kóryos in a multidisciplinary approach using archaeology, IE 

comparative mythology and philology. They argue that the site was used for the kóryos 

initiation rite – where youthful warrior bands initiated to adulthood by sacrificing familiar dogs 

in the midwinter ceremony – to be transformed to dogs of war (Anthony & Brown 2019).  

Another notable site associated to the kóryos initiation rite is the remarkable Kivik grave located 

in south-eastern portion of Scania, Sweden. The Kivik grave is a massive cairn where a passage 

leads to a stone cist. The cist is made from stone slabs full of iconographical depictions since 

these have been widely interpreted and are complex in nature I will not deal with the 

interpretations in detail. To summarise, the iconography contains quite classical IE motifs; sun 

wheel, sun chariot, hooded human figurines, human figurines holding axe and musical 

instruments, boats and ceremonial axes. Previously, the Kivik grave was thought to belong to a 

single “king”, only later research revealed that the cist contained cremated bones of five 

adolescents and one adult; these remains were deposited in different times spanning from 1400 

to 800 BC (Goldhahn 2009). Kaliff & Oestigaard (2022: 212-213) associate the Kivik grave’s 

iconography and burial remains to the kóryos institution under the assumption that the small 

number of prematurely deceased individuals buried in a 600-year cycle refers to highly 

important figures that are representing the elite of warriors.  

Furthermore, archaeological evidence of the kóryos could be found from the Yamnaya culture, 

for example from burial rituals and could encase similarities to the sites mentioned previously 

(e.g., Anthony & Brown 2019; Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022). The evidence could relate to canine 

symbolism, weapons (especially axes) and apparels such as the belt depicted in iconography of 

the anthropomorphic stelae or as objects, and to bio-anthropology. Robust body build has been 

suspected as possible indicator of martial training and prowess. In the Indo-Iranian warrior 

tradition, when a warrior completed his initiation ritual, he received the characteristic symbols 

of the warrior band: a mace (the weapon of Indra and Mitra) and a belt or a girdle, signifying 

warrior’s loyalty to the band. These attributes marked the unity of a special band and their bond 

to the warrior god (Lincoln 1981: 128). Similarly, according to Kershaw (1997: 338-341) and 

Falk (1986: 22-23), the vratyas – an oathbound brotherhood resembling the kóryos in the Vedic 

texts – also wore an ornamented belt. In addition to the belt, their display included a sort of 

cape made of animal skin, of wolfskin, they were also associated with the colour black 

(Kershaw 1997: 339-341). The belt worn by the vratyas is again a symbol of their bond, yet 

interestingly the vratyas is said to wear two belts and their leader only one as the leader is bound 

only to his god Rudra, the vratyas on the other hand are bound to their leader and to Rudra 
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(Kershaw 1997: 340-341). The vratyas were condemned as a lunatic, unsavoury, disorderly 

group of thieves – yet their behaviour – madness and thievery were merely religious (Kershaw 

1997: 338). These aspects are truly interesting since, for example, the belt can be widely found 

from the iconographic features of the Yamnaya stone stelae – and could therefore be an essential 

symbolic feature of warriorhood and reflection of the kóryos. 

The symbolism of kóryos, has been mainly associated with the canid-theme – of wolf and dog 

– each symbolising death and the Underworld in the IE belief system (West 2007: 450; Anthony 

& Brown 2019: 111; Loma 2020). In the context of pastoralist nomads, dogs act as protectors 

of the herds while wolves are a lethal threat. This dualistic symbolism of canids makes sense to 

represent the kóryos, as defenders of their own community and predators on others. The canid-

theme also fits the group behaviour of kóryos roaming adjacent lands, and possibly beyond 

them as a wolf pack.  

The canid symbolism also associates to Homeric lyssa and “wolfish rage”, a term deriving from 

lykos, meaning “wolf” (Lincoln 1991: 133–134). It denotes a quite well documented 

psychological state of warrior fury of many IE branches – for example Germanic wut, Celtic 

ferg, Iranian aēšma (Lincoln 1991: 133–134) – possibly the best-known analogy being the 

Scandinavian tradition of berserkr and ulfhednar. The origin for the word berserkr is still under 

debate; scholars argue its meaning to be either “bearshirt” or “bareshirt” (Liberman 2015: 103). 

Those who prefer the interpretation of bareshirt associate the tradition with the role of ritual 

nudity in Germanic or Celtic warfare. Ulfhednar on the other hand means “wolfcoat”. These 

two either resembled each other or were identical as both groups howled and roared, wore 

animal symbols and were associated with the battle fury (Liberman 2015: 110). Mircea Eliade 

(1958: 83) connects the making of the sounds – like howling – to ritualistic behaviour under 

the assumption that it helps to prepare for the frenzied state while it announces the presence of 

ancestors among warriors. Furthermore, Lincoln (1991) and Speidel (2001) have speculated 

that the tradition of kóryos and their wolfish fury could go back to the PIE world.   

The parallels of kóryos institution can indeed be found in many later IE traditions. The 

Germanic Männerbünde (Wikander 1938), Armenian black youth (Petrosyan 2011), West 

Germanic harii (Tacitus Germania 43.4), Italic sodales and luberci, Celtic Fianna and gaetae, 

Greek ephebes, Vedic Vratyas (Kershaw 1997) and Iranian Ayyārī (Daryaee 2018) all resemble 

the attributes of youth, raiding/community defence, landlessness, promiscuity, and liminality 

(Anthony & Ringe 2015: 213). However, as importantly noted by Kershaw (1997: 303), 
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nowhere can the kóryos be found in its pure and original form, since the kóryos belonged to 

nomadic pastoralist culture, while all of the written descriptions come from more sedentary 

cultures that have built towns. 

It has been suggested that the institution of kóryos might have played a crucial role in the IE 

migrations during and after the 3rd millennium BC (e.g., Sergent 2003), being an important 

social part of the disperse of IE system. Asko Parpola (1988: 208-213), for example, stated that 

the Rig Veda and many other written sources propose that the disperse took a war-like attitude. 

One cause for the IE expansion could have been socioeconomic; as population sizes increased, 

the kóryos bands had to look for new herding territories in the steppe and eventually beyond. 

Another reason could have been the search for honour and fame in their raiding missions. The 

most reliable analogy for warrior institutions seeking for honour and fame outside of their 

homeland would be the Viking raids. Now, as I have discussed the possible group behaviour of 

PIE warrior institution, I want to address the IE deities that are linked to warrior behaviour via 

their display, deeds and acts.  

3.3.2 Indo-European mythology – mythical warriors, storm and warrior gods 

 

“Being joyously intoxicated, drink the soma strongly, O Indra! Strengthen us well in battles, 

O Conqueror, with lofty songs to heaven!” 

The Rig Veda (2.11.15) 

(Doniger 1981) 

 

The Vedic war-god Indra (meaning: the manly, the strong) often appears accompanied by the 

mythic Maruts (West 2007: 244). The Maruts are young mythical warriors in the Vedic tradition 

and representative of the profane kóryos. The Maruts are either followers of the previously 

mentioned Indra, or Rudra, their father. Rudra is an archer god who shoots arrows inflicted with 

plague, spreading disease and death; he is also associated with the wind and storm. Rudra is 

also the god of the vratyas warriors (Kershaw 1997: 305-307). Quite interestingly, mythic 

warriors of the dead; both Maruts and Fravašis wielded the same symbols as their profane 

counterparts. These symbols are the belt and a weapon – an axe or a mace – as the belt bound 

the warriors to their leader, Indra or Mithra (Lincoln 1981: 129). Similarly, the profane kóryos 
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were symbolically bound to their leader via the belt. In the Indo-Iranian tradition the parallel 

god for Indra would be Mithra.  

As stated in the poem, Indra is associated with victory in battle and is worshipped by warriors 

to gain strength. Indra does not possess supernatural strength by nature but is empowered by 

rituals and consumption of the drink soma, a beverage that is said to intoxicate warriors to gain 

battle fury. A fury, that helps to victory and prize booty, which is most often referred to be cattle 

in the Rig Veda (Lincoln 1981: 98-101). Sometimes Indra is referred as ‘arrow-handed’ (West 

2007: 150), but his main attribute is the weapon vajra (Mallory 2006: 83), which is interpreted 

as a special mace. This is a clear parallel to the Lithuanian thunder god Perkunas who wields 

an axe or hammer, as well as Thor with his famous hammer Mjǫlnir or Zeus who wields the 

thunderbolts. Interestingly, besides the hammer, Thor wields the belt Megingjörð, which is said 

to double his already mighty strength (Orchard 2002) – a belt symbolising warriorhood via raw 

strength in this case. It is argued by West (2007: 249, 260-261; 316) that the Greek hero 

Heracles has absorbed parts of IE mythology associated with the IE storm-gods, especially with 

Thor and Indra. Heracles too wielded the mace or club, and he is said to appear to Odysseus in 

the underworld wearing an elaborately ornamented sword-belt (West 2007: 104; 460).  

IE thunder and war-gods typically wield a mace, axe or hammer, which is used in fighting, or 

to create lightning. What is also common in storm and war deities is their wrath and against 

whom is it directed: at least in Norse, Greek, Indo-Iranian and Vedic traditions the wrath targets 

a monstrous reptile (West 2007: 255-259), commonly a dragon or a three headed monster. For 

example, besides controlling the weather, Thor is a protector of mankind against greater forces 

and was given the title ‘the slayer of the serpent’. This is similar to Indra and Mithra who also 

presumably slayed a dragon (for the IE dragon slaying myth see: Watkins 1995) or to Heracles 

who slayed the three headed Geryon to capture the stolen cattle (West 2007: 451, 249). 

According to the Old Irish myth Tain bo Cualnge, the hero Cuchulainn slew the enemies of the 

Kingdom of Ulster, the three sons of Necht. In the saga, Cuchulainn is said to enter a furious 

state in battle (riastarthae), which was later tamed by the presence of three naked women send 

to meet him, and a cold-water bath. Eliade (1975: 84-85) connects this to the same IE warrior 

initiation rite of slaying the three-headed monstrosity. The killing of a dragon, monster, or 

similar related to the number three seems to be a widespread nature-myth associated with 

heroism, protection of society, creation myth and cattle raiding myth. Interestingly, in most 

cases the god who slayed a dragon or a three headed monster is the main god of either the 
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mythical or the profane version of the kóryos, or the slayer can be a divine hero as Heracles 

(see for example: Lincoln 1981; West 2007: 255-259). 

Now to the main enterprise of warriors in IE traditions – cattle raids. Similar to the first cattle 

raid myth among the Masai, the IE version of cattle raiding is also justified by a myth of the 

first cattle raid. In the myth, IE hero Trito (meaning: third) lost cattle that belonged to him and 

his family to a three-headed serpent (comparable to the dragon slaying myth). Trito was assisted 

by the warrior god Ener (meaning: the manly) or in Indic version Indra and was strengthened 

by the drink soma to gain battle frenzy. Moreover, Trito did defeat the serpent and managed to 

recover the stolen cattle (Lincoln 1976; Lincoln 1981: 122). According to Lincoln (1976) and 

West (2007) this myth is clearly attested in Indic, Iranian, Baltic, Slavic, Armenian, Germanic, 

Greek and Roman tradition (Fig. 5). In most of the branches, the cattle raiding myth seems to 

represent at the same time the killing of a monster (mostly dragon, or three headed monster) 

and recovery of stolen cattle (Lincoln 1976; West 2007: 249; 316).  

The line of reasoning for bringing up these aspects on IE belief system, is that deities, rituals 

and myths are considerably reflecting societal values and worldviews. As we have seen so far, 

the mythical warriors and their leaders, the storm and war gods are highly associated with 

killing of dragon, defence of community and cattle raiding. In addition, the display of certain 

gear may be noted here; mainly the belt wore by for example Thor to gain strength, Heracles 

and as well as the mythic warriors Maruts to symbolise the bond, yet also the weapon wielded 

by deities, heroes, and warriors. Moreover, the mythical warriors wielded similar symbols as 

their profane counterparts, the mythical warriors were following one deity as their leader, and 

the deities are commonly associated with recovering stolen cattle, slaying a dragon and gaining 

battle frenzy. Thus, these elements; cattle raiding, defence of community, gaining battle frenzy 

and unity of warriors and the respect shown to their leader are in my opinion great connections 

to the system of COH. Cattle raiding can be seen as either defending or stealing another’s 

honour. Defence of community can be associated with the masculine code of honour as a 

display of strength and prowess. Both of previously mentioned can be associated with the 

masculine honour of providing one’s family. The unity among warriors and their respect against 

one leader demonstrates the social stratification and behaviour that the elder must be respected.  
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Fig. 5. Indo-European cattle-raiding myth (Lincoln 1976 fig. 1). 

4. Materials and methods 

4.1 Materials 

The most relevant archaeological material for the topic of this thesis are anthropomorphic stone 

stelae of the steppe zone connected either to the Yamnaya or adjacent cultures (for the 

discussion of the stelae origin, see for example Telegin & Mallory 1994: 27-34). The primary 

reason for studying the stelae is simply that these are almost the only iconographic material left 

by the Yamnaya culture and are therefore an inevitable source for interpretating the 

sociocultural sphere. In addition, I find it necessary to make a discussion on the stelae and e.g., 

their find context as their research seems to be a bit outdated. In addition to stelae, I find it 

crucial to add a relational view and discussion on the Yamnaya burial ritual and the 

archaeogenetic research. The burial ritual (e.g., kurgans, burial goods, osteological analysis) 

could also expose elements that might be related to the theoretical framework of this study. 

Archaeogenetics on the other hand could hold information for the IE kinship system and 

patrilineality that is highly associated with, for example, honour culture.  
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4.1.1 Anthropomorphic stone stelae 

The anthropomorphic stone stelae studied here are listed with regard to the modern countries 

of discovery. The purpose here is to gather, analyse and discuss the iconography, ritual meaning 

and the fundamental reason why to craft and raise such a monument. The ritual purpose of the 

stelae can be divided at least into two: 1. the ones that have been buried in a burial mound, in 

most cases around or on the primary burial. 2. The stele working as a statue-like burial 

monument on the mound.    

Not all stelae are discussed in detail since all the details are in the catalogue. What needs to be 

noted here is that study on the iconography is completely based on drawings, photos and 

descriptions of other scholars. Therefore, for example, rear sides of some stelae are sometimes 

undocumented. In addition, during the writing process of this thesis, Ukraine is in war with 

Russia. This event has brought some challenges to get access to the Ukrainian primary sources 

of stelae, since contacting the Ukrainian colleagues is not possible.  

The distribution of the stelae is depicted in the map (Fig. 6.). As mentioned before, not all the 

stelae can be associated directly with the Yamnaya, as for example the stelae from Crimean 

Peninsula, have previously been argued to belong to the Kemi-Oban culture (Telegin & Mallory 

1994: 27-34). Although, for example Mallory (1997) argued the Kemi-Obans to be a component 

of the larger Yamnaya horizon. In contradiction, Anthony (2007) suggests it to be an 

independent culture. One of the reasonings for this is that the Yamnaya horizon does not 

demonstrate stone carving techniques, yet there are quite clear findings of stelae that are 

associated with the Yamnaya. A mentionable phenomenon is that in some simple stelae there 

have been clear traces of red ochre (Telegin & Mallory 1994). Therefore, Yamnaya could have 

used ochre for painting stelae instead of carving the iconography, so we could expect the former 

existence of a lot more Yamnaya stone monuments now lost to weathering. However, most of 

the stelae in the western distribution area as well as the mainland stelae in Ukraine have been 

somehow connected either to the Yamnaya horizon or to the successor Catacombnaya culture. 

In addition, some individual stelae, such as the Kalishte, Baia de Criș I-IV and Ulanci stelae 

could belong to an even later tradition. Be that as it may, all the included stelae are either 

anthropomorphic or/and display iconographic features. The simple stelae have not been 

included in this thesis, while the more elaborate stelae are 34 in total. 
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Fig. 6. Locality of the stelae. 1. Baia de Criș IV. 2–4. Baia de Criș I-III. 5. Floreşti-Polus. 6. 

Hamangia. 7. Ciceu-Mihăiești. 8. Stan. 9. Nevsa. 10. Plachidol. 11. Ezerovo II. 12. Ezerovo III. 

13. Monastir. 14. Kaliste. 15. Razgrad. 16. Ulanci. 17. Chobruchi. 18. Aleksandrovka. 19. 

Akchokrak. 20. Kazanki. 21. Bakhchi-Eti. 22. Verkhorechye. 23. Sergeyevka. 24. 

Novocherkassk. 25. Kernosovka. 26. Natalevka. 27. Fedorovka. 28. Pervomayevka. 29. 

Belogrudovka. 30. Tiritaka. 31. Novoselovka. 32. Svatovo. 33. Lučinskoe I. 34. Lučinskoe II. 

Map by T. Kuljukka 

 

4.1.1.1 Romania 

Romanian stelae can be divided into two categories via their find context and aesthetics: the 

Hamangia stele (Fig. 8/4), which is a sole find from the Romanian Steppe zone and the second 

category being the Transylvanian stelae (Fig. 8/1-3, 5). Turning on to the aesthetics and body 

presentation of Romanian stelae, it is quite self-evident that the Transylvanian stelae can be 

distinguished from the Hamangia stele. Overall, there are four headless stelae that have been 

found at Baia de Criș. The first three (I-III, Fig. 8/2a-c) were already found in the 1881 by 

Gabriel Téglás (1881: 34-35). These were discovered during excavation at the same location. 

The fourth stele (Baia de Criș IV) was found in the year 2000 by construction workers (Rişcuţa 
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2001). Unfortunately, no other finding context is known for the headless ones. Baia de Criș I-

IV stelae are all quite similar since they all depict arms and hands placed on chest, fingers 

clearly depicted. Yet, what needs to be noted is the difference between drawings of Baia de Criș 

I and II (Fig. 7). Dumitrescu (1974: fig. 290) draws battle-axes inserted on the belt to the left 

flank of both, while for example looking at the drawings of Häusler (Fig. 8/2a, b) (1966: PL 

VI, Abb. 1) these objects are not drawn, yet mentioned.  

Another similar stele to the Transylvanian category is the stele 

from Ciceu–Mihăieşti (Fig. 8/5). It has a depiction of a possible 

apparel on the front side. On the lower part there is a belt, 

circling around the stele. Below the belt a possible indicator for 

male sex organ, and lastly a depiction of a battle-axe on the left 

flank attached to the belt.   

 

 

 

Fig. 7 - 1. Baia de Criș I and 2. Baia de Criș II.  

(1-2, Dumitrescu 1974: fig. 290.) 
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Fig. 8. Romanian stelae: 1. Baia de Criș IV (catalogue no. 1), 2/a. Baia de Criș I (catalogue no. 

2), 2/b. Baia de Criș II (catalogue no. 3), 2/c. Baia de Criș III (catalogue no. 4), 3. Floreşti-

Polus (catalogue no. 5), 4. Hamangia (catalogue no. 6) and 5. Ciceu-Mihăiești (catalogue no. 

7). 

(1, Rișcuța 2001: fig.3; 2, Häusler 1966: PL VI, Abb 1; 3, Rotea 2009: fig.6; 4, Telegin & 

Mallory 1994: fig. 11-2; 5, Kaiser 2019: Abb. 120-h) 

 

The Floreşti-Polus stele (Fig. 8/3) stands out from the previous stelae, as it is quite small and 

does not have much iconography on it. The only clear depictions being a belt, which is marked 

by the sign “X” in the middle, and below it, an indicator of a possible male organ. This stele 

was found amongst other in a ring of stone slabs under a kurgan (Rotea 2009; Ciugudean 2011; 

Gogâltan 2013). 

Lastly, the most intriguing stele in Romania is the Hamangia stele (Fig. 8/4). It was unearthed 

from a kurgan (Pârvan 1925) accompanied by a battle-axe at the time. Later excavation of the 

kurgan revealed a primary burial of a child, the burial pit was rectangular and covered with 

wooden planks. The skeleton was in supine position with ochre sprinkled at the bottom of the 

pit. Grave goods included a clay bowl with incision decoration and a marble pendant (Pippidi 
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& Berciu 1965: 53; Frînculeasa 2019: 138). Unfortunately, no precise finding context or other 

data is available for the stele find. The mentioned battle-axe is mentioned by the construction 

workers, yet not recovered by museum authorities (Häusler 1966; Dumitrescu 1974; Comşa 

1980; Telegin & Mallory 1994; Rișcuța 2001). On the front, Hamangia stele displays a 

necklace, belt, and a possible sex indicator below the belt (Comşa 1980). At the rear side, it 

displays overall six axes, shoulder blades and a backbone – indicating towards naked upper 

body. What is fascinating in Hamangia stele is that it has two crafting techniques, which is 

visible from axes in the rear side (Mayer-Todorieva 2009: 220). Therefore, it is reportedly found 

in a secondary context (Kaiser 2019: 210). 

4.1.1.2 Bulgaria 

Bulgarian stelae, eight in number, are all found from the steppe zone near the coastal area of 

the Black Sea. The Stan stele (Fig. 9/1) is a coincidental find and was found when ploughing 

vineyards (Toncheva 1981). The stele is broken and only the upper part of it is known. The 

stele displays a face with the T-shaped pattern, clearly depicting eyes, nose and a small mouth. 

Around the neck there seems to be a necklace or an apparel of some sort as it continues to the 

rear side, in addition shoulder blades are visible. Only a drawing of this stele is known.  

The Nevsha stele (Fig. 9/2) was discovered under a burial mound during an excavation in 1976 

– unfortunately, no precise context is known (Toncheva 1981). Nevsha depicts a belt circling 

around the stele, and at the rear side there is an axe inserted to the belt. On the upper part –

shoulder blades are visible and on the front side a long depiction of possibly long hair, from the 

shoulder area below the face. Similar to Nevsha stele, also the Ezerovo II stele (Fig. 9/5) depicts 

a battle-axe inserted the same way. Ezerovo II stele was found in the vicinity of a burial mound. 

Both, Ezerovo II and Nevsha, depict battle-axes of the same type that has been discovered 

within Ezerovo village (Toncheva 1981: 133). In addition, pottery found from Ezerovo are 

suggested to be of Yamnaya type (Toncheva 1967: 14). Therefore, both stelae have been 

associated with the Yamnaya horizon by the findings and burial customs of the excavated 

kurgans close by (Toncheva 1981: 134-135). 

Two stelae were found from Plachidol in the year 1965, lying at the periphery of a large kurgan, 

one is more elaborate (Fig. 9/4) and one more simple (Toncheva 1981; 1967). The stele shows 

the classical features of arms, hands and a face with eyes, nose, and mouth. Around the neck a 

necklace or apparel is visible, continuing from the neck to the lower part forming a vertical line. 

The back side presents scapulae, two footprints (toes facing upwards) and three vertically 
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aligned lines of corded pattern. Corded or zigzag patterns have been proposed to depict hair 

(Häusler 1966: 51). On the contrary, Mayer-Todorieva (2009: 222) argues the Plachidol stele 

bears sewn-on robe trimmings, which are known from later burials. The stele is broken from 

the lower part – where a belt has possibly been.  

In the case of the headless Kaliste stele (Fig. 9/3) no finding context nor discovery year is 

known. However, the stele depicts quite unique dagger/short sword carved on the belt, below it 

a shaft-hole axe and footprints. The Monastir stele (Fig. 9/6) is quite distinct from the other 

stelae and might belong to a different tradition. The stele does not have any finding context, 

making the interpretation of it challenging. However, it seems to reveal a necklace, arms placed 

on chest and a kilt or skirt at the lower part (Toncheva 1967: 8; Toncheva 1981: 141). Regarding 

the remarkably low quality of the photo and drawings, not much can be said about it. 

 

 

 

Fig. 9. Bulgarian stelae. 1. Stan (catalogue no. 8). 2. Nevsha (catalogue no. 9). 3. Kaliste 

(catalogue no. 14). 4. Plachidol (catalogue no. 10). 5. Ezerovo II (catalogue no. 11). 6. Monastir 

(catalogue no. 13) 

(1, Toncheva 1981: fig. 8; 2, Toncheva 1981: fig. 2; 3, Telegin & Mallory 1994: fig. 24-2; 4. 

Toncheva 1981: fig. 3; 5, fig. 1; 6, Toncheva 1981: fig. 9.) 
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During construction work in the village of Ezerovo in the year 1966, three stelae were unearthed 

from a depth of two meters. One stele depicting iconography, while the other two were simple 

stelae with schematic head (Fig. 10/1-3) (Toncheva 1967; Toncheva 1981). The stelae were 

found approximately from 2 to 2.5 meters apart, inclined to the ground. A kurgan might have 

stood at the spot since human bones and sherds of pottery were discovered beneath the stele 

(Toncheva 1967: 4). The three stelae were arguably found from their primary context, yet 

without proper archaeological documentation. Ezerovo III (Fig. 10/2) reveals a fascinating axe 

shaped pendant on the chest. Although, it could also depict an actual battle-axe. On the middle, 

a belt and a face including depiction of moustache and beard, which is an extremely uncommon 

feature among the stelae.  

 

Fig. 10. Ezerovo III and the two simple stelae, which were found alongside it. 1, Simple stele. 

2, Ezerovo III. (Catalogue no. 12) 3, Simple stele.  

(1 and 3, Toncheva 1981: fig. 6, 7; 2, Telegin & Mallory 1994: fig. 31-2) 
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Fig. 11. Razgrad stele (catalogue no.15). 1. Front side 2. Rear side. (1-2: Dilov 2021). 

The most recent stele find in Bulgaria is the Razgrad stele (Fig. 11). It was found quite recently 

(precise year unknown) from a secondary context in the walls of the Roman town Abritus 

(Alexandrov 2021; Dilov 2021). The stele depicts two necklaces, arms, hands, fingers, belt and 

a battle-axe inserted to it. On the rear side two footprints, toes facing downwards. When looking 

at the iconography and general aesthetics of the stele, it most likely dates to the Yamnaya period 

since it has the same classic features compared to others; the belt, the axe, arms and hands, 

necklace and footprints.  
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4.1.1.3 North Macedonia 

 From North Macedonia a single stele find is known; from 

Ulanci (Fig. 12). It was found at the Dimov Grop necropolis and 

was used as a building material in a grave construction. The 

necropolis has been dated to 1300-1200 BC. Therefore, the stele 

could have been used as a spolia from an earlier context 

(Mitrevski 2001; Meyer-Todorieva 2009). The Ulanci stele 

stands out from the iconography of the other stelae since it 

present unique objects such as: a long dagger or sword, an 

apparel going from shoulder to the waist and a possible kilt in 

the lower part – which is known from examples in Mycenean 

art (Mayer-Todorieva 2009). This would fit the necropolis´ 

date. It is quite possible, that the Ulanci stele is not – at least – 

closely related to the steppe stelae of the Bronze Age. 

 

 

Fig. 12. Ulanci stele (catalogue no. 16). Picture manipulated with Photoshop. (Archäologisches 

Museum von Makedonien, Photo: Ortolf Harl 2017) 

4.1.1.4 Moldavia 

Moldavian materials encase two stelae; Chobruchi 

(Fig. 13/1) and Aleksandrovka (Fig. 13/2). The 

Chobruchi stele was discovered on the slope of a 

kurgan, other information is not available (Telegin 

& Mallory 1994: 102). A mentionable feature in the 

Chobruchi stele is its height as it reaches up to 2.58 

meters, making it the second tallest stele. The stele 

represents a head with facial features (eyes, nose and 

mouth), arms placed on chest where a battle-axe is 

placed between them. In the centre part an unusually 

wide belt and below it two footprints, toes facing 

downwards. 
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Fig. 13. The Moldavian stelae. 1. Chobruchi (catalogue no. 17). 2. Aleksandrovka (catalogue 

no. 18)  

(1, Telegin & Mallory 1994: fig. 10-1); 2, Telegin & Mallory 1994: fig. 13-1) 

The rear side is unknown. The Aleksandrovka stele has been cut in half below the hands and is 

a chance find without context (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 104). It displays a necklace with 

possibly, beads.  

 

4.1.1.5 Ukraine and Russia 

The stelae finds from Ukraine are the most fascinating. A great deal of the stelae are displaying 

unique iconographical features and symbols – some quite complex and some quite simple. The 

Akchokrak (Fig. 14/1) and Kazanki (Fig. 14/2) stelae are both depicting two human figures in 

the lower part, below a belt. The figures have been suggested to be performing a ritualistic 

burial dance (e.g., Shchepinsky 1958; Telegin & Mallory 1994), yet some Russian scholars 

have associated the figures to an activity of martial arts (e.g., Formozov 1970) – a convincingly 

presented suggestion, which will be discussed in the methods chapter. The Akchokrak stele was 

found on the slope of a kurgan that contained burials from the Yamnaya, Catabombnaya and 

later, possibly Scythian, period (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 100). The Kazanki stele was found 

from a kurgan cluster in the vicinity of a kurgan, either on the slope of one, or near one. The 

finding context of Kazanki is rather vague (Shchepinsky 1958: 144).  

The Bakhchi-Eti stele (Fig. 14/3) is the only non-anthropomorphic stele in the materials, yet 

because of its unique iconography and the cup-stones on top of it, this stele cannot be excluded 

from the materials. Bakhchi-Eti represents a great number of axes, two human figurines; other 

figure upside down, along with objects that are difficult to interpret and would need a paper of 

its own to make safer assumptions of them. According to Aarne Michaël Tallgren (1926; 1934: 

43), the stele was found from a half-destroyed kurgan on the surface of the natural soil. The 

stele covered a small oval pit grave, possibly belonging to a child. Although, the grave could 

have been a cenotaph as bones were missing. The burial pit contained pottery in one of its 

corners, and according to Tallgren (1934: 43) dating to the Bronze Age. Nevertheless, the stele 

is arguably found from a secondary context as the cup-stones on top of it indicate that it was 

supposed to stand upright (Tallgren 1934: 43). 

The Verkhorechye stele (Fig. 14/4) features animals – horses and cattle, four human figurines, 

a quiver, a belt – which has an axe attached to it, a bow and square-like symbol. In addition, 
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facial features and arms are depicted. The stele is a chance find without proper finding context 

(Telegin & Mallory 1994: 100; Meyer-Todorieva 2009). The Novocherkassk and Natalevka 

(Fig. 14/5 & 14/6) stelae as well do not have any finding context. An interesting feature on the 

stele is a possible indicator of a shepherd’s crook superimposed to the belt in the front – a clear 

indicator for herding, yet it could be interpreted as something else too. The Natalevka stele 

features an axe, a mace, a possible representation of hair on the right side of the mace, which is 

an interesting feature as not many stelae have clear indicators for long hair. On the rear side 

below the belt, there seems to be a representation of male organ.  

 

Fig. 14. Ukrainian and Russian stelae. 1. Akchokrak (catalogue no. 19). 2. Kazanki (catalogue 

no. 20). 3. Bakhchi-Eti (catalogue no. 21). 4. Verkhorechye (catalogue no. 22). 5. 

Novocherkassk (catalogue no. 24). 6. Natalevka (catalogue no. 26).  

(1. Formozov 1970: fig. 10.2; 2. Shchepinsky 1958: fig. 3-4; 3. Formozov 1958: fig. 1; 4. 

Meyer-Todorieva 2009; 5. Häusler 1966: 62 abb.1; 6. Telegin & Mallory: fig. 1.) 

 

The Kernosovka stele is by far the most complex of them all due to its iconography (Fig. 15). 

It was discovered in 1973 by schoolboys when excavating a silo pit (Krylova 1976, as cited by 

Telegin & Mallory 1994: 101). The stele displays a plenty of images - from weaponry (axes, 

spearhead, mace, and bow) and animals (bull, horses, fish) to two human figurines having coitus 

and symbols, like footprints; there is also great deal of decorative patterns and indicators for a 
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naked upper body. On the front side, at the bottom left corner there is a square-shaped object – 

possibly a polishing stone. A square-shaped sandstone block resembling a polish stone was 

found from a secondary grave during the YMPACT -project’s excavation of a kurgan in 

Boldești-Grădiștea, Romania (Frînculeasa et al. 2020). One of the unique features that the stele 

displays is the suggested two dogs/wolves that could be running just below the arms in the front. 

The stele has mostly been agreed by scholars to belong to the Yamnaya horizon, even though 

Kemi-Oban origin is on the table as well (Telegin & Mallory 1994). The finding location, which 

is mostly outside of the Kemi-Oban cultural region, suggest its origin towards the Yamnaya.  

 

Fig. 15. Kernosovka stele (catalogue no. 25).  

(1. Telegin & Mallory 1994: fig. 9). 

 

Fedorovka stele (Fig. 16/1) is again a chance find and was found from an area of two ploughed 

out burial mounds (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 101). The stele is unfortunately broken from the 

head area due to unknown activity. The stele reveals an interesting interaction between a 

possible cow or horse and a human figure, arms raised up with a clear phallic representation. 

The image is clearly representing a male, and possibly herder, either herding or even cattle 

raiding, while in my opinion, his stature is somewhat aggressive. Belogrudovka stele (Fig. 16/3) 

was unearthed by villagers while uprooting tree stumps among four (another source; five 

Telegin & Mallory 1994: 102) other stelae from the depth of two meters lying next to each other 
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– the other three or four stelae are unknown. A similar case applies to the Tiritaka twin stelae 

(Fig. 16/4) which were discovered in a group of three from a foundation of a town dating to the 

classical period 5th – 6th century BC., only these two stelae have been preserved. Another 

complexity regarding the stelae, is that I must rely on pictures, and in the case of Svatovo stele 

(Fig. 16/6), only one side is known. The stele reveals no direct indicators for what side we are 

seeing, the pattern going from shoulders to the center between the footprints could be either an 

apparel on the front side (cf. the Transylvanian stelae) or the rear side where the same pattern 

could represent the backbone, or apparel. 

 

 

Fig. 16. Ukrainian stelae. 1. Fedorovka (catalogue no. 27). 2. Pervomayevka (catalogue no. 28). 

3. Belogrudovka (catalogue no. 29). 4. Tiritaka (catalogue no. 30). 5. Novoselovka (catalogue 

no. 31). 6. Svatovo (catalogue no. 32). 

(1. Telegin & Mallory 1994: fig. 14; 2. Telegin & Mallory 1994: fig. 10-2; 3. Telegin & Mallory 

1994: fig. 1.2; 4. Telegin & Mallory 1994: fig. 12; 5. Telegin & Mallory 1994: fig. 11; 6. Telegin 

& Mallory 1994: fig. 4.1) 

 

And lastly, near the town of Lučinskoe, two stelae have been discovered. Lučinskoe I (Fig. 

17/1) was discovered while locals informed a Moldavian research team about the stele that was 

acting as a road sign as it encases the number ‘18’ carved onto it (Agulnicov & Popovici 2007). 
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Lučinskoe II unfortunately does not have any finding context at this point, there could be, yet I 

did not have access to the primary publication of it.  

 

Fig. 17. Lučinskoe stelae. 1. Lučinskoe I (catalogue no. 33). 2. Lučinskoe II (catalogue no. 34). 

(1. Agulnicov & Popovici 2007: fig. 2; 2. Agulnicov & Popovici 2007: fig. 3-1, after Gudkova 

1993).  

 

4.1.2 Burial rituals & grave goods – a general view 

The burial ritual of the Yamnaya culture is considered to be unified under certain ideology and 

religion (Frînculeasa et al. 2015), probably due to the overall unification of cultural self-image 

and development in social hierarchy. What needs to be noted here, is also the fact that the 

Yamnaya funerary ritual was visible for more than half a millennium (Frînculeasa et al. 2015). 

A kurgan is at the same time a commemorating monument for the dead and possibly a 

representation of their individual and cultural power (Frînculeasa 2019: 145). The erection of a 

kurgan took a lot of time and effort, therefore being a ritual in itself. The passing of a tribal 

leader could invoke a call to nearby allied/patrilineal groups to aid in the construction of a 

kurgan and commemoration of the deceased, therefore it is safe to assume that kurgan burials 

represent elites of the Yamnaya society (Anthony 2007: 331-334). Yamnaya graves much more 

often contain male burials; in the western distribution area, namely Romania and Bulgaria the 

ratio is approximately 2:1 (Trautmann, M. 2022, personal communication, 22 October). In the 

Lower and Middle Volga region approximately 80% of the graves belong to males, in Ukraine 
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males predominated, yet not so strongly (Anthony 2007: 329; Murphy & Khoklov 2016). An 

exception to this rule is the area North of Caucasus, where Maykop cultural influence was the 

strongest; here males and females appear quite equally (Anthony 2007: 329).  

Grave goods vary widely and may contain, for example, weapons (shaft-hole axes, battle-axes, 

daggers, maces), silver and golden hair rings, canine tooth pendants, pottery, stelae and even 

parts of wagons, yet it is absolutely common to find a primary Yamnaya grave without any 

goods. In most cases, graves have been lined with reed mats and the burial pit is covered with 

wooden beams, occasionally with simple stelae or stone slabs. Rarely, the deceased is covered 

by the skin of a domesticated animal (15% of the cases) (Anthony 2007: 332). Daggers and 

axes are almost the rarest objects in graves as they appear in less than 5% of Yamnaya graves 

(Anthony 2007: 332), the absence of weaponry in graves will be taken under discussion in the 

next paragraph. Besides the “common” Yamnaya grave goods there are some truly unique finds, 

like the 750 g heavy copper mace or club from Kutuluk cemetery in Middle Volga region 

(Kuznetsov 2005) and even a fossil elephant molar was found at a large Yamnaya secondary 

burial in 2019 during the YMPACT -project’s excavation of a kurgan in Boldești-Grădiștea, 

Romania (Frînculeasa et al. 2020). Furthermore, while weaponry in Yamnaya graves is a rare 

sight, weapon moulds and hoards are even rarer.  

Hoarding and depositing of weapons at special places is one possible explanation for their 

absence in graves. Another reason could be that weapons, and possibly other symbolic status 

objects could have been hereditary – as it seen for example from the Nuer society. It could also 

be a matter of conserving objects and raw material. Anthony (2007: 334-335) argues that 

Yamnaya metalworking became more exquisite under their chiefdoms. He identified a grave of 

a metalworker, this under the assumption that for example the grave at Pershin in Orenburg 

oblast near the copper mines at Kargaly on the middle Ural River contained a male burial 

accompanied by two-piece mould for a Chernykh type axe and dating between 2900 – 2700 

BC. Weapon moulds in Yamnaya graves are even rarer than the weapons itself. Bianca Preda 

(2015) discussed the state of research on the weapon depositions, in addition she elevated a 

question of how to explain a change in depositing axes – from the axe in the grave to the axe in 

the hoard (Hansen 2022). While difficult to give an exhaustive solution, Svend Hansen (2022: 

59-60) proposes a hoard being a “social arena” where an object is at the top of the social scale 

and with the line of reasoning that the function of an axe being in a grave serves the same 

purpose. What also argues on the behalf of this reasoning is the fact that axes are rarely found 

from hoards and graves simultaneously from the same region (Hansen 2022: 60). To conclude, 
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it seems that in the East of the Carpathians, hoarding weapons predominated (Preda 2015), even 

though there are couple of grave depositions, however in the North Caucasus region the 

situation is contrary (Hansen 2022: 76).  

One of the materials that will be discussed also in the thesis, are the perforated canid teeth and 

pendants, primarily belonging to dogs/wolves (canis familiaris and canis lupus) and foxes 

(vulpes vulpes). Along with the silver hair rings, canine pendants are quite frequently deposited 

as grave goods. A necklace made of 7 perforated dog/fox canines was discovered from a grave 

in Târgșoru Vechi, Prahova region Romania. The pendant was placed around the neck of a 

subadult individual (Frînculeasa 2019: 141-142, fig. 5). From the same region, in Ploieşti, a 

similar pendant with 10 canines were unearthed from a grave which contained two poorly 

preserved bones (Comşa 1989; Frînculeasa et al. 2015). The bones were not in any anatomical 

order – resulting in a problematic interpretation as it is not clearly Yamnaya, yet possibly dating 

to a pre-Yamnaya chronological horizon (Comşa 1989). Furthermore, there are many canine 

tooth pendant finds from the Yamnaya cultural setting spanning from Bulgaria to the North of 

the Black Sea and even North of Caucasus (Frînculeasa 2019: 141). These artefacts in grave 

context are associated to all ages and both sexes in the areas of Corded Ware, Yamnaya and 

Catacombnaya, however perforated fangs are more common on women and children (Zidarov 

2020: 171-173). Similarly, Kyselý et al. (2019) made reminiscent observation regarding Corded 

Ware culture’s grave deposits in Czech Republic, since these finds here are again more likely 

to be found from female than male burials. The sudden appearance of perforated dog canine 

pendants as a personal ornament are also found in Thrace, Macedonia, either side of the Aegean 

and Western Anatolia. Petar Zidarov (2020: 173-174) relates this symbolic phenomenon to have 

been developed in the steppes of the Black Sea, among the Yamnaya and Catacombnaya (for 

Catacombnaya see Kaiser 2003: 209-213).  
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Fig. 17. Silver hair rings from Blejoi IV/Gr. 1 (1-2), Ariceşti I/Gr. 1 (3), Blejoi III/Gr.1 (4), and 

perforated canid teeth from Târgșoru Vechi, Gr. 10 (5), Romania (after Preda-Bǎlǎnicǎ et al. 

2020: fig. 2). 

Thus far, it is quite safe to assume that the essential Yamnaya burial ritual is indeed unified; a 

pit-grave with certain placement of the deceased, the decoration of the pit with organic materials 

and red ochre, sealing the pit and constructing a kurgan over it.  In contrast, Yamnaya grave 

deposits vary a great deal. It is definite that weaponry is extremely rarely deposited in the grave, 

even in the North Caucasus region and in the Carpathian Basin even more. The absence of 

weaponry could be easily explained with social factors and or the heritability of certain status 

objects, such as shaft-hole axes. It could be so, that as the status of a chief passed on to the next, 

so did objects that displayed the status. However, this does not explain weapon hoarding 

directly. Hansen (2022) shows that hoarding and grave deposits serve similar purposes, in a 

social sphere, this could be true if only the object is considered, but in ritualistic sphere, the 

phenomena might differ. As grave deposits are clearly indicated to the deceased, and therefore 

most likely associate to the belief system and the burial ritual. If precious objects were 

hereditary, the presence of a status object in a grave could represent a change in the patrilineal 

kinship system: the line of a certain chief has extinguished. The hoarding of weaponry is clearly 
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indicating towards different profane or/and sacred ritual than burial ritual as these objects are 

not dedicated to a deceased – at least that we know of. Hoarding could be done in times of 

instability to ensure the objects survival (profane ritual), it could associate to a sacrificial ritual 

possibly addressed to ancestors or even gods (sacred ritual) or as Hansen (2022) puts it, it could 

even be a “social arena”. The social arena could relate to a ritual of forging alliances between 

chiefdoms when many axes are hoarded to a single spot. Be that as it may, the canine pendants 

on the other hand are more frequent than weapons and are not clearly as precious as a material. 

Canine pendants in a grave context could indicate towards the aforementioned kóryos 

institutions, as already proposed by Anthony and Brown (2017; 2019). However, some of the 

pendants are to be found from graves of subadults and women – a intriguing phenomenon that 

could be explained by different understandings and cultural phenomenon. In the case of adult 

men wearing canine pendants, the symbolism indeed can be addressed to the offensive nature 

of wolves yet for defensive nature of familiar dogs or is depicting the legacy of kóryos. On the 

contrast, women and children wearing these could be interpreted as defensive symbol reflecting 

this to herding dogs or the actual kóryos. 

Lastly, the skeletal remains of the Yamnaya should be stressed here as they might reveal 

information related to the display of the kóryos. The skeletal remains of the Yamnaya burials 

in the western distribution area – namely Romania, Hungary and Bulgaria – has been 

profoundly examined with osteoarchaeological methods by Martin Trautmann. He studied ca 

250 skeletons. According to Trautmann (2022, personal communication, 22 October), 

Yamnaya males generally display a very tall, very robust and muscular body build. However, 

what is truly interesting in the data is the fact that evidence of interpersonal violence is almost 

completely not existent. This leads to an indeed interesting problem that needs to be addressed 

in the discussion chapter.  

4.1.3 Social system according to archaeogenetic and isotope studies 

Archaeological research requires more often multidisciplinary approach to gain an overall 

perspective on kinship system and mobility among ancient cultures. Genetic studies related to 

archaeological materials, called as archaeogenetics, constructs the relationships between 

ancient human populations (Haak et al. 2008). When isotopes are usually used to study dietary 

and mobility patterns, hence isotopic studies enable to view the geographical context of 

individuals (Haak et al. 2008). These perspectives reveal the overall idea of the kinship systems 

and mobility patterns among populations. The ancient kinship system and even mobility in the 
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context of for example kóryos and cultures of honour are the exact reasons why I cannot look 

away from archaeogenetic interpretations as they might reveal important sociocultural factors, 

or at least can unlock a discussion. 

Genetic information from ancient populations is mostly acquired from skeletal remains when a 

sample is collected from the remains. The DNA sample, deoxyribonucleic acid is extracted 

from the selected element. DNA is known to preserve relatively authentic in certain parts of 

skeletal remains: teeth and pars petrosa of the temporal bone (Pinhasi et al. 2019). The genetic 

data is then acquired from the extracted DNA sample. With population genetic analyses, the 

genetic data expose biological relationship among certain populations. Genetic linage among 

ancient individuals is mostly measured by using Y-chromosomal (Y-DNA) and mitochondrial 

DNA (mtDNA) (Underhill & Kivisild 2007). These parts of the human genome reveal 

biological patrilinear and matrilinear contexts of analysed individuals when selected markers 

called haplogroups are used – revealing useful information for human populations. For this 

thesis, the information of several Y-DNA analyses supports the core understanding of cultures 

of honour kinship systems.  

The discussion on the origins of the PIE people arose due to the publications of Haak et al. 

(2015) and Allentoft et al. (2015). Both research teams came to conclude that the archaeogenetic 

research supported the steppe hypothesis systemized by Gimbutas (1956). They claimed the 

Yamnaya culture and its homeland in the steppe zone to be the most potential origin area of a 

certain Y-chromosomal (Y-DNA) haplogroups R1a and R1b, which seemed to disperse into 

central Europe with IE migrations during the Bronze Age. This is supported by later 

multidisciplinary studies from sites of Global Amphora, Corded Ware and Bell Beaker cultures 

by using genetics, isotopes and archaeological evidence (Zeng et al. 2018; Mittnik et al. 2019; 

Schroeder et al. 2019; Sjögren et al. 2020) – studies which I will briefly discuss in this chapter. 

In Alburg and Irlbach located in southern Germany, two cemeteries belonging to the Bell 

Beaker culture were unearthed. The Late Copper Age graves contain 18 and 24 individuals, 

from where the research team (Sjögren et al. 2020) were able to reveal DNA from 34 

individuals. According to their reconstruction of a kinship structure – done with 

multidisciplinary approach – it was based on a dominant male lineage, that intermarried with 

women from other groups, and even married their own daughters to outside groups, possibly to 

strengthen social networks (Sjögren et al. 2020: 23-24). Interestingly, only one Y-chromosome 

haplogroup R1b-M269 has been identified, while mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA), meaning the 
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maternal lineage includes six haplotypes. The Y-chromosome R1b-M269 is particularly 

associated with the steppe ancestry. Because of the number of mtDNA haplotypes (mother 

lineage) and the number of Y chromosomal haplotypes there has been a suggestion that 

exogamic marriage occurred in the culture. Especially when there is more diversity in mtDNA 

haplogroups/types in relation to Y chromosomal ones (Sjögren et al. 2020: 23).  

One of the most interesting sites is the 5000-year-old mass grave find of Koszyce in southern 

Poland (C14 dating between 2880–2776 BCE.) assigned to the Globular Amphora culture, 

which contained 15 individuals (Schroeder et al. 2019). All individuals were killed by heavy 

blows to the head. The team identified that the majority of them were related through first- and 

second-degree relationships; overall, four families were identified. The placement of the dead 

shows a clear pattern between relatives, an understanding which led the research team to argue 

that they were buried by the surviving community members (Schroeder et al. 2019: 10707). A 

mother was buried holding her child, siblings were placed alongside mothers next to their sons. 

The age-set differs from 2,5-year-old boy – whose parents are not to be found from the grave – 

to 35-30-year-old woman. Moreover, older males and fathers are completely absent, indicating 

that they were the ones who buried them. Six different maternal lineages were identified, 

whereas paternal lineage revealed that all males in the grave shared the same haplogroup I2a-

L801. Interestingly, all individuals shared Western Hunter Gatherer and Anatolian ancestry, 

steppe ancestry was completely absent (Schroeder et al. 2019). Schroeder et al.  (2019) argued, 

that the adjacent Corded Ware complex might have been the assailants, therefore indicating an 

intergroup competition and aggression between two different sociocultural groups. 

An interesting study made by Zeng et al. (2018) gave some different insight to the matter with 

their synthesis of anthropological theory, recent population genomic studies and mathematical 

models. They proposed a sociocultural hypothesis, involving the formation of patrilineal kin 

groups and intergroup competition. This hypothesis tries to explain the population bottleneck 

phenomenon of European populations during the Bronze Age and is heavily associated with the 

steppe migration theory. Their main understanding was that the migrated populations brought 

in competition between adjacent patrilineal kin groups and new intergroup social behaviour. 

The competition between kin groups affected the variation of Y chromosome making it 

homogenous by extinguishing the lineages of those who lost the struggles. The low diversity of 

Y chromosome is quite well known among pastoralist cultures (Ségurel et al. 2008). The same 

phenomenon has been found for example from the Bell Beaker culture, where most of the 

sampled males (81%) of an area from Iberia to Hungary belong to a single Y-chromosomal 
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haplogroup R1b-S116. Moreover, the Y-chromosomes of all Corded Ware individuals – except 

one – spanning from Germany to Estonia also belong to a single clade within haplogroup R1a 

(R1a-M417) (Zeng et al. 2018).  

The most extensive microregional dataset has been analysed with multidisciplinary methods by 

Mittnik et al. (2019). Here the team analysed 104 individuals from southern Germany Lech 

valley, with cemeteries belonging to the Late Neolithic and Middle Bronze Age and are mostly 

associated with the Corded Ware and Bell Beaker cultures. The team found out that strontium 

(87Sr/86Sr) and oxygen (δ18O) isotopic ratios revealed notably more nonlocal females than 

males and children. Many women came from as far as from beyond the pre-Alpine lowlands, 

which were 350km away and were inhabited by the Únětice culture at the time. These finds 

support the interpretation of an exogamous marriage system, where men mostly stayed in their 

own territories and women joined their partners’ households.  

Interestingly, they found out that three of the adult males exhibited a shift in strontium isotope 

ratios from first to third molars, suggesting a movement away from their birthplace during 

adolescence and return as adults (Mittnik et al. 2019). This may represent a foster child or 

hostage system as known from later periods or in my opinion might be evidence to the 

temporary mobility of kóryos groups during adolescence. In addition, ten parent-offspring 

lineages were detected from the group. Those lineages included six between mother and male 

descendant, nine out of ten were estimated as adults. Therefore, suggesting a patrilocal 

residence (Mittnik et al. 2019). Overall, Mittnik et al. (2019) concluded that social inequality is 

depicted from the data. Complex households were built around a higher-status core family, non-

local high-status female exogamy and local low-status individuals.  

Despite being an extremely useful tool for scientific discussion, archaeogenetic results are as 

good as the practitioner’s knowledge of anthropological and social sciences. As pointed out by 

Brück (2021a; 2021b; Ensor 2021) the use of genetic data does not make the interpretation more 

accurate or scientifically provable – it only does so in the sense of biological kinship. On the 

other hand, mobility is best seen from archaeogenetic data. The archaeogenetic method already 

is quite multidisciplinary with aDNA, isotopic and mathematical syntheses. In a way, 

combining social studies to these papers creates a new challenge. Archaeogenetic data and 

interpretations may provide the best approach of understanding biological kinship structures, 

while social kinship can be considerably more complex than biological and needs more diverse 

approaches. 
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4.2 Comparative method 

For the methodological analysis, I have chosen a truly hermeneutic approach. The goal is to 

interpret the provided archaeological materials through ethnography, science of religions and 

social sciences to better understand Yamnaya social structures. Application of the classical 

comparative method seems to be most useful for sociocultural approach. The comparative 

method is quite often used to make analogies between for example, different language branches 

and religious systems – to find interconnections. The main goal for this chapter is to interpret 

the iconography of stelae, archaeogenetic data and symbolic features of Yamnaya burial rituals 

– to link them to the theoretical framework. In a sense, connecting dots as seen in the model of 

the sociocultural sphere (see Fig. 3). The first two chapters will deal with the stelae, their 

iconography, and ritualistic purposes, while the third part will involve the rest of the materials. 

Especially the first part is reflecting the idea of Paul Treherne (1995) and his definition of 

“warrior’s beauty”. Combining the archaeology of burials and Homeric ideals of warrior’s 

aesthetics, he argued that Aegean Bronze Age warrior’s appearance is branded with certain 

weaponry, grooming equipment, apparel, drinking gear and even chariot riding – in both life 

and death – assuming that warriors display was indeed important and unified. He pinpointed 

this ideological and social shift to have happened approximately 3000 BC, when ancestral 

communal rites and identities were replaced by individual display of power and social status 

(Vandkilde 2018: 230-233; Treherne 1995: 107).  

4.2.1 Part 1 - The iconography of the stelae 

Let us start from the IE belief system and warrior traditions. Arguably the IE storm and war 

deities are almost solely equipped with a weapon or a thunderbolt – weapons that could be 

linked to prehistoric warriors – as thunderbolt most often is also depicted as a weapon such as 

a mace or an axe (see for example Thor’s Mjöllnir). In a same way, the mythical warriors are 

wielding either an axe or a mace. The note and resemblance of the axe and its connection to IE 

thunder gods was already made by Gimbutas (1991: 339). In addition, a belt is often depicted 

as an equipment of gods, and warriors – both mythic and profane. As discussed earlier, in the 

IE tradition of profane warriors, a belt is a sign of unity and power given after an initiation rite 

(Lincoln 1981: 128), as it is a source of power for Thor (Orchard 2002: 250). The singular belt 

could signify a leader status, as the leader’s oath is only made to his god, while the warriors 

possibly wore two belts, bounding them to their leader and to their god (Falk 1986: 22-23; 
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Kershaw 1997: 338-341;). Interestingly, the belt is the most common symbol in the stelae (79%, 

see table 1 in the catalogue), while most of the remaining stelae without belt are broken in the 

lower part, making the statistic problematic, therefore the belt could have been present in more, 

if not all of them. Moreover, the belt is commonly interpreted to belong to the IE berserkr 

tradition and is connected with the Germanic nude warfare (Speidel 2001). Traditionally, some 

of the Celts fought naked only wearing a “power-belt” or sword-belt which is part of the Celtic 

battle gear, along with a helmet and a neckband or torc (Green 1986: 107; Cunliffe 1996: 99). 

The nude warfare among the Gaul is brilliantly described by the antique historian Polybius 

(2.29) on the battle of Telamon 225 BC.:  

“Equally terrifying were the appearance and the gestures of the naked men in the front ranks, 

all in their various ways fine figures of men in their prime. But all the Gauls in the forward 

companies wore golden torcs and armlets as adornments, and while this too contributed to the 

Romans’ fear, the prospect of profit made them twice as eager for the fray”. 

The nakedness among the Celtic Gaesatae (‘professional soldiers’ or ‘spearmen’) probably was 

ritualistic to demonstrate unity and power, yet wearing a torc has religious roots, as it is 

displayed by Celtic deities (Cunliffe 1996: 99). Similarly, upper body nudity is a common 

attribute associated with the Scandinavian berserkr tradition (Liberman 2015). In addition to 

the display of the belt, upper body nudism is visible in the stelae in 50%, as it is depicted as 

representation of nipples, ribs, backbone, and shoulder blades. Besides Celtic and Scandinavian 

tradition, nakedness among athletes and even heroes is known for example from the Greek 

world (see for example: McDonnell 1991), which is certainly related to Treherne’s (1995) idea 

of warrior’s body aesthetics. For comparison, the modern adoration of masculine body is quite 

well known in the Western world as it rose, for example, from Hollywood’s ideology of male 

“heroism”. Therefore, especially upper body nudity is a symbolic display of power and even 

status.  

Weaponry, and especially the axe (also mace, bow and dagger) is the second most common 

symbol (59%) amongst the stelae, a rather high percentage for example compared to weapons 

in grave context (approx. 5%). Again, the calculation on the stelae weaponry could be 

problematic as some of them are broken, yet this indicates towards reasoning that the Yamnaya 

did possess more weapons than the grave contexts address, even though these two are not 

comparable in a statistical way. Nevertheless, stelae carvers seem to value the symbolism of 

weapons. The axe is, as discussed, a good indicator towards warrior behaviour and the display 
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of status. Many of the IE gods yields an axe or similar, the axe is extremely widespread as an 

iconographic representation and is widely seen for example in the Bronze Age rock carvings in 

Scandinavia. Moreover, while the remaining 41% of the stelae lack any depiction of weaponry, 

it seems that not all of them can be directly categorised under the warrior theme (under the 

assumption that warrior yields a weapon), consequently Telegin & Mallory (1994: 42) made 

the same observation and did not divide the stelae simply into warriors and non-warriors. If we 

would follow Dumézil’s tripartition of IE society, some kind of separation should be made, 

thereafter this viewpoint could be divided – against the unwillingness of Telegin & Mallory 

(1994) – to two stratas, warriors and priests under the assumption that slaves or common people 

are not depicted in the stelae. Of course, this is a simplified approach, yet a necessary one.  

Ornaments and apparel in stelae are depicted as well in 50% and therefore is the third common 

feature alongside with upper body nudity. These are mostly either necklaces or as in the case 

of the Transylvanian stelae, body apparels. Depicted necklaces, in my opinion, are not directly 

representing the perforated canine pendants wore by the Yamnaya, since iconographic features 

do not show signs of this, unless the stelae carvers found the crafting of such details unnecessary 

or challenging. Moreover, necklaces are depicted as beads or just as a string circling around the 

neck. In the case of Ezerovo III (Fig. 10/2) the axe, which is drawn on the chest, could be part 

of the necklace. Hence, the axe could be an actual axe or a pendant. Similar axe-shaped pendants 

are known from the South-Central Mediterranean region dating from Middle Neolithic all the 

way to the Iron Age (see for example: Skeates 1995) – the symbolic meaning of axe-pendants 

is probably similar to the real-sized ones.  

Yet another fascinating feature on the stelae is the footprint/sandal/shoe-shaped representation. 

These are visible in 32% of the stelae, most of them are facing downwards, with couple of 

exceptions. All – except one – are clearly representing shoes or sandals, while the Kalishte stele 

is the only one with the representation of toes. However, the sandal prints could also be 

simplified displays of a naked foot. The symbolic meaning of sandals has been connected to a 

display and one of the three talismans of a king (in Irish tradition the talismans are: silk shirt, a 

spear and a pair of shoes filled with silver, while in Indic rajasuya these are: three arrows, 

vestment of a priest and shoes made from boar skin) (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 49). Moreover, 

sandals can symbolise status, power and property in burial context – yet in the case of sandals 

facing downwards – it could be a religious representation of the deceased voyage towards the 

underworld (Mallory & Adams 1997). Nevertheless, the sandal-shaped representations most 

plausibly interpret as an elite symbol (Heyd 2017: 354). 
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Animal and human figurines are displayed quite rarely (9% and 18%) on the stelae. The 

depicted animals are mostly associable to 

horses, cattle or even dogs. The two figurines 

on the front side of the Kernosovka stele are 

interpreted as two running dogs, as well are 

the two figures next to the axe on the Svatovo 

stele (Telegin & Mallory 1994). If true, these 

are the only figures in the Yamnaya horizon 

to depict dogs/wolves. Human figures on the 

other hand are often seen in pairs (excluding 

Fedorovka stele) hands either raised up, or 

horizontally. It would be useful to emphasize 

an intriguing discussion made by Russian 

scholars on the human figurines on 

Akchokrak, Kazanki and Bakchi-Eti stelae. 

Firstly, Shchepinsky (1958) argued the 

Akchokrak and Kazanki (see Fig. 20/1, 2) 

figurines performing a ritualistic burial dance 

commemorating the deceased displayed on 

the stelae. Afterwards, Formozov (1970: 49-

50) proposed that the figurines are expressing 

martial arts, namely single combat, 

contrasting the images to an exquisite bronze fleshhook artefact (Fig. 20/4) found as a Maykop 

burial good in 1898 near the village Novosvobodnaya North of Caucasus (Popova 1963: 12, 

26, table III). In addition, Formozov contrasted the theme of martial arts to the Bakchi-Eti and 

Morel stelae (Fig. 20/3, 5), here while Morel stele is again depicting martial arts – the Bakchi-

Eti depicts the aftermath of a single combat, as the upside down figurine could display a 

deceased with larger hands, and the upright one stands as a victor. Undoubtedly, the two human 

figurines on Verkhorechye (Fig. 19) stele displays a similar scene on othe front-right side next 

to the two horses – below the belt another two figurines. Moreover, Formozov (1970: 49-50) 

goes as far as to interpret that the two (hypothethical) horses on the back of the Akchokrak stele 

are the horses that the combatants mounted before the combat. Yet another comparison was 

made by Shchepinsky (1963) on the Bronze Age (most likely Kemi-Oban origin) rock painting 

Tash-Anra near Semfiropol (Fig. 21). The scene depicts a horse, snakes, tree, dog, sun/wheel 

Fig. 19. Verkhorechye stele. 

(Archäologisches Museum von 

Makedonien, Photo: Ortolf Harl 2017) 
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motifes, axes and human figurines (Shchepinsky 1963: 43-44). We could be looking at one 

scene, plausibly an ongoing raid, a clash between local and nonlocal tribes (Shchepinsky 1963: 

44) or even single combat depicted in the middle – where the two human figurines – one 

standing with hand raised up, while the other lying on the ground horizontally and a possible 

axe represented next to it. The surrounding figurines could be the audience for combat, or 

participants in a raid. The dog depicted on the left, next to the human figurine with a stick in 

his hand, seems to be interacting with another human or dog figure. On the right side, next to 

the tree a possible horse.  

 

Fig. 20. Comparison on stelae human figurines. Following Formozov 1970: fig. 1. 
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Fig. 21. Red ochre rock painting scene known from Kemi-Oba culture at Tash-Anra (see 

catalogue no. 21 for detailed location). Following Shchepinsky 1963: fig. 4.15. 

Finally, for this methodological chapter, comparisons with other stelae traditions should be 

made to draw interpretations from, namely; Celtic, Indian, Hittite and Scythian. As discussed 

earlier, later IE traditions can draw us closer to valid interpretations, and here the emphasised 

stele from Hirschlanden (Fig. 22/2), Germany is a great comparison as it is even found from a 

barrow representing a fallen hero (Green 1987: 108). The historian Michael Speidel (2002) 

associates this to the aestethics of  berserkr tradition. Incidental or not, the stele’s resemblance 

to Bronze Age iconography is indeed explicit, since the iconography includes the belt and 

weapon attached to it, necklace/torc, a helmet and hands imposed on the chest and stomach. 

The stele does not show clear signs of upper body nudity, yet it cannot be ruled out. Similarly, 

Speidel (2002) draws comparison to the Hittite carving on King’s gate, Hattusa (Fig. 22/1) – as 

again the warrior seems to depict similar elements; the belt with tunic, weapon attached to it 

while holding one on the right hand and a helmet. The Hittite warrior’s upper body nudity is 

more obvious than in the Celtic – both of the mentioned has been associated with IE warfare. 

Thirdly, Vassilkov (2011) and Thapar (1981) have compared the steppe stelae to Indic tradition 

(as well as other later IE traditions, e.g., Greek) which are named as hero-stones. These stelae 

are thought to be dedicated to men who died heroically defending the community and herd 

against raiders (Thapar 1981: 293). Arguably, the Indic symbolism on stelae is different, as 

these are not anthropomorphic, yet they are more narrative. The hero-stone from Karnataka, 

South India (Fig. 22/3) depicts a warrior’s journey from defending his herd, falling in battle and 

ascending to the afterlife. The lowest panel displays the warrior defending his herd from cattle 

raiders, the middle panel shows the warrior ascending accompanied by two Apsarás, and the 

highest panel is interpreted to depict as the hero deified (Thapar 1981; Vassilkov 2011).  

The comparison to the Bronze Age stelae is quite fascinating yet not bullet proof, as Vassilkov 

(2011) argues that the Steppe stelae could relate to similar tradition to build and commemorate 
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a fallen warrior into stele. The association of the stelae as a visual representation of the IE poetic 

formula of “fame everlasting” or “undying fame” had been previously suggested and built upon 

Homeric poetic descriptions of Greek burial mounds with stelae placed on top of them, which 

could be commemorating a hero (see  for example, Vassilkov 2011). Lastly, to highlight a stele 

belonging to the Scythian period, likewise the previous three, also the Sibioare stele (Fig. 22/4) 

is depicting a Scythian war-chief (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 69). Iconographic patterns are again 

quite comparable, as Sibioare displays a necklace/neckband, upper body nudity (see 

nipples/breast), a belt and sexual organs below it, in addition the arguably male (phallic  

representation, mustache and beard depiction) figure is holding a possible weapon or a whip in 

his right hand, which are clear symbols of warriorhood and power (Telegin & Mallory 1994).  

 

Fig. 22. Later stelae traditions. 1. Hittite warrior from King’s gate, Hattuša (Luraghi 1997). 2. 

Celtic warrior from Hirschlanden, Germany (Speidel 2001: fig. 1). 3 Indian hero-stone at 

Karnataka in South India (Thapar 1981: fig. 5) 4. Scythian war chief (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 

28, 2).   

To conclude this chapter, the creators of the Bronze Age stelae seemed to been interested and 

favoured certain symbolic features, namely the belt, weapons (in most cases an axe), 

necklaces/apparel (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 42), and upper body nudity. Thus, all of these 

could be explained by the kóryos institutions. However, stelae without the depiction of 

weaponry seem problematic for this reasoning. Therefore, weaponless ones could represent 

another social strata, namely the priestly class. It is well known, that among pastoralist (as in 

any economy) religious leaders are quite fundamental for society. On the other hand, 
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weaponless stelae could be deceased elder chiefs, who’s weaponry had already passed on to the 

descendant as they still are displayed with a leader’s symbol – the belt and sandal prints. Animal 

figures; horses and cattle are distinctly representing the economy, which arguably is 

pastoralism. Human figurines, aforementioned are depicting martial arts, which in my opinion 

is the best interpretation for the Crimean stelae. In the Crimean stelae, the fighting scenes could 

even be a demonstration of Kemi-Oba and Yamnaya encounters since Crimean peninsula is the 

region where these depictions are to be found – and a region where these two cultural groups 

roughly lived alongside simultaniously. Surely, the human figurines could represent a ritualistic 

dance, or intragroup martial arts, however dancing is quite often represented with schematic 

movement of legs. Next chapter will provide more elaborate comparisons on the ritualistic 

matters of the stelae via their known finding contexts.   

4.2.2 Part 2 – Rituals 

The finding context of most of the stelae is either vague or is completely missing, therefore 

precise and extensive interpretation on the ritualistic matters of the stelae is unfortunately 

impossible – at least this is the case of elaborate stelae (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 35). However, 

rituals concerning the stelae tradition can be roughly divided into two categories based on the 

known finding contexts. The first category being the ones that have been found either on or in 

the close vicinity of a kurgan. Undoubtedly, these stelae were erected on, or at the periphery of 

a kurgan after its construction. The second category are the stelae that have been found covering 

a burial pit or around it, hence associating to the mortuary ritual more closely. Besides these 

two categories, for example the Floreşti-Polus stele have been found as a construction slab 

placed around a stone circle of a burial in Transylvania (see for example: Ciugudean 2011). 

Then again, some stelae have been found in a secondary context and used as a construction 

material in towns of the Classical period. Since this thesis focuses only on the elaborate stone 

stelae, it still must be noted, that in the case of the simple stelae (ones with schematic heads and 

mostly without iconography), they could have been removed from sanctuaries and reused in a 

secondary context as roofing material in Yamnaya burial pits (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 35-36). 

These are mostly addressed to adult burials, yet they have been occasionally found covering 

juveniles and children graves as well. 

Since the bottom ends of the stelae are unworked, this is leading to the clear argument that their 

primary purpose was to stand upright. Therefore, stelae found inside kurgans, are arguably in 

their secondary context (Häusler 1966; Telegin & Mallory 1994: 21).  Dovzhenko (1979; 
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Telegin & Mallory 1994: 21) suggested that the simple stelae served a double purpose, as firstly 

their intention was to be erected in the vicinity of a grave – possibly functioning as a sanctuary 

or marking the burial site – their second purpose being to serve as a grave cover. Nevertheless, 

this interpretation does not explain the singular ones that have been found on or a vicinity of a 

kurgan. The function of a sanctuary for ritualistic purposes is absolutely under consideration 

since some of the stelae – simple and elaborate – have been found in groups, often in three or 

even more.  

The headless Transylvanian stelae (Baia de Criș I-IV) seem to serve a rather unique ritual 

meaning since all of them are missing heads. Moreover, Transylvanian stelae are exceptional 

in their iconography and raw material since these matters seem to point out that they were 

locally produced. The ritual does not seem to be related to funerary ritual in a same way as other 

stelae. Therefore, ritual associated with the Transylvanian stelae might have been adopted and 

reinterpreted differently.  

Telegin & Mallory (1994: 23) argue that the southern steppe region most likely contained many 

of these so-called sanctuaries made of stone stelae and altar for ritualistic behaviour. Sadly, 

most of the steppe sanctuaries have been damaged or destroyed in antiquity or by later 

agricultural activities – yet a handful of these have survived under earthen fills and have even 

been excavated (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 23-24). One of these is known from the Kherson 

region, near village Kalanchak in Ukraine where a sanctuary structure was 5.5 m in diameter, 

enclosed by a ditch with an entrance on the south-west side of the ditch marked by a causeway 

in the ditch. From different locations in the ditch one whole and two broken stelae were found, 

in addition red ochre remnants on the stelae and Copper Age vessels. The sanctuary was placed 

near a small kurgan dated to the Yamnaya period (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 23). To emphasise 

another sanctuary near the village of Nova Odessa in Ukraine – it had a rectangular shape, 

surrounded by a ditch with entrance on the western side. The ditch contained seven worked 

stones, one of which was an anthropomorphic stele, in addition three slabs were found alongside 

– possibly indicating an altar surrounded by stone slabs and stelae, the entire sanctuary 

measures 7 m across (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 24). Be that as it may, while the purpose here 

is not to dig any deeper in the functions of simple stelae, they still could connect to the more 

elaborate ones and might have stood in similar sanctuaries or ritualistic sites. 

However, getting back to the singular decorated stelae that have been found on or the vicinity 

of a kurgan, these ones could have stood at the top of the mound functioning as a ritualistic site 
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for commemorating the fallen ancestors and yet as a display of power associated to the ritual of 

constructing a kurgan. In a way, this function does not seem to be connected to aforementioned 

sanctuaries if we would consider the single stelae as representations of the chieftains, unless 

they were the main attraction of a sanctuary, this could be the case for example in the Ezerovo 

III stele. Anyway, an alternative interpretation for the singular stele could be to act as 

glorification or even deification of the deceased or/and ancestors. The glorification of the dead 

could fit to the concept of transcendence to afterlife proposed by Bloch and Parry (1982). 

According to them, social institutions and the sacred realm are timeless and unchanging. As an 

example, burial rituals in many patrilineal societies may include images of masculinity to 

highlight the lasting sacredness of the deceased. Male substances and masculinity are seen as 

epitomes of everlasting descent groups and ancestors, conceptualized as permanent entities 

(Bloch & Parry 1982; Whitehouse 2021: 12). To conclude here, it seems that the context of the 

elaborate stelae is not clear by any means, and it would need new stelae finds with modern 

archaeological excavation methods to fully understand the ritual. The next paragraph will 

provide a comparison to later ritualistic traditions of stelae usage.  

“However, it is not their custom to make statues or altars or temples for any of their gods, 

except for Ares; they do have this custom in his case.” 

Thus, Herodotus (4.59) describes the Scythian pantheon and emphasises their ritualistic 

behaviour regarding statues as such. Although, it must be doubted if Herodotus could make a 

difference between depiction of a war-chief and war god, since most of the Scythian statue-

stelae are argued to depict war-chiefs and warriors, hence their function could be explained as 

commemoratives of leaders (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 69-72, 97). Similarly, the functionality 

of the Cimmerian period stelae – at least in the case of single-headed obelisks – were to be 

markers of graves of fallen warriors (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 66). Furthermore, Aḥmad ibn 

Faḍlān (77) describes a sanctuary belonging possibly to the early Slavs during his travels on the 

Volga:  

“Each carries bread, meat, onions, milk, and alcohol to a large block of wood set in the 

ground. The piece of wood has a face on it, like the face of a man. It is surrounded by small 

figurines placed in front of large blocks of wood set in the ground.” 

Interestingly, almost exact sites have been discovered and excavated, for example the sanctuary 

in Peryn near Novogorod was indeed circular and a statue of Perun was erected in the center, 

in addition smaller stone stelae and eight pits with marks of fire were discovered in the 
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perimeter of this sanctuary (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 83). Moreover, similar sanctuaries are 

known from the Slavic period, and even some cases the Slavs have re-used a Scythian sanctuary 

– see for example the Bogyt mountain (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 85).  

To conclude this chapter, the rituals associated to the stelae are indeed challenging to interpret 

due to the lack of archaeological context. They could relate to worshipping ancestors and 

recently died elite members of community who have been deified later or they could relate to 

worshipping deities, most likely war-god – yet this is highly unlikely since the stelae are not 

depicting any unified patterns on a large scale – a unification that should be present when 

representing deities. On the other hand, war god, sky god, priest or war-chief, they all could 

associate to rituals performed for example before cattle raids. As in Indic religious tradition, 

warriors beseech Indra for strength by rituals and intoxicating beverages to gain battle frenzy – 

a phenomena that is known from many IE warrior institutions and in historical groups such as 

the Pokot pastoralist. Sanctuaries or a single stele could function as a mirror to perform rituals 

and sacrifices – to call the gods and ancestors for strength and bravery – or giving sacrifices.  

4.2.3 Part 3 – The social stratification and displays of power 

Next, the final methodological chapter will provide interpretations on the rest of the 

archaeological materials provided earlier on, to discuss their roles and values regarding the 

sociocultural sphere and how they could fit to the constructed image. Since osteological 

materials have not gotten as much attention so far, this would be a starting point from here. 

According to the profoundly analysed skeletal remains from Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria, 

Martin Trautmann (2022, personal communication, 22 October) confirmed observations of 

other anthropological studies that the Yamnaya body build, especially among the men is usually 

very robust and muscular. On top of genetic predisposition, this is the result of frequent and 

heavy physical exercise and a diet rich in proteins and fat (see for example: Wilkin et al. 2021). 

Since the archaeological context makes everyday labor due to fieldwork or construction rather 

improbable, athletic activities including weight training and wrestling may have been common 

(Trautmann, M. 2022, personal communication, 22 October). 

Due to these observations, it could be assumed that the Yamnaya had intragroup training 

associated with training of warriors or even single combats/competitions – for entertainment or 

as a vulgar display of status via raw strength. The body build of the Yamnaya could also relate 

to the competition between chiefdoms and to cattle raiding. It has even been suggested that 
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sports originate in the training of young warriors, and cattle raiding of competing kin groups 

(Horn & Kristiansen 2018: 4). 

With males outnumbering females in the elite burials by approximately 2:1 especially in the 

western area (Trautmann, M. 2022, personal communication, 22 October) it seems that the 

Yamnaya society’s elite status is mostly associated with males. Yet again while women do 

appear in the graves, their social status is interesting. Even though, we most likely are facing a 

quite patriarchal society, it still seems that women were able to rank to higher status inside the 

society and get an elite burial ritual, their social status in the society could have been based on 

their companion’s status, or they might been relatives to the ruling elite, e.g., mothers, 

daughters, sisters, cousins, or the claimed status could have been based on something else 

entirely. For example, Olsen (2019) concludes in her paper concerning later PIE languages, that 

there is linguistic evidence for the institution of ‘heiress daughters’, which addresses families 

without sons. Females associated as for example religious leaders, healers, or even warriors 

cannot be ruled out, and should not. Still, reflecting this to the theoretical framework, it should 

not come as a surprise that most pastoralist societies are based on male autonomy and patrilineal 

descent with a strong cultural ethos of gender inequality on differing tasks as seen from many 

ethnographical studies previously (Borgerhoff Mulder et al. 2010).  

The remaining grave goods, especially weapons are good indicators towards the warrior’s social 

strata, however these are extremely rare objects in graves, therefore making the interpretation 

quite difficult in this context. As already mentioned previously, pastoralist cultures tend to have 

hereditary system based on patrilineality where the status of a leader – and possibly even roles 

– passes on to descendants. This could be reflected upon the materials such as an axe. As among 

the Nuer, the father’s spear passes on to his first-born son (Evans-Pritchard 1956: 237), the case 

could be similar in the Yamnaya context, which could explain the rarity of axes in the graves. 

Then again, the presence of an axe in a grave could represent the extinguish of a patrilineage.  

Now turning on to the kóryos institutions, their symbolism could be interpreted from the burial 

rituals. Firstly, the canine pendants found from the Yamnaya graves can be associated with the 

canine symbolism of kóryos, yet this is problematic since the pendants have been found from 

burials of all ages and sexes (Frînculeasa 2019), therefore they cannot be exclusively pointed 

to young men. However, their nature could have been dualistic as previously discussed in the 

chapter 4.2.1. The case gets even more complicated in the Corded Ware culture where mostly 

women had canine pendants as grave goods (Kyselý et al. 2019). Still, subadults wearing the 
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canine symbols could directly relate to the kóryos, as seen for example in the Masai and Nuer 

community, where boys are introduced to herding already around in the age of 6 – entering 

towards adolescence and finally initiation rite to adulthood (Evans-Pritchard 1956; Moritz 

2008) – therefore leading to an assumption that reaching adolescence in prehistoric society is 

differing from our modern understanding.  

Furthermore, canine pendants deposited in children graves could represent their future roles in 

community, which were not yet fulfilled (Preda-Balanica, B. 2022, personal communication, 

10 August). When regarding the stelae, the canine symbolism is extremely scarce, with only 

two stelae depicting these, both hypothetically, therefore stelae symbolism fails to give solid 

support for the kóryos institutions symbolising themselves as wolves. In addition, it must be 

noted here since the symbolic feature of a long hair associated with warriors did not get much 

of an attention earlier but as mentioned many times for example by Kershaw (1997) to be part 

of different kóryos group’s display. This is quite interesting point as hair rings are to be found 

from many Yamnaya graves and is most frequently found as a grave good. However, this 

feature is challenging to find from the stelae. Hypothetically, stelae such as Nevsha (Fig. 9/2) 

and Natalevka (Fig. 14/6) could include a depiction of long hair in the front near to the head.  

The kurgans that the Yamnaya left to the Pontic steppe are mostly erected in clusters in the 

steppes. A kurgan relates to the overall display of power of the deceased, since building a large 

kurgan needs plenty of labor and laborers (Frînculeasa 2019). The ancestral graves stood to 

commemorate the deceased and yet possibly marked a territory, as discussed by Anthony (2007) 

and demonstrated by the Scythian passage from Herodotus earlier on. In Celtic belief system, 

the Otherworld is accessible at different sacred locations, notably at ancient burial mounds at 

particularly sacred times such as the festival of Samain – the night when the dead were able to 

return (Carey 1987). Therefore, the nature of a kurgan can be dichotomized in religious and 

social spheres.  

So far, it seems that most of the provided materials can be interpreted to be complex and 

dualistic in nature, most times related to belief system and social sphere such as warrior 

ideology. This gets us back to the tripartition proposed by Dumézil and his idea of social 

functions. Yet at this point it must be noted, that the Yamnaya warriors most likely were not 

“full-time” warriors but warrior-herders. As observed from East-African pastoralist tribes, the 

intensive cattle herding is not allowing men to be full-time warriors (Dyson-Hudson & Dyson-

Hudson 1980: 46). Thus, warrior-herders could be categorized under Dumézil’s second and 
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third strata. The first strata being the religious leaders of the Yamnaya society – which in 

addition could be pointed from, for example, the stelae. 

Now turning to the archaeogenetic data and their results, which seem to be quite straightforward 

in the terms of their conclusions, yet these are extremely important for the argumentation of 

this thesis. Research on archaeogenetic data seem to give more solid evidence on the already 

proposed models on social stratifications of PIE society, namely patrilineality, patrilocality and 

exogamy, leading to a much-overworked term of patriarchalism (Mallory 1989: 123). In 

addition, genetic homogeneity is quite well seen from the same data set as the so-called steppe 

ancestry pretty much prevailed in the Pontic steppe and due to their migrations, in the almost 

whole European continent and Eurasia (e.g., Zeng et al. 2018). The favouring of certain kinship 

could relate to genetics and to sociocultural factors that the Yamnaya developed – namely the 

strict social stratification based on certain kinships – I do argue that this behaviour is linked to 

the system of honour culture where competition of rough equals may reassert certain kinships. 

These social behavioural models are indeed common among many pastoralist tribes in 

prehistory, history and even today. To put it simple, Yamnaya society’s social stratification 

seemed to have been built on kinships and roles (e.g., warriors and priests). The status (and the 

credit of honour) of a leader could have passed on from the father to the first-born son, yet we 

cannot be sure if this is the case for example among religious leaders or warrior-herders – or if 

a chief is same time a religious leader. Thus, the multidisciplinary archaeogenetic approaches 

made by recent studies gives more insight to this matter.  

To emphasise the study of Zeng et al. (2018), their hypothesis would perfectly fit to the image 

of honour psychology where patrilineal intergroup competition would create conflicts and 

eventually cause the cultural hitchhiking between Y-chomosomes as well as cultural groups 

reducing Y-chromosomal diversity. Yet, since the intragroup violence is mostly absent among 

the Yamnaya burials, at least in the Western horizon, it seems that violence at least on a fatal 

and apparent level was not adapted as a group behaviour. Still this competing behaviour was 

already adapted by the migrating Yamnaya groups, therefore it should be present among the 

Yamnaya already at the steppes. As proposed by the psychology of cultures of honour, 

competition of rough equals may arise, but these could have been reduced by sociocultural 

behaviour such as exogamy and for example sport events and cattle raiding of intergroup 

communities. Even in a social system with law and order based on individual might and 

deterrence, actual violence is not necessary. Ritualistic alternatives like athletic competition, 
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contests of strength or the mere threat of competent retaliation can keep intragroup violence in 

check. 

Cultures of honour have a tendency to protect their wealth and families with the display of 

power and passive effect of reputation (Nisbett & Cohen 1996; Leung & Cohen 2011; (Baldry 

et al. 2013). This is also confirmed by linguistic proof; the vocabularies of IE people seemed to 

distinct outsiders and insiders – the local family were seen as safe and dear while outsiders were 

considered as potentially dangerous and hostile (Olsen 2019: 159). At the same time, outsiders 

were seen as a source for raiding for accumulating wealth and for the established. In a way, the 

robustness of Yamnaya males, kurgans, funeral goods, stelae, patrilineality, patrilocality and 

exogamy are reflections of this display. Somehow, the Yamnaya seemed to avoid large-scale 

conflicts between other kin groups, possibly with the same behaviour and survival strategy – 

what honour psychology can absolutely be. However, this behaviour that came within their 

culture to other parts of Europe and Eurasia probably escalated differently when facing cultures 

that did not behave according to cultures of honour. Cultures of honour seem to understand that 

to trigger a conflict between competing groups would launch a circle of aggression and 

retribution. 

5. Discussion 

Yamnaya culture can without further doubts be seen as PIE or early IE culture. This under the 

evidence given by linguistics, comparative mythology, archaeogenetics and archaeology, as all 

these disciplines can trace the PIE roots to the Yamnaya and the steppe zone. Furthermore, the 

evidence provided in this study has a solid understanding that Yamnaya society was not 

homogenous, but had social roles and stratification, and the kurgan burials were for the elite of 

Yamnaya society, either chiefs or for example warriors, priests, healers and heirs in the kinship 

system. In addition, the anthropomorphic stone stelae clearly represent the very same elite, 

either warriors, chiefs or priests (e.g., Telegin & Mallory 1994) – or a combination of these. 

Dumézil’s (1952: 7) proposed tripartition of IE social stratification might be too simplified to 

merely divide the social system into three classes, yet this study cannot give proof to complicate 

his idea of the hierarchical PIE system. Thus, the Yamnaya social system and structure can be 

compared to later IE societies, to Vedic, Indo-Iranian, Celtic, Scandinavian, Scythian or 

prehistoric cultures such as the Corded Ware, Bell Beaker and Catacombnaya cultures (for 

prehistoric cultures see for example: Heyd 2007; Kristiansen et al. 2017). From these, we can 



61 
 

clearly see the patterns of exogamy, patrilineality, patrilocality, male domination and warrior 

ideals.  

The iconography of the stone stelae represents certain repetitive motives: weapons, belts, upper 

body nudity and ornaments (mostly necklaces) and to a lesser extent footprints, animal and 

human figures. Iconographic elements are to my opinion referring to certain ideology and 

cultural self-image, bridging in between the warrior theme and the status display of an elite. 

The stelae could even be seen as visual representation of heroes (Vassilkov 2011; Hansen 

2013). Human and animal figurines could represent events such as hunts, combat or may be 

links to a ritual sphere. Iconographic depictions of weapons, belts and upper body nudity clearly 

refer to warrior symbolism and behaviour – and are therefore reflecting cultural values – which 

in this case is the commemoration of warriorhood, prowess and individual honour. Ornaments 

on the other hand are not directly associated with warriorhood, yet they can associate with 

Treherne’s (1995) warrior’s beauty being as symbolic as the belt. Nevertheless, for example, 

these simplified representations of necklaces visible from the stelae might depict the canine 

tooth pendants, or they might be something else because clear depictions of fangs cannot be 

seen. However, I do argue, that the canine tooth pendants are reflecting dualistic symbolism, 

they reflect the protecting manner of dogs and yet the predatory nature of wolves.  

The protective and predatory nature of canines is for my knowledge reflected upon the kóryos 

institutions as well. The dualistic nature of the kóryos is reflected from many later IE societies 

from Ireland to India. Particular attributes link this ideal behaviour to either to dog/wolf or the 

dragon slaying war/storm god. One might argue that the kóryos are reflecting chaos and 

predatory nature as thieving and savaging young men and the leader of the group representing 

the order and the ideal male protector and hero. Therefore, the monster slaying deities 

associated with the mythical warriors, battle rituals and defence of a community could be a 

reflection of these leaders. Even as farfetched as this idea might sound, it still is noteworthy 

while glorification and eventually deification of mortal leaders as heroes is indeed humane. 

Linguistics also gives proof for concept of male protector in the form of the formula ‘protect 

men and livestock’ found from four IE language branches: Indo-Iranian (Avestan and Vedic) 

and Roman (Latin and Umbrian) (Watkins 1995; Vassilkov 2011). In addition, the PIE word 

for a leader has been proposed deriving from Greek and Sanskrit to be for example ‘protector’ 

or ‘person with power or charisma’ (Mallory 1989: 125). Benviste (1973) on the other hand 

sought that the PIE term *reg (meaning: straighten, stretch or draw out in a straight line) was a 

metaphor for a leader meaning ‘one who determined what was right’ (Mallory 1989: 125).  
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The social standing of the kóryos institutions inside the Yamnaya kinship system possibly based 

on patrilineality also. In other words, while the first-born sons claimed the leadership of the 

chiefdom, the formation of kóryos groups could have involved second sons and other relatives 

in the competing patrilineal system such as brothers, cousins and brother’s sons. The heir to the 

chiefdom could have even been the leader of the kóryos. This would have been a logical 

solution to keep the adolescent males occupied and not to reach for status that was not meant 

for them and to increase reputation. An interesting note which must be taken is the fact that 

aggressive behaviour seems to be connected to certain age groups and population peaks of youth 

even today. 

A study made by Rennó Santos et al. (2019) asserts that violent crimes including homicides are 

the most common among youth corresponding with a country’s population size of youths (Fig. 

23). To put it simple, a higher population size of youth may impact on the homicide rates under 

the assumption that youth are more likely to be involved in violent offending or because youths 

in larger age cohort may counter a variety of disadvantages simply because of the size of the 

age group. Interestingly, when organized crime and drug trade is done by youths without the 

management of older adults, these illegal activities become more lethal. These conditions may 

occur more likely if the population of youth is greater and when older adults are not available 

(Rennó Santos et al. 2019: 4). This study gives an intriguing thought, that if these conditions 

was filled among the Yamnaya, meaning that as the Yamnaya population size probably 

increased because of many beneficial innovations, social and economic patterns (and 

considering the vast expansion of the Yamnaya) the age cohort of youth may have peaked. 

Therefore, forming the youthful warrior groups would have been merely logical. The kóryos 

institutions probably was led by an older male, yet as the youthful groups started to migrate 

faster and for longer distances, they might have lacked elder leadership, therefore leading to an 

assumption proposed by the second condition, that they were more lethal during the migrations 

out of the steppe. Yet this does not mean that these groups were necessarily warlike, but they 

did have the ability for it. 
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Fig. 23. Global homicide suspects comparison to population by age group in 2015. (Rennó 

Santos et al. 2019: fig 1). 

The non-IE herding communities discussed in the theoretical frameworks chapter show 

analogous social roles for men; the main duty alongside of herding is to protect the community’s 

property, people and wealth (mainly herds) and therefore it’s social standing in the wider social 

network, while taking and stealing wealth from competing groups is acceptable and even 

expected. Cattle raiding is mostly accepted by the community for example via their first cattle 

raiding myth. Warriorhood and expressing battle fury and bravery brings honour to the warrior-

herders. These social expectations, the ideology of male toughness and the absence of legal 

authority and law enforcement encourage towards a social system based on individual power, 

prowess and respect. Although, it is not solely based on violence but rather is a mechanism to 

actually avoid physical violence. This system of deterrence and respect based on strength and 

display of power is the very fundament of culture of honour, which could even be the reason 

for the absence of violent traumas in the Yamnaya burials. The threat of merciless retribution 
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in case of aggression would be a tool to discourage aggression – a behavioural model similar 

to for example nuclear deterrence policy. Notably, the PIE word for blood revenge or blood 

payment is attested in Avestan and Greek (Mallory 1989: 124-125), indicating a system of 

retribution.  

Many pre-urban IE societies can be associated with honour culture. Yamnaya is probably also 

one. Ritual as well as social elements are widely supporting this argument. Defender gods 

(mostly storm and war gods), symbology among warriors (the belt, upper body nudity, canines, 

a battle-axe, ornaments), kóryos groups and behaviour such as cattle raiding and defending the 

community powered by battle fury as a normative.  

All of the evidence given here speaks on the behalf of a major change and a birth of a new 

sociocultural behaviour and cultural self-image among the Yamnaya. One might argue that 

behaviour based on honour culture could have been crucial and adapted as a survival strategy 

at the time of the rise of the Yamnaya. As the behaviour was adapted by the chiefdoms, the 

entire social network of the steppe zone would have been based on this. This again could have 

been the reason that violence was not always the best solution for the community’s survival, as 

this would have led to a circle of conflicts. However, the nature of the IE expansion out of the 

steppe zone most likely was more aggressive in nature as this study implies – either with direct 

physical violence or indirect aggression – with the effect of displaying power and prowess. This 

under the assumption that encounters of the expanding Yamnaya groups on more sedentary 

agricultural groups were more tense (as indicated by many genetic studies previously), as 

agricultural groups most likely based on differing social system. The tensions between nomadic 

pastoralist groups and sedentary cultures are quite known repetitive phenomena in economic 

development globally (Dyson-Hudson & Dyson-Hudson 1980: 37). 

6. Conclusion 

The theory of culture of honour is certainly possible to reflect from the Yamnaya cultural 

setting. However, the process of doing so is not straightforward as demonstrated from the model 

of sociocultural sphere (Fig. 3). A great deal of Yamnaya sociocultural behaviour could be 

explained with the values of honour psychology. The existence and possibly the very origins of 

warrior ideology as well as elite status can be reflected from archeological materials such as the 

anthropomorphic stone stelae, burial rituals and grave goods. The overall display of individual 

power, prowess and status, male domination and social stratification based on patrilineality are 
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all representations of the comprehensive social structure and therefore are safe indicators 

towards the system of honour culture.  

The anthropomorphic stone stelae seem to represent mortal warriors, priest, chiefs or even 

glorified heroes (e.g., Telegin & Mallory 1994; Harrison & Heyd 2007; Vassilkov 2011; 

Hansen 2013). These roles are reflected from iconographic features and from later IE traditions. 

Moreover, the stelae of the Pontic steppe reflect warrior ideology and social structuring as the 

depicted roles are certainly the elite. After the expansion of IE culture, the emergence of 

anthropomorphic stone stelae, as well as warrior package including weapons such as axes and 

male warrior burials appear at a continental scale (Harrison & Heyd 2007; Hansen 2013; Heyd 

2017). The stelae crafting and building tradition along with the warrior ideology is therefore 

definitely associated with the spread of the Yamnaya.  

The theoretical frameworks: mobile pastoralism, IE systems as well as historical and religious 

texts provided here widely supports the existence of honour culture among the Yamnaya and 

later IE cultures. Mobile pastoralism is arguably one of the prevailing elements for the 

development of culture of honour (e.g., Nisbett & Cohen 1996; Moritz 2008) and as an effect, 

warrior institutions. Later IE belief systems, linguistics and sociocultural elements such as cattle 

raiding (myths), IE protector gods accompanied by mythical warriors, etymology of certain 

terms associated with kinship, leadership and blood revenge and kóryos groups identifying 

themselves as youthful raiding pack of wolves are in my opinion linked to the system of culture 

of honour. 

Finally, as the Yamnaya culture systemised under the behaviour of honour culture, it must have 

been an essential sociocultural element for the IE expansion and impact on encountered 

cultures. While cultures of honour may develop independently when conditions are suitable, I 

argue that this new social system that the Yamnaya developed and spread on a continental scale 

was new at that particular time and place. One might even argue that the system of honour 

culture was born in the steppes, spread throughout Europe and Eurasia and was the fundamental 

reason for the birth of warrior ideologies – and cultural tensions eventually leading to violent 

events during the Bronze Age. Furthermore, I propose that the system of honour culture could 

have survived continuously to these days as a longue durée phenomenon. Therefore, this new 

social system – culture of honour – developed among the Yamnaya took root in the PIE world, 

spreading throughout Europe – where it is still visible to this day. 



66 
 

7. Future research 

The fact that the theory of culture of honour has not received any attention in archaeological 

research on prehistoric societies surprises me most. It appears that that this is the first time it is 

used in an archaeological context. It should be noted that while this thesis focuses on the 

Yamnaya horizon, honour culture can also be applied to many other cultures in the future - an 

idea that has already been mentioned. 
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9. Appendix 

1. A. Locality: Baia de Criș IV, Jud. Hunedoara, Romania, Dâmbul Mare point  

B. Discovery year: 2000  

C. Context: A stele was found by accident together with a block of stone. There are 

two mounds in the vicinity of the find area, although; it is not clear are 

the mounds manmade or natural mounds. No other context available. 

D. Material: Andesite  

E. Size: 0.95 × 0.55 (shoulder area) - 0.45 (lower part) × 0.34 (thickness lower part) - 

0.28 (upper part). Size of the block of stone: 2.80 × 0.65 × 0.60 m. Upper part is flat 

and carefully processed.   

F. Iconography/Description: The head has been destroyed. The stele has hands placed 

on the chest; fingers visible. On the front side a vertical line merging with the belt. 

Below the belt a potential depiction of male sex organ. On the left side, presentation of 

a battle-axe stuck behind the belt. Two scapulae visible on the back side along with 

possible backbone and tailbone. 

G. Type: Natalevka 

H. Literature: Gogâltan 2013; Rișcuța 2001.   
I. Dating: - 
  

2. A. Locality: Baia de Criș I, Jud. Hunedoara, Romania, Fântâna Borchii  

B. Discovery year: 1881  

C. Context: Three similar stelae (Baia de Criș I-III) were found from a field during an 

excavation of which one was whole and the other two were broken. No other context.  

D. Material: Local  

E. Size: 1.4 × 0.51 × 0.17 m.  

F. Iconography/Description: The head has been cut off. Hands raised 

on the chest with fingers depicted. A part of an apparel or ornament starting from the 

shoulders and continuing to the waist parting with a belt. The belt has a zig-zag 

pattern, and under the belt a potential depiction of male sex organ. According 
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to Téglás (1885: 34) and Dumitrescu (1974: fig. 290), there is a representation of a 

battle-axe on the left side stuck under the belt. The apparel or gear which is merging 

with the belt on the front side, continues to the back side forming a “plate” like 

apparel. 

G. Type: Natalevka  

H. Literature: Rișcuța 2001; Telegin & Mallory 1994; Dumitrescu 1974; Häusler 

1966; Téglás 1885. 
I. Dating: - 

  

3. A. Locality: Baia de Criș II, Jud. Hunedoara, Romania, Fântâna Borchii   

B. Discovery year: 1881  

C. Context: Three similar stelae (Baia de Criș I-III) were found from a field during an 

excavation of which one was whole and the other two were broken. No other context.  

D. Material: Local  

E. Size: 1.05 × 0.63 × 0.20 m.  

F. Iconography/Description: The head has been clearly cut out. Hands raised on the 

chest with fingers depicted. A part of apparel or ornament starting from the shoulders 

and continuing to the waist parting with the belt. The belt has a zig-zag pattern, and 

under the belt a potential depiction of male sex organ. According to Téglás (1885: 34) 

and Dumitrescu (1974: fig. 290), there is a representation of a battle-axe on the left 

side stuck under the belt. The apparel or gear which is merging with the belt on the 
front side, continues to the back side forming a “plate like” apparel.   

G. Type: Natalevka  

H. Literature: Rișcuța 2001; Telegin & Mallory 1994; Dumitrescu 1974; Häusler 

1966; Téglás 1885. 
I. Dating: - 

  

4. A. Locality: Baia de Criș III, Jud. Hunedoara, Romania, Fântâna Borchii   

B. Discovery year: 1881  

C. Context: Three similar stelae (Baia de Criș I-III) were found from a field during an 

excavation of which one was whole and the other two were broken. No other context.   

D. Material: Local  

E. Size: 0.9 × 0.51 × 0.20 m.  

F. Iconography/Description: The head has been cut off. A belt with a zig-zag pattern. 

A part of apparel or ornament in the front. No other information available.  

G. Type: Natalevka  

H. Literature: Rișcuța 2001; Telegin & Mallory 1994; Dumitrescu 1974; Häusler 

1966; Téglás 1885. 
I. Dating: - 
  

5. A. Locality: Floreşti-Polus, Floreşti, Romania.  

B. Discovery year: 2006-2007 

C. Context: A stele was found under a flat mound which had an outer ring made of 

stone slabs. One of the slabs included a fragment of an anthropomorphic stele. Earliest 

burials of the mound belong to a Yamnaya related group, part of them probably 

disturbed by secondary EBA burials (Ciugudean 2011). However, according to other 

researchers these burials belong to the local populations (cf. Gogâltan 2013).  

D. Material: -  

E. Size: -  
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F. Iconography/Description: A belt with an “X” carved on the middle and a depiction 

of male sex organ? No clear indicators of hands or of any other anatomical presence.   

G. Type: -  

H. Literature: Gogâltan 2013; Ciugudean 2011; Rotea 2009. 
I. Dating: Bronze Age. 

  

6. A. Locality: Hamangia, Dobruja, Romania  

B. Discovery year: 1924  

C. Context: Hamangia stele was unearthed from a kurgan (Pârvan 1925) accompanied 

by a battle-axe at the time. Later excavation (1952) of the kurgan revealed a primary 

burial of a child, the burial pit was rectangular and covered with wooden planks. The 

skeleton was in supine position with ochre sprinkled at the bottom of the pit. Grave 

goods included a clay bowl with incision decoration and a marble pendant (Pippidi & 

Berciu 1965: 53; Frînculeasa 2019: 138). Unfortunately, no precise finding context or 

other data is available for the stele find. The battle-axe is mentioned by the 

construction workers, yet not recovered by museum authorities (Rișcuța 2001; Telegin 

& Mallory 1994; Comşa 1980; Dumitrescu 1974; Häusler 1966). 

D. Material: Sandstone  

E. Size: 1.95 × 0.93 × 0.20 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: The stele reveals facial features; eyes, nose and mouth. A 

possible necklace around the neck. Hands placed on stomach with fingers depicted. 
Representation of a belt on the front side and below the belt, sexual organ of a female 

(Comșa 1980)? In the back; the possible necklace circling around the neck. 

Both scapulae presented with spine crossing the stela vertically. Depictions of six 

battle-axes, two of them at the height of the belt. The belt is not so well visible in the 

back. In addition, two footprints or quivers approximately on the height of the 

belt. One “block of stone” depicted in the lowest part of the stele. Interestingly, the 

stele has two different crafting techniques, which can be seen from the battle-axe 

depictions in the back (Mayer-Todorieva 2009: 220).   

G. Type: Yezerovo-Tiritaka.   

H. Literature: Mayer-Todorieva 2009; Rișcuța 2001; Telegin & Mallory 

1994; Comşa 1980; Dumitrescu 1974; Häusler 1966; Pippidi & Berciu 1965; Pârvan 

1925. 
I. Dating: Yamnaya and Catacombnaya periods. 

  

7. A. Locality: Ciceu–Mihăieşti, Bistrița-Năsăud, Romania.   

B. Discovery year: 1968 or 1969  

C. Context: Accidental find. No context.   

D. Material: Local  

E. Size: 1.69 × 0.59 – 0.40 × 0.25 m.  

F. Iconography/Description: The stele reveals head without facial expressions. 

Possible apparel or necklace around the neck. Hands placed on the chest; fingers 
depicted. Presentation of navel in the middle and possible lower edges of costae. A 

belt in the front and right side. On the left side a battle-axe/ pickaxe on the same level 

as the belt. An indicator of male sex organ below the belt? Front side of the stela is 

almost completely flat in comparison to the back side; seems unfinished.   

G. Type: Natalevka  

H. Literature: Gogâltan 2013; Ciugudean 2011; Rotea 2004: 7 fig.1. 
I. Dating: - 
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8. A. Locality: Stan, Sumen District, Bulgaria.  

B. Discovery year: -  

C. Context: A part of stele was found by an accident when plowing wine yards. 

Otherwise, the find context and the precise finding place is unknown.   

D. Material: Sandstone  

E. Size: -  

F. Iconography/Description: Only the upper part of the stele is known. From the 

execution of the facial features, it would appear to belong to the Kazanki type (Telegin 

& Mallory 1994). Toncheva (1977: 71) argues that according to the features of the 

head a leather helmet might be depicted. Also, a possible necklace around the neck. At 

the back side a scapula is visible, which indicates that the upper body is presented 

naked.  

G. Type: Kazanki  

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994; Toncheva 1981; Toncheva 1977. 
I. Dating: - 

  

9. A. Locality: Nevsha, Varna district, Bulgaria.  

B. Discovery year: 1976  

C. Context: Found under a burial mound during excavation.   

D. Material: Limestone  

E. Size: 0.98 × 0.75 × 0.30 m.  
F. Iconography/Description: The head reveals facial expressions; eyes, nose and 

mouth. Hands placed on chest with fingers depicted. A long feature on the left 

shoulder, possibly depicting a long hair. A belt around the stela. The back 

side reveals two scapulae. In addition, a battle-axe depicted under the belt.   

G. Type: Natalevka  

H. Literature: Mayer-Todorieva 2009; Telegin & Mallory 1994; Toncheva 1981. 
I. Dating: Yamnaya. 

  

10. A. Locality: Plachidol, Tolbukhin district, Bulgaria.  

B. Discovery year: 1965  

C. Context: Two stelae were found lying at the periphery of a large kurgan that 

dominated the landscape. First stele is an elaborate one, and the second a simple one 

with a head extension.  

D. Material: Sandstone  

E. Size: 1.0 × 0.60 × 0.20 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: A stele with facial features; eyes, nose and mouth. 

Necklace with beads which continues downwards. Hands placed on chest; fingers 

depicted. The back side reveals two scapulae and two footprints (or quivers?) in the 

middle. There seems to be depictions of corded pattern in the place of the 

backbone (possibly depicting a long hair?) and on the sides.   

G. Type: Natalevka  
H. Literature: Kaiser & Winger 2015; Telegin & Mallory 1994; Toncheva 

1981; Toncheva 1967. 
I. Dating: - 

  

11. A. Locality: Ezerovo II, Varna district, Bulgaria.  

B. Discovery year: 1966  

C. Context: A stele was found in the vicinity of burial mounds near the Ezerovo 

village. 
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D. Material: Sandstone  

E. Size: 1.13 × 0.83 – 0.66 × 0.14 m.  

F. Iconography/Description: The stele reveals head with facial features such as nose 

and eyes. A potential depiction of necklace circling the neck. Hands are placed on 

chest. The belt is circling around the stele. In the back side, a battle-axe depicted on 

the right side stuck behind the belt. In addition, possible depictions of scapulae.  

G. Type: Natalevka  

H. Literature: Kaiser & Winger 2015; Telegin & Mallory 1994; Toncheva 1981; 

Toncheva 1967. 
I. Dating: Yamnaya. 

  

12. A. Locality: Ezerovo III, Varna district, Bulgaria.  

B. Discovery year: 1966  

C. Context: Three stelae were discovered during a construction work from the depth 

of 2 meters. The stelae were found from 2-2.5 meters apart from each other and were 

inclined into the ground. A kurgan might have stood at the place of the findings since 

human bones and potsherds were found beneath a stele (Toncheva 1967: 4).  

D. Material: Sandstone  

E. Size: 1.85 × 0.9 × 0.2 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: The stele reveals head with facial features, mustache and 

beard. A necklace with a pendant in the shape of a battle-axe or depiction of an actual 
battle-axe. Though, the battle-axe is not seen so clearly from the stele. Hands placed 

on chest/stomach; fingers depicted. A belt with upright lines and in the middle a 

buckle with “X” pattern. There are traces of possible depiction of a battle-axe between 

the belt and the right hand. 

G. Type: Yezerovo - Tiritaka  

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994; Toncheva 1981; Toncheva 1967. 
I. Dating: - 

  

  

13. A. Locality: Monastir, Varna district, Bulgaria.  

B. Discovery year: -  

C. Context: -  

D. Material: Sandstone  

E. Size: 1.80 × 0.65 × 0.24 m.  

F. Iconography/Description: A stele with a depiction of an eyes and a head. In 

addition, possible necklaces (or costae) or part of apparel depicted on the chest in 

three rows. Hands placed on stomach. At the bottom a possible depiction of skirt can 

be seen. The stele differs much from the others so far and might not belong to the 

same tradition.  

G. Type: Kazanki  

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994; Toncheva 1981; Toncheva 1967. 
I. Dating: - 
  

14. A. Locality: Kaliste, Kalishte village, Bulgaria.   

B. Discovery year: - 

C. Context: - 

D. Material: -  

E. Size: - 
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F. Iconography/Description: The stele reveals hands placed on the stomach with 

fingers depicted. A girdle starting from the right shoulder and connects to the belt on 

the waist. The belt is decorated with a “X” pattern. A dagger/ sword is carved on the 

belt. Below the dagger/ sword there is a battle-axe. Under the battle-axe, two 

footprints with toes pointing downwards. Between the footprints there is a square. The 

head seems to be destroyed or cut in half.   

G. Type: Yezerovo - Tiritaka  

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994. 
I. Dating: - 

 

15. A. Locality: Razgrad/Abritus, Razgrad region, Bulgaria. 

B. Discovery year: Quite recently, precise year is unknown. 

C. Context: A stele was discovered from a secondary context in the walls of the 

Roman town of Abritus. No other context. 

D. Material: Limestone 

E. Size: - 

F. Iconography/Description: The headless stele displays two necklaces. Arms placed 

on chest and fingers depicted. In addition, a shoulder line. In the bottom middle a 

display of a belt, which has a battle-axe inserted. On the rear side two footprints, toes 

facing downwards. 

G. Type: Natalevka 
H. Literature: Alexandrov 2021; Dilov 2021. 
I. Dating: - 

 

  

16. A. Locality: Ulanci, Middle Vardar Valley, North Macedonia.   

B. Discovery year: - 

C. Context: A stele was found from the Dimov Grop necropolis which contained up to 

50 graves. The stele was reused as a horizontal slab stone in a grave construction. The 

necropolis has been dated between 1300-1200 BC. Therefore, the find context suggest 

secondary use of the stele.  

D. Material: Sandstone  

E. Size: height; 1.48 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: It reveals head with eyes and nose depicted in a unique 

way. There is no clear head extension. Below the face it has three stripes possibly 

depicting necklaces or an apparel. Two hands visibly placed on the chest. On the chest 

a girdle starting from right shoulder and extending to the left ribs. Below the girdle 

there is a dagger- like weapon. Below the dagger in the stomach area a battle-axe. On 

the waist, two belts which are attached to one another, both belts have a 

pattern of vertical lines. Below the belt a skirt or kilt with strings.   

G. Type: Natalevka  

H. Literature: Meyer-Todorieva 2009; Mitrevski 2001. 
I. Dating: - 
  

17. A. Locality: Chobruchi, Moldova.  

B. Discovery year: - 

C. Context: A stele was found on a slope of a kurgan.   

D. Material: - 

E. Size: 2.58 × 0.32 × 0.20 m.  
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F. Iconography/Description: Chobruchi stele reveals head with facial features; eyes, 

nose and mouth. Hands placed on chest and between the hands, a depiction of battle-

axe. A belt depicted in the middle and below the belt two possible footprints, toes 

facing downwards.   

G. Type: Natalevka  

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994. 
I. Dating: - 

  

18. A. Locality: Aleksandovka, Floreshty district, Moldova.   

B. Discovery year: - 

C. Context: A chance find of an upper part of a stela.   

D. Material: Limestone  

E. Size: 0.72 × 0.64-0.73 × 0.20 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: Head with facial features; eyes, nose and mouth. Hands 

on stomach and a string of beads across the neck.  

G. Type: Yezerovo - Tiritaka  

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994. 
I. Dating: - 

 

19. A. Locality: Akchokrak, Bakhchisaray district, Crimea Ukraine  

B. Discovery year: 1967  

C. Context: A stele was found from a slope of a kurgan. The kurgan contained burials of 

Yamnaya, Kemi-Oba and late nomadic period (Telegin & Mallory 1994: 100). 

D. Material: Diorite 

E. Size: - 

F. Iconography/Description: The facial feature includes the classic T-shaped form. Arms 

are horizontally meeting in the middle of the upper body, fingers depicted. A belt in the 

centre where a battle-axe is inserted into the belt. In the lower section there are depiction 

of two human figurines. Figurines hands meeting in the centre. It is said, that on the rear 

side of the stele there are depictions of two animals, possibly horses. However, 

unfortunately I could not find any picture or drawing to ensure this. 

G. Type: Kazanki 

H. Literature: Formozov 1970; Telegin & Mallory 1994. 

I. Dating: The Early Bronze Age, Yamnaya or Kemi-Oba periods 

20. A. Locality: Kazanki, Bakhchisaray district, Crimea Ukraine 

B. Discovery year: 1953  

C. Context: A stele found in the border of steppe zone and foothill of Crimea. In the 

area there are a total of nine well preserved burial mounds, mound heights measuring 

from 0.3 m to 2.5 m and diameters from 6 to 30 meters. Kazanki stele was found in 

the proximity of a burial mound cluster. The stele is dated to the Bronze Age 

according to the finds from a mound close to the finding area of the stele. According 

to other reports, the stele lied on arable land, 120-150 m to the east from mound no. 

10. Other report mentions that the stele was plowed out from mound no. 8 (see Fig. 

24). The stele was split into two pieces (Shchepinsky 1958: 144). 

D. Material: Diorite  

E. Size: height 1.45 m. thickness 0.29 – 0.15 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: The facial feature includes a classic T-shaped form. Arms 

are horizontally meeting on the middle of the upper body, fingers depicted. A belt in 

the centre and below it, two human figurines. Figurines’ hands are facing each other, 

while the other hand is raised, gesturing a punch-like movement. Shchepinsky (1958) 
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proposed that the stele is depicting a deceased individual, while the two figurines are 

performing a ritualistic burial dance. This interpretation was later corrected, them 

representing martial arts. 

G: Type: Kazanki 

H. Literature: Formozov 1970; Shchepinsky 1958. 

I. Dating: The Early Bronze Age; Yamnaya and Catacombnaya periods (Shchepinsky 

1958: 147-148). Later, also Formazov (1970) suggested their origin to be around the 

3rd millennium BC. 

 

 

Fig. 24. Schematic map of the location of mounds. Kazanka. 1. Burial mounds. 2. Stele. 3. 

Approximate finding context. (Shchepinsky 1958: fig. 1). 

 

21. A. Locality: Bakhchi-Eti, Chervona Gorka, Simferopol, Crimea Ukraine 

B. Discovery year: 1924  
C. Context: A stele was found in a small mound of the mound cluster. The stele was 

covering a small grave, approx. 70 × 45 × 40 cm. According to Tallgren (as cited by 

Formozov 1958: 138), the burial pit was collapsed and possibly belonged to a child 

since child’s bones can easily decay. Although, the grave could be a cenotaph. One 

corner of the burial pit contained pottery (however, Tallgren (1926: 50) did mention 

that the grave did not contain any grave goods), which, according to the shape and 

stylistic features can only belong to the Catacombnaya period. Be that as it may, the 

stele is argued to be found in a secondary context due to its iconography, and cup 

stones as its intention was to stand vertically.  

D. Material: Limestone 
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E. Size: 1.07 × 0.70 × 0.15 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: The iconography is on both sizes and both flanks, in 

addition, the cup stones are supposedly on top leaving only one flank undecorated. 

The stele has plenty of axe depictions of different shapes and sizes. On the “main” 

side also two human figurines, other upwards and the second downwards, with larger 

hands than the upwards one. The stele is quite complex what comes to iconography 

and how to interpret these. 

G: Type: Do not belong to any anthropomorphic typological types. 

H. Literature: Shchepinsky 1963; Formozov 1958; Tallgren 1926: 50. 

I. Dating: Kemi-Oba and Catacombnaya period. 

 

 
Fig. 25. Map of Yamnaya and Kemi-Oba cultures in the Crimea (Following 

Shchepinsky 1963: fig. 1). 1. Distribution area of the Yamnaya. 2. Distribution area of 

the Kemi-Oba. 3. Stelae related to the Yamnaya. 4. Stelae related to Kemi-Oba. 5. 

Cists and wooden boxes with painting. 6. Location of Bakhchi-Eti stele. 7. Tasha-Anra 

painting. 

 

22. A. Locality: Verkhorechye, Bakhchisaray district, Crimea Ukraine 

B. Discovery year: 1968  

C. Context: A chance find of a stela. Finding context unknown. 

D. Material: Diorite  

E. Size: 1.75 × 0.45 × 0.15 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: The stela has been decorated from both sides. One side it 

has a schematic head with facial features in the shape of T; eyes and nose. Hands are 

depicted with fingers in the Kazanki type. On the chest lies a bow with horizontal line 
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inside it. Below the hands there are two possible horses, both facing different 

directions; left and right. On the right side there are two human figurines sideways. 

They are facing each other with both hands raised. In the lower part of the stele there 

is a belt with an inserted battle-axe. Below the belt, again two human figurines both 

hands horizontally raised. On the upper part of flanks, a line decoration.  

On the rear there seems to be a quiver, which girdles are going on the right shoulder 

and to the left flank. Next to the quiver a square with attached line going upwards. 

Below the square and next to the quiver there are two animals, possibly depicting 

cattle since their posture greatly varies from the horses on the front side. Below all 

these images the belt continues to fully circle the stele.  

G: Type: Kazanki 

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994: 100; Meyer-Todorieva 2009. 

I. Dating: - 

23. A. Locality: Sergeyevka, Novotroitskoye district, Ukraine 

B. Discovery year: - 

C. Context: Many stelae were found from kurgans that belonged to the Yamnaya-

Catacombnaya period. One, found in a grave of the Catacombnaya culture.  

D. Material: - 

E. Size: - 

F. Iconography/Description: The Kazanki type stela with facial features, hands placed 

on stomach, and traces of backbone and shoulder blades in the rear of the stela 

(Telegin & Mallory 1994: 101). At the moment, I did not have access to the original 

publication of Ratner (1984), to which Telegin & Mallory are referring. Unfortunately, 

I find it extremely hard to contact the Ukrainian colleagues while the country is at war 

during the writing of this thesis. Therefore, no other sources, drawings nor pictures are 

available. 

G: Type: Kazanki 

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994: 101. 

I. Dating: - 

 

24. A. Locality: Novocherkassk, Rostov district, Russia 

B. Discovery year: - 

C. Context: A chance find. No other information. 

D. Material: Grey sandstone 

E. Size: 0.77 × 0.38 × 0.17 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: The stele has a schematic head depiction with no facial 

features. Arms depicted, which both are clearly showing on the both flanks, while 

hands with fingers on the front on stomach area. On the front side, above the hands 

there is a decoration pattern from collarbones to lower rib area. In the middle of hands 

there seems to be a shepherd’s crook, which is attached to a belt. The belt is circling 

the stele. On the rear side above the belt there are two footprints which are pointing 

upwards. According to the shape of the lower part, the stele was originally dug into 

the ground. There seems to be cups in the front and rear side. 

G: Type: Kazanki 

H. Literature: Häusler 1966: 32; Telegin & Mallory 1994: 101. 

I. Dating: - 

 

25. A. Locality: Kernosovka, Novomoskovsk district, Dnepropetrovsk, Ukraine 
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B. Discovery year: 1973 

C. Context: A stele was found while excavating a silo pit by local schoolboys. 

D. Material: - 

E. Size: 1.2 × 0.36 × 0.44 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: Kernosovka stele is by far the most complicated one by 

the means of its iconography. The facial features include eyes, nose and moustache. 

The arms are asymmetrically placed, and fingers clearly depicted. On the upper body, 

it also shows nipples and on the right-hand side a bow. Under the arms two animals, 

most likely wolfs or dogs. In addition to bow, other weaponry; three axes (one inserted 

in the belt), one spearhead and a possible mace. The belt depicted in the lower part, 

and under it a possible depiction of male organ. Left from the organ, there seems to be 

a square-like object; possibly polishing stone. Under it, two animals, possibly horses.  

The stele is quite well decorated from the flanks, with corded and triangle patterns. On 

the bottom left flank there is a possible depiction of fish. On the right flank, above the 

belt two human figures possibly having intercourse. Below the belt, a bull.  

On the rear side centre, there is a backbone and the upper corners shoulder blades. 

Two footprints or sandals inserted on the belt. Next to the belt on the left side a 

rectangle. 

G: Type: Natalevka 

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994: 101 (following Krylova 1976). Unfortunately, 

I find it extremely hard to contact the Ukrainian colleagues while the country is at war 

during the writing of this thesis. Therefore, lacking the first publication of the stele. 

I. Dating: Mostly agreed to belong to the Yamnaya, even though Kemi-Oban origin is 

also suggested. 

 

26. A. Locality: Natalevka, Zaporozhye district, Ukraine 

B. Discovery year: 1862 

C. Context: A chance find.  

D. Material: Gneiss 

E. Size: 1.60 × 0.61 × 0.12 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: A stele with facial features, of eyes and mouth. Arms and 

shoulder-line depicted; hands placed on chest. Between hands on the chest area, there 

is a axe, mace and a bow (which could also be a depiction of long hair). A belt on the 

centre, and immediately above that, a bow-like object, which could also be something 

else.  

On the rear side a backbone and shoulder blades. Just below the belt an object 

resembling male organ, or possibly buttocks.  

G: Type: Natalevka 

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994: 102. 

I. Dating: - 

 

27. A. Locality: Fedorovka, Karlovka district, Poltava Ukraine 

B. Discovery year: - 

C. Context: A chance find of a stele, which was found in the area of two ploughed-out 

burial mounds.  

D. Material: Sandstone 

E. Size: 1.33 × 0.51 × 0.3 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: The stele seems to be broken or cut from the head area, 

therefore missing the head. In the front area there are traces of a possible broken 
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shepherd’s crook, a dagger, spear, animal and human figure – who seems to be 

interacting somehow, since the human has its hands raised up. In addition, an axe 

inserted to a belt. The belt is circling around the stele. Interestingly, the belt has been 

decorated with beads. On both flanks corded pattern, possibly resembling ribs. On the 

rear side a depiction of backbone, ribs, and two footprints superimposed on the belt. 

Below the footprints there is possibly a cup 

G: Type: Natalevka. 

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994: 101. 

I. Dating: - 

 

28. A. Locality: Pervomayevka, Verkhny Rogachik district, Kherson Ukraine 

B. Discovery year: 1953-1954 

C. Context: Two stelae were unearthed during the kurgan excavations. One of them 

was found in a child’s grave, belonging to the Catacombnaya. 

D. Material: Limestone 

E. Size: 0.52 × 0.21 × 0.10 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: The stele displays facial features such as eyes, nose and 

mouth. Arms and hands are depicted and placed on the chest. The rear side is 

unknown, even though it is mentioned to have shoulder blades (Titenko 1955, as cited 

by Telegin & Mallory 1994: 102).  

G: Type: Natalevka. 

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994: 102. 

I. Dating: Catacombnaya. 

 

29. A. Locality: Belogrudovka, Uman District, Cherkasy Ukraine 

B. Discovery year: 1915. Was transferred to the National Museum of the History of 

Ukraine in 1947. 

C. Context: While uprooting tree stumps, villagers found four (other source; five 

(Telegin & Mallory 1994: 102)) stelae at the depth of 2 m lying next to each other. In 

addition, a stone bust of an idol were found.  

D. Material: Sandstone 

E. Size: 1.03 × 0.4-0.35 × 0.10 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: A head depicting facial features, such as eyes, nose and 

mouth. Shoulder line and arms placed on chest just below the head, fingers visible. A 

possible depiction of a nipple visible on the left side. Under the arms a decoration of 

lines. At the bottom part there is a belt with the same line decoration. Under the belt 

two footprints, toes facing downwards. At the rear side a shoulder line, backbone and 

possible ribs depicted. 

G: Type: Natalevka 

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994: 102; National Museum of the History of 

Ukraine https://nmiu.org/component/content/article/187-qr-kody/1883-stone-stele-3rd-

millennium-bc-yamna-archaeological-culture?Itemid=437 

I. Dating: Yamnaya (?) 

 

30. A. Locality: Tiritaka, Kerch district, Crimea Ukraine 

B. Discovery year: 1933 

https://nmiu.org/component/content/article/187-qr-kody/1883-stone-stele-3rd-millennium-bc-yamna-archaeological-culture?Itemid=437
https://nmiu.org/component/content/article/187-qr-kody/1883-stone-stele-3rd-millennium-bc-yamna-archaeological-culture?Itemid=437
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C. Context: Three stelae belonging to the Yezerovo-Tiritaka type were discovered in 

the foundations of two towns that dates to the classical period (6th-5th centuries BC). 

Only two of them are still preserved. 

D. Material: Diorite 

E. Size: “Male” 1.4 × 0.55-0.24 × 0.77-0.23 m. “Female” 1.28 × 0.63-0.3 × 0.13-0.18 

m. 

F. Iconography/Description: The two interpreted to represent male and female 

figurines, while one shows clear depiction of nipples, and the other does not. Both 

have the classical facial feature of T-shape, heads clearly depicted. Both have hands 

placed on stomach with large hands and fingers. No other iconography.  

G: Type: Yezerovo-Tiritaka 

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994: 103. 

I. Dating: - 

 

31. A. Locality: Novoselovka, Kiliya district, Odessa Ukraine 

B. Discovery year: - 

C. Context: A stele was found close to a kurgan.  

D. Material: Sandstone 

E. Size: 1.2 × 0.6 × 0.16 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: A head with facial features, such as eyes, nose and 

mouth. Hands depicted with a line and fingers depicted. At the sides there is a 

depiction of ribs. In the middle of the stele a belt circling around. An object inserted to 

the belt in the middle; possibly a shepherd’s crook, club or axe. At the rear side there 

are shoulder blades, backbone and ribs. On the belt two footprints depicted toes facing 

downwards.  

G: Type: Yezerovo-Tiritaka 

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994: 103. 

I. Dating: Yamnaya (?) 

 

32. A. Locality: Svatovo town, Lugansk, Ukraine. 

B. Discovery year: - 

C. Context: A chance find of a stele  

D. Material: Sandstone 

E. Size: 0.98 × 0.48 m. 

F. Iconography/Description: Only the possible rear side is known from a drawing. The 

rear side seems to depict a backbone, yet it continues around the head, and might be a 

piece of clothing similar to Transylvanian stelae. In the middle on the left side, there 

seems to be a depiction of an axe pictured from above. Next to it two possible 

animals? A belt depicted in the middle and two footprints under it, toes facing 

upwards. On the left side under the belt a bow and arrow.  

G: Type: Yezerovo-Tiritaka 

H. Literature: Telegin & Mallory 1994: 104. 

I. Dating: - 

 

33. A. Locality: Lučinskoe I, Razdel’naja district, Odessa region, Ukraine 

B. Discovery year: 1988 

C. Context: During a rescue excavation mission, Moldavian research team was 

informed of a stele by the locals. The information led to a discovery of a stele 0.5 km 
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away from the village Lučinskoe. According to the locals the stele was placed on the 

side of a road and was carved with the numbers ‘18’, therefore serving as a possible 

road sign. The stele was probably brought from nearby mounds, which were located 

on both sides of the river Cuciurgan.  

D. Material: Sandstone 

E. Size: 2.9 × 0.9-1.2 × 0.25-0.30 m. 

F. Iconography/Description:  

G: Type:  

H. Literature: Agulnicov & Popovici 2007. 

I. Dating: Yamnaya and Catacombnaya. 

 

34. A. Locality: Lučinskoe II, Razdel’naja district, Odessa region, Ukraine 

B. Discovery year: - 

C. Context: I did not have access to the primary publication of Gudkova (1993), 

therefore most of the information regarding the stele are unfortunately missing. 

D. Material: - 

E. Size: - 

F. Iconography/Description: The stele depicts facial features; eyes, nose and mouth. 

Arms placed on the stomach, hands and fingers visible. On the centre a representation 

of a belt. On the rear side there is a representation of a backbone, shoulder blades and 

ribs.  

G: Type: Kazanki 

H. Literature: Agulnicov & Popovici 2007. 

I. Dating: - 

 

Locality  Belt Weapons 
Nudity, 
upper part 

Ornaments
/apparel 

Sexual 
organ 

Footprints
/sandals 

Animals 
Human 
figurines 

Baia de Criș IV X X X X X 
  

    

Baia de Criș I  X X ? X ? 
  

    

Baia de Criș II  X X ? X X 
  

    

Baia de Criș III  X 
  

? X 
    

    

Floreşti-Polus  X 
  

X 
  

X 
  

    

Hamangia  X X X X X X     

Ciceu-Mihăiești  X X X X X 

  

    

Stan      X X         

Nevsa  X X X X         

Placidol      X X   X     
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Ezerovo II  X X ? X 
    

    

Ezerovo IV  X X 
  

X 
    

    

Monastir  X 
    

X 
    

    

Kaliste  X X       X     

Razgrad X X   X   X     

Ulanci  X X             

Chobruchi  X X 
      

X     

Aleksandrovka  
      

X 
    

    

Akchokrak X X 
        

  X 

Kazanki X             X 

Bakhchi-Eti 
  

X 
        

? X 

Verkhorechye X X ? X 
    

X X 

Sergeyevka 
    

X 
      

    

Novocherkassk X 
  

X 
    

X     

Kernosovka X X X X X X X X 

Natalevka X X X 
  

X 
  

    

Fedorovka X X X 
    

X X X 

Pervomayevka 
            

    

Belogrudovka X 
  

X 
    

X     

Tiritaka     X           

Novoselovka X X X 
    

X     

Svatovo X X   X   X     

Lučinskoe I X 
  

X 
      

    

Lučinskoe II X 
  

X 
      

    

Overall %  79 59 50 50 20 32 9 18 
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Table 1. Stone stelae and the frequency of depicted elements. Question marks are not calculated to the 

overall percentage.  

 


