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ABSTRACT – North-Eastern European hunter-gatherer ceramic sculptures, relief sculptures and gra-
phic images on vessels are discussed. Five groups of finds are distinguished according to their chro-
nology (4000–2500 calBC) and the subject that is represented (birds, human heads, human figures, 
mammal heads etc.). We believe that the production of these items was a female craft; they were made 
for ritual purposes and their emergence was independent of any influence from pastoral/agricultu-
ral societies. 

IZVLE∞EK – V ≠lanku predstavljamo skulpture, reliefe in grafi≠ne upodobitve na kerami≠nih posodah 
lovcev in nabiralcev v severnovzhodni Evropi. Glede na kronologijo (4000–2500 calBC) in upodobit-
ve (ptice, ≠love∏ke glave, ≠love∏ke figure, glave sesalcev itd.) lo≠imo pet skupin najdb. Posode so iz-
delovale ∫enske; namenjene so bile ritualni uporabi in niso povezane z vplivi ∫ivinorejsko-poljedel-
skih skupnosti. 
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Introduction 

It is well known today that north Eurasian Holocene 
hunter-gatherer-fishing peoples used ceramic vessels, 
but it is less known that they also made small clay 
sculptures, depicting human, zoomorphic and pro-
bably mixed/fantastic images. Moreover, there exist-
ed clay sculptures merged with vessels have been 
found, which parallel numerous and well-known 
finds from south-east European and Near Eastern 
agricultural societies. Graphic images of birds and 
humans on ceramics are also known among north-
east European foragers. The making of clay sculp-
ture survived among forest zone foragers for an ex-
tremely long time, until the Early Iron Age, the first 
centuries AD, when agriculture finally became a con-
stant (and sometimes considerable) element of sub-
sistence. 

This paper focuses on artefacts from the period from 
4000 to 2500 calBC (in Russian archaeological lite-
rature, traditionally defined as the Middle/Late Neo-
lithic – Eneolithic/Early Metal Period).11 A number of 
cultures of presumably sedentary groups engaged in 
hunting, gathering and fishing were dispersed over 
a huge area of the north-east European forest zone, 
including modern Russia (to the west of the Urals), 
the eastern Baltic countries and partly Finland (see 
Fig. 1). 

Most of the settlements in these regions are as multi-
layer sites, where mixed artefacts from different 
epochs, usually from the Late Mesolithic to the Neo-
lithic, Bronze, sometimes even the Iron Age, can be 
identified. The landscape of the Russian Plain is full 

1 The Early Metal Period is the term applied to the period of transition from the Neolithic to the Bronze and Early Iron Age in the 
north-eastern European forest zone (e.g., in Finland, North Karelia and the Arkhangelsk districts of Russia), where the presence of 
metal items occured extremely late in comparison with other parts of the forest zone; therefore, the terms ‘Eneolithic’ and ‘Bronze 
Age’ are not used there. 
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of rivers; the main basins are formed 
by huge rivers, such as the Volga, 
Western Dvina, Northern Dvina and 
their numerous tributaries, large and 
small, and lakes, which together form 
a wide network of waterways. Most 
of this area could have been used all 
year round, by boat in warmer sea-
sons and on ice in winter. Fishing 
played a considerable (if not the lead-
ing) part in subsistence, which is ar-
gued in numerous studies on techno-
logy and paleo-dietary matters (see 
e.g., Piezonka et al. 2013). The most 
common type of dwelling at that time 
was semi-subterranean and rectangu-
lar, with fireplace(s) inside, narrow 
inclined exit(s), wooden plank walls, 
and measuring 40–120m2. Ceramics 
appeared around 5500–5000 calBC 
(that is, the beginning of the Neoli-
thic for Eurasian forest zone foragers) and its deve-
lopment during the next 2500 years, stated briefly, 
go through several great phases: ‘Early Neolithic’ 
(plain surface, poor decoration, 5500–4000 calBC), 
‘Middle Neolithic’ (mineral temper, comb and pit 
decoration, 4000–3000 calBC), ‘Late Neolithic’ and 
‘Early Bronze’ or ‘Early Metal Period’ (different orga-
nic temper – so-called Porous Ware – comb and pit 
decoration of numerous types, 3000–2500 calBC and 
later) (Oshibkina 1996; Bahder et al. 1987). Ob-
viously, the process of adopting ceramic technology 
was faster in southern parts of the north European 
forest zone, while the northern part seems to have 
been rather ‘conservative’ and even ‘slow’ in the up-
take of ceramic technology. 

The making of Stone Age hunter-gatherer ceramics 
is believed to have been a female domain. The con-
siderably fast spread of ceramic technologies to the 
north appears to have been connected with kinship 
alliances (Tsetlin 1998; Zhulnikov 2006). Due to cli-
mate conditions, pots could only be made in the sum-
mer. Vessels of simple oval – or egg-shaped forms 
with a diameter of 20 to 40cm were probably used 
for storage as well; organic cooking residue occurs 
considerably rarely; some sherds have holes indicat-
ing attempts to repair broken vessels; some vessels 
were buried. 

Clay sculpture in the Eastern European forest zone 
appear in the form of sets, which are widespread 
among cultures with Comb-Pitted Ware of the East-
ern Baltic basin, and located beside the hearth in 

Fig.1. Zone of distribution of portable ceramic art in north-eastern 
Europe (map: E. Kashina). 

dwellings. They comprise several human figures 
(schematic, embryo-like) (Kashina 2009), birds, 
snakes and mammals – elk, beaver, or otter. Some 
were painted with red ochre; others could have been 
placed on a flat surface, because have flat bases or 
holes in the bottom for a thin handle to be attach-
ed (Kashina 2007). Most of the items were found in 
fragments, but there is no evidence that clay sculp-
tures were deliberately destroyed, although some re-
searchers have expressed this opinion (Nuñez 1986; 
Loze 2005). The most probable reason for the frag-
mentation is the multi-layered character of the sites 
and the occasional nature of the particular domestic 
rituals during which these sets of items were used 
(Zhulnikov 2009). However, they cannot be regard-
ed as disposable, because some pieces have polished 
surfaces here and there. Thus they were kept safe 
for some time and a number of unknown actions 
were performed with them until the moment they 
were discarded. 

Fragments of vessels with sculptures of human head 
on the rim and vessels decorated with a belt of water-
fowl images around the rim (on both of which this 
paper focuses), are sometimes found at the same sites 
and in similar contexts with clay sculptures, and also 
come from Comb-Pitted Ware cultures. The best ex-
ample is the set from Peski IV-a site, Karelia (Fig. 2), 
which was found in an area of 25m2 inside a dwel-
ling (Kashina 2007; Zhulnikov, Kashina 2010). 

It is necessary to mention that the same clay paste 
was used for ordinary vessels, special ones and sculp-
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Fig. 2. Set of ceramic objects, Peski IV-a site, Republic of Karelia, Russia 
(photo: E. Kashina, A. Zhulnikov). 1 vessel fragment with human head; 
2 vessel fragment with birds; 3–4 snake sculptures; 5–6 bird sculptures; 
7–8 unknown sculpture fragments; 9–10 human sculpture fragments. 

tures, so it can be supposed that sculptures and spe-
cial vessels were made simultaneously with ordinary 
ones. Thus, there existed certain symbolic connec-
tions between sculptures and special vessels in rit-
uals. The sets in question could represent a model of 
the universe and the presence of anthropomorphic 
ancestors in this context. They are believed to have 
played an important part in female spirituality and 
were probably needed to protect a particular dwel-
ling, family members and especially children (Kashi-
na 2009). 

Images and vessels: morphological groups 

The ceramic art connected with vessels can be divid-
ed into five groups: 
❶ fragments of vessels decorated with a belt of wa-

terfowl images around the rim; 
❷ fragments of vessels decorated with ima-

ges of humans and humans with birds; 
❸ fragments of vessels with human head 

sculptures on the rim; 
❹ fragments of vessels with full-figure 

sculpture/relief sculpture; 
❺ fragments of vessels with a zoomorphic 

head on the rim. 

Group 1 consists of nearly 40 pieces (sin-
gle sherds or partly preserved vessels), 
most of which are connected with the Bal-
tic Comb and Finnish Comb-Pitted Ware 
(Pesonen 1996). Several finds have also 

been made in the centre and 
north of European Russia. Be-
fore firing, images of swans or 
geese were made with comb 
stamps below the vessel rim, 
usually about 4 x 6cm, and de-
finitely representing birds 
swimming in a row to the left 
(more rarely) or to the right 
(Fig. 3). 

Most vessels were reconstru-
cted as large examples, 30– 
40cm in diameter and height, 
with 15–24 birds depicted on 
them (Zhulnikov, Kashina 
2010), but some could have 
been smaller (about 20cm in 
diameter) (Schulz 2006). Se-
veral partly preserved vessels 
were found in dwellings; two 
have holes and even resin 

pieces, clear evidence of restoration. So far, no orga-
nic residue has been detected on the inner surfaces 
of any sherds, except one vessel fragment from the 
Joroinen Kanava site in Finland (ibid.). 

Group 2 consists of seven images of humans below 
the vessel rim and another two vessels where a hu-
man is placed in a row of birds. All finds are single 
sherds or partly preserved vessels. Two pieces, so-
called Porous Ware, found in Latvia and the Volog-
da district, date to the terminal phase of the Neoli-
thic or the Early Bronze Age. Three pieces (Finland, 
Velikiy Novgorod district) are Late Comb Ware, four 
pieces (Lithuania, Republic of Belarus) are Corded 
Ware. Linear stamped or sometimes carved human 
figures measuring 6–10cm are depicted en face with 
legs apart or bent at the knees, apparently dancing; 

Fig. 3. Vessel fragment with bird images, Chornaya Guba 
IX, Republic of Karelia, Russia (photo: E. Kashina). 
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sometimes the belt zone is marked with a horizontal 
line, and sometimes horns or a phallus appear (Ka-
shina 2006). A vessel from Kolomtsy (Velikiy Novgo-
rod district) (Fig. 4) was found buried (Peredolski 
1905), so perhaps this bird/human/bird-human orna-
mentation was ‘hidden’ when the vessel was in use. 

Group 3 consists of nine sherd finds from different 
sites distributed rather compactly to the east, from 
the Gulf of Finland of the Baltic Sea, depicting a hu-
man head attached to the rim, facing into the vessel. 
These heads fully correspond to the anthropomor-
phic sculptures, and are contemporaneous, but dis-
persed more locally. Their head decoration, when 
present, consists of two types, both made with a 
comb stamp: an inverted trident and a row of ob-
lique imprints continued on the vessel rim. The rim 
head from the Peski IV-a site (see Fig. 2, 1, reverse 
side) was painted with red ochre. According to the 
reconstruction based on another find from Karelia – 
a large vessel from Chornaya Guba IX site (Fig. 5) – 
four heads were placed crosswise on one vessel. 

Fig. 5. Vessel fragment with a human head on the 
rim, Chornaya Guba IX, Republic of Karelia, Rus-
sia (photo: E. Kashina). 

It is also necessary to mention that this large exam-
ple (diameter 50cm, height 60cm) was restored with 
resin and stringing (Vitenkova 2002). According to 
Alexandr Zhulnikov, simple protrusions on vessel 
rims occurred in different regions of north eastern 
Europe from the Final Stone Age until the Early Iron 
Age and do not correspond directly to the above-
mentioned Group 3, which is distributed rather lo-
cally. Nevertheless, he argues that both Early and 
Late hunter-gatherers of the north eastern European 
forest zone shared quite similar worldview and be-
liefs, which is why rim protrusions, being obviously 
non-utilitarian details, appeared here and there dur-
ing several epochs (Zhulnikov 2012). 

Fig. 4. Vessel fragment with human and bird ima-
ges, Kolomtsy, Velikiy Novgorod district, Russia (af-
ter Peredolsky 1905). 

Group 4 includes six pieces. Two sculptures attach-
ed to the vessel rim are Asbestos Ware (Karelia) and 
one to Late Pitted-Comb Ware (Central Russia). Two 
relief sculptures of full human figures (Lithuania and 
Central Russia) and one relief sculpture of a human 
head (Latvia) probably date to the Late Neolithic/ 
Early Bronze Age (Porous Ware). All images are sit-
uated immediately below the vessel rim. According 
to the reconstruction by Zhulnikov, two human fig-
ures found in a dwelling were placed opposite each 
other on one vessel, as if ‘looking’ inside the vessel, 
and some feathers were perhaps attached to their 
heads, because several pinholes were made in them 
(Fig. 6). 

Fig. 6. Reconstruction (plaster) of a vessel with fi-
gurative sculptures found at Voinavolok XXV site,
Republic of Karelia, Russia (photo: E. Kashina).
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The comparison of the human figures coloured with 
red ochre reveals a certain difference in details: 
‘blind’/pin-holed eyes, three/four pin-holes on the 
top of the head. Three relief sculptures of a human 
figure/head differ greatly from each other and were 
separated by long distances (Lithuania, Latvia and 
Nizhny Novgorod district), so they probably reflect 
convergent traditions. Two full-figure reliefs ‘hug’ 
the vessel with long outspread arms, their legs slight-
ly apart. Both examples (Nizhny Novgorod district 
and Lithuania) date to approx. 3000 calBC or even 
later (Fig. 7). 

Group 5 consists of four quite similarly modelled pie-
ces: the head of an unknown mammal on a rim with 
a protruding muzzle and raised ears, facing away 
from the vessel. All finds are from the centre of Euro-
pean Russia and situated comparatively close to the 
forest-steppe border (the Volga and Oka River ba-
sin). All of them are from Eneolithic-Early Bronze 
Age ceramic traditions, probably dating to 3000– 
2500 calBC or even later. One vessel (Galankina Go-
ra, Republic of Marij-El) was found in the fireplace 
area of a dwelling (Solov’iev 1987). Another frag-
ment (Vladychinskaya-Beregovaya I site, Ryazan dis-
trict) (Fig. 8) (Studzitskaya 1980) has a pinhole in 
the top of the head, probably for fastening a feather 
or something else. This unique type of vessel sculp-
ture was probably influenced by some cultural im-
pulse from the forest-steppe zone, but direct analo-
gues remain unknown. 

Conclusions 

Ceramic sculpture and graphics on vessels provide 
abundant data for studying hunter-gatherers’ ritual 
life, domestic beliefs, mythology, pottery making 
and pottery decoration. Several common traits unite 
these materials. Firstly, these are rare finds, made 
in settlement contexts, supposedly in a dwelling, or 
near a fireplace. They were obviously not connected 
with funeral rites, but only with hearth and home. 
Secondly, the position of the image on the vessel is 
always very similar, regardless of the region, cera-
mic traditions or period, i.e. close to the vessel edge. 
The sculpture is on the rim top; reliefs and graphics 
are on the upper surface adjoining the rim. Thirdly, 
these sets of sculptures and special vessels were 
handled with care for extended periods and defi-
nitely were not disposable items. Taking into con-
sideration the fact that such ceramics were proba-
bly made by women, it can be inferred that the ge-
neral symbolic meaning of all these special vessels 
could have been connected with female spirituality, 

Fig. 7. Vessel fragment with a human figure in re-
lief, Volosovo, Nizhniy Novgorod district, Russia 
(photo: E. Kashina). 

rites performed inside the house, probably of an oc-
casional character, and with the storage of some un-
known content in such vessels, which unfortunately 
in most cases have left no residues on their inner 
surfaces. 

The idea of the vessel edge as a ‘liminal’ zone which 
needs special protection against evil seems to be a 
universal, ecumenical notion, connected not only 
with ceramic vessels, but also with caves, female bo-
som, plaited hair, wounds, costume cuffs and belts 
etc., and widely discussed in the literature (see e.g., 
Moshinskaya 1976; Antonova 1984). 

The special meaning of waterfowl images (which 
are also among the sculptural and graphic images 
on vessels) for north Eurasian prehistoric hunting 
societies has already been mentioned in a number 

Fig. 8. Vessel fragment with zoomorphic relief, Vla-
dychinskaya Beregovaya I, Ryazan district, Russia 
(photo: E. Kashina). 
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of semantic/semiotic studies. Waterfowl played a heterogeneous groups which also settled the forest 
notable role in cosmology and the cycle of life and zone (Globular Amphorae, Corded Ware, Battle Axes, 
death, and were strongly connected with such no- Fatyanovo), traces of which are sometimes visible in 
tions as the ‘human soul’ and ‘childhood’ (see e.g., local material culture (Girininkas 2002). 
Napol’skikh 1990; Zhulnikov 2009). A decorative 
belt of swimming swans or geese surrounding the The ‘Neolithic decline’ and the formation process of 
vessel and probably also protecting its contents ap- Bronze Age forest hunter-gatherer cultures are not 
pears on some finds. The idea of a vessel as a sym- clear enough. Seemingly, some traditions survived; 
bol of the universe is also well known from archaeo- for example, some rare finds of vessels decorated 
logical and ethnological studies (see e.g., Antonova with birds in central and north-eastern European 
1984; Kosarev 2008). Russia are slightly reminiscent of Neolithic ones 

(Zhulnikov, Kashina 2010). Also, some vessel frag-
The volume of vessels in the eastern European for- ments with simple protrusions on the rims are known 
est zone Final Stone Age, is recognised generally as from the eastern European forest zone, probably an 
20–50 litres. This fact, no matter whether it was for echo of Late Neolithic/Early Metal Period rim sculp-
cooking or for storage, could mean the collective use tures (Zhulnikov 2012). The appearance of the ‘ves-
of contents: big meals, big stocks of edible (or non- sel-guardian’ idea and also of clay sculpture produc-
edible) stuff consumed or kept, obviously, by one fa- tion in the Eastern European forest zone definitely 
mily or kin group. Even moving a large vessel filled was a process that occurred independently of south-
with something could require concerted action by, ern pastoral/agricultural traditions. It seems to have 
for example, two people. originated in south-eastern Finland, southern Kare-

lia and northern European Russia between 5000 and 
Returning to chronology, the earliest images in our 4000 calBC (Ivanischeva, Kashina 2015). 
study, the so-called sets of sculpture, the interpreta-
tion of figurative sculptures as ancestors, accompa-
nied by animals of three universal levels – birds 
(sky), mammals (ground) and snakes (underworld) – 
have already been discussed (Kashina 2007). Evi-
dently, the same ancestors were depicted as vessel 
guardians in the form of human figures or heads on 
the rims. Graphic and relief representations of hu-
man figures seem to be the latest, but could also be 
interpreted as vessel guardians. Depicted individu-
ally, not accompanied by birds, they probably re-
flect some changes in beliefs, perhaps influenced by 
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