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The Origins of Trypillia Megasites

John Chapman*, Bisserka Gaydarska and Marco Nebbia

Department of Archaeology, Durham University, Durham, United Kingdom

The Trypillia megasites of Ukraine are the largest known settlements in 4th millennium
BC Europe and possibly the world. With the largest reaching 320 ha in size, megasites
pose a serious question about the origins of such massive agglomerations. Most current
solutions assume maximum occupation, with all houses occupied at the same time, and
target defence against other agglomerations as the cause of their formation. However,
recent alternative views of megasites posit smaller long-term occupations or seasonal
assembly places, creating a settlement rather than military perspective on origins.
Shukurov et al. (2015)’'s model of Trypillia arable land-use demonstrates that subsistence
stresses begin when site size exceeded 35 ha. Over half of the sites dated to the Trypillia
Bl stage—the stage before the first megasites—were larger than 35 ha, suggesting
that some form of buffering involving exchange of goods for food was in operation.
There were two settlement responses to buffering:- clustering of sites with enhanced
inter-site exchange networks and the creation of megasites. The trend to increased site
clustering can be seen from Phase Bl to Cl, coeval with the emergence of megasites.
We can therefore re-focus the issue of origins on why create megasites in site clusters.
In this article, we discuss the two strategies in terms of informal network analysis and
suggest reasons why, in some cases, megasites developed in certain site clusters. Finally,
we consider the question of whether Trypillia megasites can be considered as “cities.”
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INTRODUCTION TO CUCUTENI—TRYPILLIA (CT)
ARCHAEOLOGY

It seems like a counterfactual proposition that any collection of papers addressing global prehistoric
and historic urbanism would be well-advised to heed the forest steppe zone North of the Black Sea
in the fifth and fourth millennia BC. For it is in these times in the territory of modern Ukraine
and Moldova that you would find examples of the earliest urbanism in the world. In this article, we
outline the cultural and social context of what are known as “Trypillia megasites” and discuss the
contrasting explanations for their origins.

The Lithuanian prehistorian Marija Gimbutas (1974) coined a phrase for this part of Europe
known variously as “Central and Eastern Europe,” “South-East Europe,’and the “Balkans.” Her
preferred term was “Old Europe”—that part of Europe with the oldest farming communities and
with the closest links to even earlier agro-pastoral groups in the Near East and Anatolia (Figure 1).
Gimbutas’ most positive connotation of Old Europe was of a zone connected culturally by shared
rich material culture, common ritual beliefs, and a network of matriarchal, matrifocal societies
(Gimbutas, 1982). Although “Old Europe” was ideologically created in opposition to the patriarchal
Bronze Age (Chapman, 1998), the term is a vivid shorthand for an assemblage of societies which
were indeed materially very different from those in Austria, Poland, and points North and West.

Frontiers in Digital Humanities | www.frontiersin.org 1

May 2019 | Volume 6 | Article 10


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/digital-humanities
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/digital-humanities#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/digital-humanities#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/digital-humanities#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/digital-humanities#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fdigh.2019.00010
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fdigh.2019.00010&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-05-31
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/digital-humanities
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/digital-humanities#articles
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:j.c.chapman@dur.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.3389/fdigh.2019.00010
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fdigh.2019.00010/full
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/623784/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/738416/overview








































Chapman et al.

The Origins of Trypillia Megasites

principal megasite named for each region (M. Nebbia).

FIGURE 11 | Long-range people catchments, Trypillia Phase Cl; larger circles show “isolated” megasites outside the Southern Bug—Dnieper catchment, with the

form of buffering which was hardly necessary in Phase A. The co-
emergence of the growing size of a megasite with its reputation as
a ritual and exchange centre led to a synergy between locals and
other residents in the site cluster. The provision of food, drink
and possibly other resources (such as salt or copper) increased the
sustainability of the megasite, which, in exchange, provided a key
context for inter-community ritual and exchange, as well as all of
the other benefits arising in assembly places (Nebbia et al., 2018).
It is suggested that the pre-existing links between the settlements
of a site cluster, whether based upon the Big Other or exchange
networks, would have been fundamental in the possibility of the
emergence of a larger site serving all others in the site cluster and
probably beyond—the region’s earliest megasites. This dynamic
settlement system allowed the emergence of more than one
megasite in a single cluster, indicating variations in the success
of alliance-formation and an element of competition between
these sites!”.

Clearly, the Trypillia megasites did not stop in the BI Phase
but continued for a further 600 years (4000-3400 BC). We shall
content ourselves here with a summary of the major changes that
took place in megasites in Phase BII'!, using Nebelivka as an
example. Although on the global CT level, Phase BII was marked
by a fall in the number of sites, this was anything but the case
in the Southern Bug—Dnieper Interfluve, where the number of
site clusters grew to cover large parts of the network of smaller
streams (Figure 5D). In this Phase, we can detect the emergence
of the first megasites based in the smaller stream networks—
sites such as Nebelivka. It is interesting to confirm that, despite

19The same pattern of coeval megasites was to be seen in the early 4th millennium
BC in the case of Nebelivka, Taljanki and Majdanetske (Millard, 2019).
For a long-term account, see Gaydarska, 2019a, Chapter 6.

the local increase in both settlement numbers and site sizes,
the 100-km. interaction zone continued to operate for megasites
such as Nebelivka. However, with the increase of settlement
numbers, not only the size of megasites grew, but Phase CI sees
the emergence of “isolated” megasites, such as Yaltushkiv I, Stina,
Bilohorodka, and Obukhiv, that developed outside the Southern
Bug—Dnieper interfluve, but that maintained the 100-km scale of
interaction (Figure 11). This could have important implications
on the meaning of the Southern Bug—Dnieper Interfluve as the
area of megasite emergence that progressively loses its place-
value, during a time of Trypillia centrifugal expansion into new
territories. This movement maintained the practice of megasite
building and large-scale interaction for 200-300 years until their
demise in Phase CIL

The most obvious differences between Nebelivka and the
BI megasites concerns site planning and the appearance of a
series of public buildings we have termed “Assembly Houses.”
A greater degree of formalisation of planning is inherent in the
integration of all four main planning principles in the Nebelivka
plan (Figure 9). However, at the same time as the major planning
elements have been strengthened as a consequence of bricolage,
the size of the building project enabled local diversity in building
design and location at all scales of the plan, from individual
houses to Neighbourhoods (groups of houses), Quarters (groups
of Neighbourhoods) and major planning elements (e.g., the
variations in the width of the space between the Outer and
Inner house circuits) (Chapman and Gaydarska, 2016). We have
argued that local architectural diversity probably marks not
only the contribution of many communities in the Nebelivka
interaction zone to dwelling on the megasite but also the
passage of social time in the creation of different built ensembles
(Chapman and Gaydarska, 2018a).

Frontiers in Digital Humanities | www.frontiersin.org

15

May 2019 | Volume 6 | Article 10



Chapman et al.

The Origins of Trypillia Megasites

The apparently novel aspect of BII megasites concerns
the creation of public buildings (“Assembly Houses”) to
participate, if not take a lead, in local and trans-megasite
ceremonies, including processions (Chapman and Gaydarska,
2019). Geophysical investigations at Nebelivka have produced
the first and currently only complete megasite plan with modern
geophysical instruments (Chapman et al., 2014a; Hale et al,
2017). These investigations have revealed the existence of
23 Assembly Houses, unevenly dispersed across the megasite
but mostly outside the two house circuits. The location of
the Assembly Houses was one of the criteria used to divide
the megasite into Quarters (Chapman and Gaydarska, 2016)
(Figure 9), producing a sense of a special local relationship
between Neighbourhoods and “their” Assembly House. It is
intriguing to note that the Assembly Houses were burnt in a quite
different way from usual dwelling houses (Figure 12), reinforcing
the difference between the two architectural forms. It is apparent
that the building of Assembly Houses was one response to
the much greater social and architectural complexity found
in the BII megasites in comparison to their BI predecessors,
contributing the increased formalisation seen in the larger
BII sites.

The principal material culture changes from Phase BI to
Phase BII concerned the decline in the quantity of lithic
deposition, the increased deposition of painted pottery and
the production of heavy copper tools. Greater reliance on
local sources was probably one of the factors involved in the
change in lithic deposition but changes in the operational chain
were also involved. Two of the most significant effects of the
innovation of Phase BII painted ware were the constant new
demand for black, manganese-based pigment for potters in each
community and the re-orientation of copper exchange toward
Transylvanian sources. These changes led to a major expansion
in inter-regional exchange, with high-quality lithics, copper and
manganese pigment all brought from the Western part of the
CT distribution to the Southern Bug—Dnieper interfluve. We are
currently unaware of the linkage of the lithic, copper and pigment
networks but they may have been closely integrated, with the
same traders moving all three materials, at least East from the
Prut valley.

How can these considerations be “translated” into an answer
to the question of why the megasites emerged when they did,
in Trypillia Phases BI and BII? There is no straightforward
answer to this question, since we are dealing with a multivariate
issue with many relevant data sets. The growth of settlement
clusters in Phase BI led to increased interaction between the
neighbouring settlements, which further increased in intensity
with the need for buffering for the largest site in each cluster—
the early megasites. The differential attraction of copper, lithics,
and pigments of these early megasites helped to maintain
their position as central assembly places in the face of their
weakness—the absence of social mechanisms, perhaps principally
planning mechanisms, to integrate visitors from large numbers
of smaller settlements. This weakness in social controls would
have led to either megasite abandonment or, as happened later,
in Phase BII, to the emergence of planning practices which
helped megasites to live more cohesively in even larger sites.

FIGURE 12 | Geophysical plots of Assembly Houses (larger structures in each
plot) and adjacent dwelling houses, Nebelivka, selected to show the variability
of this form of structure: 12—14: Quarter H; 15-16: Quarter I; 17-18: Quarter J;
19-20: Quarter K; 21-22: Quarter L; 23: Quarter M. Numbers of Assembly
Houses relate to their location on Figure 9 (J. Watson).

Another key aspect of Phase BII settlement in the Southern
Bug—Dnieper interfluve was the increasing interaction between
as well as within settlement clusters, which increased the value
of co-ordinating assembly sites. The expansion of exchange to
bring three critical resources—exotic flint, pigments for painted
pottery and copper—from the same regions to the West further
consolidated the BII megasites as assembly places for in turn
larger settlement clusters. It should not, however, be forgotten
that a megasite could fail at any time—there were many possible
pathways to disintegration and decline. It is a mark of the stability
of the social practice at the BII megasites such as Nebelivka
that they continued for five or six generations before their
ultimate demise.

BUT WERE THE TRYPILLIA
MEGASITES “CITIES”?

In the etymological dictionary Origins, the term city is defined
as an “aggregation of citizens” (Partridge, 1983, p. 101). As
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clearly elucidated by Emberling (2003), this highlights three
“basic” elements of the city, (1) a community of people
with forms of social and political organization which are
different from pre-urban and non-urban communities; (2)
the aggregation happens in a specific location, the city,
which is a physical space and a conceptual map of urban
residents and their neighbours; (3) the inhabitants—citizens—
identify themselves with the physical space, thus creating an
urban identity (Emberling, 2003, p. 254). But what kind of
urban identity?

We have already made a case that Trypillia megasites would
not fit what we broadly call the “traditional” view of urbanism
(Liverani, 2006; Gaydarska, 2016, 2017) and would be more
at home with massive global phenomena still awaiting their
name (“Big Anomalous” sites, “Big Weird” sites) (Fletcher,
2009). Some of these sites (e.g., Angkor) are the first to be
recognized as low-density urban settlements (Fletcher et al,
2015), while Trypillia megasites are currently the earliest example
of low-density occupation in well-defined large sites. We have
also posited a relational approach whereby the meaning and
function of given sites is only definable in relation to other
sites, instead of in fixed and absolute terms (Gaydarska, 2016,
2017). In the CT context, that would replace the unhelpful
site hierarchies based on size (Ellis, Videiko, Diachenko) and
identify to what extent significant social practices differed from
site to site. Ideally, such a comparison would involve settlement
planning, depositional practices, subsistence practices, and the
consumption of exotic and local objects made of clay, metal, and
stone. Holistic inter-site evaluations are limited by more than
100 years of CT investigations, mostly based upon small-scale
excavations and heavily biased toward pottery comparisons and
classification. Still, there is some patchy evidence allowing the
differentiation of sites and forms of human occupation. First,
there is a tendency toward increasing settlement size, peaking
in the 100 ha site of Kharkivka and the 150 ha site of Vesely
Kut. Such social experiments would have accumulated practical
experience of ways of mitigating the social tensions arising from
scaled-up habitation. However, we know very little about the
spatial arrangements at these early large sites. By contrast, other
sites, such as Mogylna III, evince evolving principles of house
concentricity among the more general pattern of a lack of formal
planning but their size is very small (10 ha). The pattern in
the Early Trypillia period (Phases A and BI) shows a contrast
between some small sites with developed planning elements
and other large sites with no evidence for evolved planning
features. The proposed conclusion is that these two aspects of site
development did not come together until Phase BII, at sites such
as Nebelivka.

There are strong environmental indicators for human
presence at the site of Nebelivka well before the establishment
of the BII megasite but no material trace of such occupation
has been found as yet. The implication is that short, probably
temporary, but intensive and perhaps massive aggregations must
have taken place that would account for both the strong human
impact on the landscape and the lack of material evidence.
Thus, although the “norm” for a Trypillian BI settlement was
a small site with few distinctive planning elements and variable

consumption of material culture, there were formalized and non-
formalized forms of human occupation that deviated from that
norm: settlements constituted the former, assembly places, and
gathering places the latter. Taken individually and spread over
some distance and in time, these differences may have not been
perceived as “too different” and therefore threatening to the social
order but remaining as part of the Big Other. But when ancestral
memory and intensified human interaction in the BII period
brought various practices together, this resulted in the creation of
a very different kind of place—the 238 ha megasite of Nebelivka,
with its intricate combination of formal layout and local diversity.
In relational terms and according to the currently published data,
the BII Nebelivka megasite stood out among its contemporary
and preceding settlements. This was an emergent settlement form
rooted in previous forms of dwelling and aggregation, whose
novel combination marked a significant difference in relation to
other sites. It was perceived, experienced and functioned as a very
different kind of place that fulfilled a dual purpose of dwelling and
assembly. It is in this sense that we see the megasites as what, in
hindsight, modern scholars call “cities.”

CONCLUSIONS

The Trypillia megasites of the Southern Bug—Dnieper Interfluve
in central Ukraine are the largest, and earliest, settlements in
4th millennium BC Eurasia and potentially the world; we claim
that they are the earliest known cities. The megasites were not
permanent, long-term settlements but have been modelled as
different forms of low-density city, whether permanent with a
much smaller population or as seasonal forms of assembly or
pilgrimage places.

In this article, we propose a model for the origins of
Trypillia megasites more consonant with this alternative view
of smaller-scale settlements. Pre-existing exchange networks
moving exotic flint, copper and salt across the forest steppe
helped to consolidate the Trypillia Big Other as an ideological
framework for building material traditions. Out of the mix of
large, amorphous settlements and small sites with developed
planning elements, but not both on any single site, emerged
the BII megasites—an unprecedented settlement form where
bricolage of earlier plan elements produced formalised sites
which combined an inner assembly space with an outer dwelling
space. Settlement modelling showed the scale of megasite
interaction to remain stable at c.100km for many centuries,
integrating increasing numbers of small sites to megasite
assembly places.

Because of their size and seasonality, Trypillia megasites
benefited from the increasing connectivity of their 100-km
networks and the specialised building of public buildings
and production of painted pottery without suffering from
the disadvantages of inequality, severe human impacts on
the local landscape and lower standards of living. These
developments enabled the reproduction of megasite lifeways for
over 600 years, even though the lack of hierarchical structure
prevented the appearance of successor settlements on the
forest steppe.
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