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​Chapter 1:

The Land Between Worlds - Prehistoric Foundations
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Forty thousand years ago, someone built a house from the bones of mammoths on the frozen steppe north of the Black Sea. Let me tell you about that place—a place that has been home to human beings for an extraordinarily long time. When you think of ancient civilisations, your mind probably jumps straight to Egypt or Mesopotamia, perhaps to Greece or Rome. Ukraine rarely features in that mental picture, does it? But here is the thing: people have lived in what is now Ukraine for at least forty thousand years—through ice ages and warm periods—leaving one of Europe’s richest archaeological records. That is not a typo. Forty millennia of human presence, from the time when Neanderthals still walked the Earth, through the invention of farming and the discovery of bronze, through countless generations who were born, lived, loved, fought, and died on that same stretch of land between the Carpathian Mountains and the Black Sea.

The story I want to tell you stretches from those earliest human settlers right through to roughly 1000 BCE, when the prehistoric period begins shading into something we might recognise as history. It is a story about geography and destiny, about how the land itself shaped the people who lived on it, and how those people transformed their corner of the world in ways that still affect us today. By the end of this chapter, you will understand why Ukraine has been so frequently contested, why it has always been a meeting point of cultures, and why its soil—quite literally its soil—has been both its greatest blessing and its most persistent curse.

Picture yourself standing on the Ukrainian steppe about forty thousand years ago. The landscape looks nothing like today’s endless wheat fields. You are in the middle of an ice age, though not the frozen wasteland you might imagine. Ukraine sat just south of the glaciers that covered northern Europe, which meant it had a climate something like modern-day Siberia or northern Canada—cold, certainly, but not uninhabitable. The land was a vast grassland dotted with patches of forest, and it teemed with enormous animals: woolly mammoths, woolly rhinoceroses, giant deer, horses, and bison roamed in herds that would have made the African savanna look sparsely populated.

The evidence for those earliest inhabitants comes from places like Molodova, an archaeological site in southwestern Ukraine—in what is now Chernivtsi Oblast—on the Dniester River. When archaeologists began excavating there, they found layer upon layer of occupation stretching back over tens of millennia. These layers reveal something remarkable: evidence of repeated occupations by Neanderthals and later by modern humans, showing that this region attracted human settlement long before our own species had the place to ourselves. These were not fleeting visitors who passed through once and moved on. Generation after generation of people—first Neanderthals, then modern humans—made their homes in this region, developing increasingly sophisticated ways of surviving and eventually thriving in their environment.

One of the most remarkable discoveries from this deep past comes from a site called Mezhyrich, located near Kaniv in Cherkasy Oblast, about fifty miles south of modern Kyiv. About fifteen thousand years ago, at the tail end of the last ice age, people living there built something extraordinary: houses made from mammoth bones. Not just rough shelters thrown together from whatever was lying around, but carefully constructed dwellings that required genuine architectural thinking. The builders used mammoth skulls as foundation elements, interlocked hundreds of bones to create walls, and covered the whole structure with hides to keep out the cold. Some dwellings incorporated bones from many mammoths—whether from hunts, accumulated finds over generations, or scavenging from natural death sites remains debated among archaeologists.

Think about what this tells us. These were not primitive cave-dwellers stumbling through existence. They were people who understood their environment intimately, who had developed complex social structures allowing them to cooperate on major construction projects, and who possessed the engineering knowledge to create sturdy, warm dwellings in one of the harshest climates humans have ever inhabited. They were also highly successful hunters. To accumulate enough mammoth bones for these houses, they must have been interacting with these enormous beasts regularly over many generations—whether through hunting, scavenging, or some combination of both. The mammoth-bone houses of Mezhyrich and similar sites represent something profound about human adaptability. Instead of migrating south to escape the ice age like many other creatures, these early inhabitants figured out how to make the frozen steppe work for them. They took the most abundant resource in their environment—dead mammoths—and turned it into shelter. It is a pattern you will see repeated throughout the history of this region: the land presents challenges, and the people find creative ways to overcome them.

Now, to understand everything that comes next, you need to understand something about dirt. Specifically, you need to understand chernozem—from a Slavic term for “black earth,” rendered as chornozem in Ukrainian. This might seem like an odd thing to focus on in a history book, but trust me—the soil beneath Ukraine has driven more historical events than most kings and generals.

Chernozem is among the world’s most fertile soils. It formed over thousands of years during the Holocene—roughly the last eleven thousand years—on windblown loess deposits under steppe grasses. The Ukrainian steppe was covered with deep-rooted grasses that died back each year, adding organic matter to the soil. The climate was wet enough for things to grow but dry enough that the organic material did not decompose too quickly. Periodic freezing and thawing mixed the soil thoroughly. Over time, this created humus-rich layers often reaching 0.8 to 1.5 metres deep, and in some places exceeding two metres—compare that to topsoils in many regions, which are only tens of centimetres deep.

When you see photographs of Ukrainian farmland, the soil often looks almost black. That is the chernozem. It is so rich in nutrients that early farmers could grow crops year after year with remarkable productivity, something difficult to achieve elsewhere without extensive fertilisation. The chernozem belt stretches across central Ukraine, roughly from the Carpathian foothills in the west to the Donbas region in the east, and it represents something like the agricultural equivalent of striking oil.

Here is the thing about having some of the world’s best farmland: it attracts attention. The chernozem has been both the source of Ukraine’s prosperity and the cause of its suffering. Time and again—from classical Greek trade through colonies such as Olbia, Chersonesus, and the Bosporan Kingdom, through imperial Russia’s expansion, the Soviet Union’s collectivisation, and Nazi Germany’s occupation plans under the Hunger Plan and Generalplan Ost—Ukraine’s grain has shaped policy and conflict. The Russian Empire expanded into Ukraine with agricultural wealth as a major motivation. The Soviet Union exported Ukrainian grain during the early 1930s while millions of Ukrainians starved in the Holodomor. Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union with explicit plans to exploit Ukrainian agriculture for the Reich. To this day, Ukrainian grain exports help feed a significant portion of the world.

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. The chernozem existed long before anyone knew how to farm it. For thousands of years, it was simply extraordinarily fertile grassland, supporting the vast herds of animals that made hunting so productive. The transformation came when people learned to cultivate it deliberately—and that brings us to one of the most important revolutions in human history.

The agricultural revolution—the shift from hunting and gathering to farming—changed everything about human existence. It allowed populations to grow, cities to develop, and complex civilisations to emerge. In the traditional telling of this story, farming was invented in the Fertile Crescent of the Middle East and then spread outward from there, reaching Europe’s periphery only much later. Ukraine, in this view, would have been a latecomer to civilisation, eventually receiving the benefits of agriculture from more advanced societies to the south.

The archaeological evidence tells a rather different story. Farming reached Ukrainian territories quite early—by around 6000 BCE, agricultural communities were already established, taking advantage of that remarkable chernozem soil. This was earlier than in northern Europe and roughly contemporary with farming’s arrival in places like the Balkans and central Europe. Ukraine was not on the periphery of the agricultural revolution; it was part of the leading edge.

Those first farmers in the region grew wheat, barley, and various legumes. They raised cattle, pigs, sheep, and goats. Millet would become an important crop later, during the Bronze Age, but in these early centuries the staples were the grains and pulses that had spread from the Near East. They lived in small villages, built permanent houses, and began the long process of transforming the wild steppe into cultivated land. The work was hard—they used ards, which were light scratch ploughs suited to the forest-steppe soils, not the heavy mouldboard ploughs that would come much later in the medieval period—and they likely relied on fallow cycles to maintain soil fertility, leaving fields to rest and recover rather than employing the formal crop rotation systems of later eras.

These early farming communities developed their own technologies and techniques specifically suited to their environment. They worked out which crops grew best in which locations and how to store grain through the long winters. All of this represented accumulated knowledge passed down through generations, refined through trial and error, and adapted to local conditions. What emerged was not simply an imitation of Middle Eastern or Balkan farming but something distinctively suited to the Ukrainian environment. The deep, rich soil and the continental climate with its cold winters and warm summers required different approaches than the lighter soils and milder climates further south. These farmers became specialists in maximising the potential of their remarkable land, and this expertise would make their territory valuable to outsiders for millennia to come.

Before motorways and railways, before even proper roads, rivers were the superhighways of the ancient world. And Ukraine has one of Europe’s greatest river systems, dominated by the Dnipro—which rises in the Valdai Hills in Russia, flows through Belarus and Ukraine, and empties into the Black Sea.

Stand by the Dnipro today and you are looking at the same water that has connected civilisations for thousands of years. From the river’s upper reaches, it was possible to reach the Baltic Sea via relatively short overland portages to other river systems. From its mouth, the Black Sea opened up the entire Mediterranean world. This route would later become famous in medieval times as the path “from the Varangians to the Greeks”—the trade route connecting Scandinavia to Constantinople—but its importance stretches back far beyond the medieval period. This meant that anyone controlling the Dnipro controlled a trade route of immense importance, linking northern Europe with the wealthy civilisations of the south.

The river provided more than just transportation. Its floodplains offered some of the best farmland, regularly renewed by nutrient-rich sediments deposited during seasonal flooding. Fish from the river supplemented diets. The river valleys offered shelter from the harsh winds of the open steppe. In a landscape that could be monotonously flat and exposed, the Dnipro and its tributaries created varied environments where different ways of life could flourish.

Other major rivers crisscrossed Ukrainian territory as well. The Dniester in the west, the Southern Bug in the centre, the Donets in the east—each created its own corridor, its own ecosystem, its own opportunities for human settlement. Together, these rivers made Ukraine a natural meeting point, a place where people travelling in any direction were likely to pass through. Traders, migrants, invaders, missionaries, and refugees—all of them eventually found themselves navigating Ukraine’s river roads.

This geography of connection had profound consequences. Unlike regions protected by mountains or deserts, Ukraine lay open to influence from all directions. Ideas, technologies, and people flowed in constantly, making the region a mixing pot of cultures from very early times. The prehistoric inhabitants were never isolated. They were always in contact with their neighbours, always exchanging goods and ideas, always absorbing newcomers and sending out emigrants. This pattern of openness and exchange—sometimes voluntary, sometimes very much not—would define the history of this land right down to the present day.

What we have seen so far—the mammoth hunters, the chernozem, the rivers—these are the foundations. Now we come to one of prehistory’s most intriguing chapters.

Around the mid-sixth millennium BCE, something remarkable began happening in the forest-steppe region of Ukraine and neighbouring Moldova. A new culture emerged that would eventually create what were among the largest human settlements in Europe at that time—and possibly in the world outside Mesopotamia. We call them the Cucuteni-Trypillian culture, after sites in Romania and Ukraine where their remains were first identified, though I will mostly use the shorter name Trypillian.

The Trypillians were farmers, growing wheat and barley in the fertile soil and raising livestock. That much was not unusual for the period. What made them extraordinary was the scale at which they organised themselves. By around 4000 BCE, Trypillian settlements had grown into what archaeologists call “mega-sites”—enormous proto-cities covering hundreds of hectares and housing thousands of people. The largest of these, Talianki in central Ukraine, may have had populations reaching into the low tens of thousands at its peak, though some researchers argue for lower numbers or suggest the population was seasonal rather than permanent year-round.

Those population figures might not sound like much today, but consider the context. This was more than three millennia before the founding of Rome, and roughly fifteen centuries before the Great Pyramid of Giza. Most humans at this time lived in small villages of a few dozen or at most a few hundred people. The Trypillians created communities that were among the largest settlements in Europe for the next two millennia.

How did they manage it? The archaeological evidence suggests they had worked out sophisticated systems for organising large populations. Their settlements were carefully planned, with houses arranged in concentric circles or along streets, suggesting some form of central coordination. They had specialised crafts, including highly skilled pottery-making. They practiced intensive farming with storage facilities and likely fallow cycles to maintain soil fertility. They worked copper—this was the Chalcolithic or Copper Age—though true tin-bronze metallurgy would become common only later, giving them access to metal tools that supplemented their stone implements.

But here is the strange thing: despite all this sophistication, the Trypillians show almost no evidence of the hierarchical structures we usually associate with complex societies. There are no palaces, no temples dominating the skyline, no obviously wealthy burials filled with treasure. The houses in Trypillian settlements are remarkably uniform in size and construction. There is little archaeological evidence for elite residences or monumental tombs, suggesting limited visible hierarchy—though whether this means genuinely egalitarian societies or simply that status was expressed in ways that do not survive archaeologically remains debated.

This presents a puzzle that historians and archaeologists are still working through. How do you organise a settlement of thousands of people without obvious rulers? Some scholars suggest the Trypillians must have had leaders whose status was expressed in ways that do not survive archaeologically—perhaps through control of rituals or special roles in decision-making rather than through material wealth. Others argue they represent a genuine example of large-scale organisation without pronounced hierarchy, proof that the concentration of power is not inevitable once societies reach a certain size. The truth is, we simply do not know for certain, and that uncertainty is part of what makes the Trypillians so fascinating.

The Trypillians left behind another mystery, one that has puzzled researchers since these sites were first excavated. Many Trypillian houses and some entire settlements show evidence of having been deliberately burned down. Not attacked and burned by enemies, but systematically destroyed by fire, often with portable goods removed beforehand—though some structures preserved rich inventories when burned, complicating simple explanations. Some researchers propose that settlements followed multi-decadal cycles, perhaps on the order of fifty to eighty years, but both the regularity of this pattern and the reasons behind it remain hotly debated.

Imagine a thriving community of thousands of people, living in a planned settlement that has been home to generations. Then, for reasons we do not fully understand, they decide to leave. They pack up their belongings, say goodbye to their neighbours, and walk away. And once everyone is gone, someone sets fire to the empty houses until the settlement is consumed by flames. Then, after some time has passed, people return—perhaps the same people, perhaps their descendants—and build a new settlement, often on a nearby site.

Why? This is one of archaeology’s great unsolved puzzles, and theories abound. Some scholars suggest it was ritual purification, burning away the accumulated spiritual pollution of generations. Others propose it was a practical response to pest infestations or building deterioration—after several decades, wooden houses become structurally unsound, and burning everything might be the most efficient way to start fresh. Still others wonder if it was a form of social renewal, preventing the accumulation of wealth and power that might lead to permanent inequalities.

There is also a darker possibility: perhaps the burning was not entirely voluntary. Perhaps it represented the periodic breakdown of social order in these large, complex communities, with the fires marking moments of crisis rather than planned renewal. We know from later history that maintaining social cohesion in large populations is difficult, and the Trypillians had no writing—in Mesopotamia, writing emerged by the late fourth millennium BCE, toward the end of the Trypillian timespan—and they had limited mechanisms for resolving disputes that we can identify. It is possible that their mega-sites periodically faced social stress, with the burning marking the end of cycles of growth and decline.

The honest answer is that we do not know, and we may never know. The Trypillians left no written records, and archaeology can only tell us so much. What we can say is that for about three thousand years, from roughly the mid-sixth millennium to around 2750 BCE, this remarkable culture flourished in the Ukrainian forest-steppe, creating settlements of unprecedented scale for their region, producing beautiful and sophisticated pottery, and practicing rituals whose meaning has been lost to time. Then, around 2750 BCE, the Trypillian culture faded away, its mega-sites abandoned for the last time, its people absorbed into other cultures or scattered to new homes.

If you ever get the chance to visit a Ukrainian museum with Trypillian artefacts, take it. The pottery these people produced is extraordinary—not just well-made, but genuinely beautiful, covered with intricate painted designs that still impress five thousand years after they were created.

Trypillian pottery features complex geometric patterns: spirals, zigzags, circles, and wave-like forms, often combined into elaborate compositions that seem to follow consistent rules even across settlements hundreds of miles apart. The most common motif is the spiral, which appears in countless variations—single spirals, double spirals, interconnected spirals, spirals combined with other geometric elements. The designs were painted in red, black, and white on a buff or orange background, using mineral pigments that have retained their colour remarkably well.

What did these designs mean? Again, we cannot be certain, but most scholars believe they had cosmological significance—that is, they represented Trypillian beliefs about the nature of the universe. The spiral might have symbolised the cycle of life and death, or the movement of celestial bodies, or the passage of time. The careful consistency of the designs across wide areas suggests they were not simply decorative but carried specific meanings understood throughout Trypillian society.

This represents one of Europe’s earliest sustained abstract design traditions. These were not naturalistic images of animals or people, which had been common in earlier prehistoric art, but pure geometric forms arranged according to aesthetic and symbolic principles. The Trypillians were thinking abstractly about the world and expressing those thoughts through visual art—a cognitive sophistication that we sometimes assume only happened with the “great civilisations” of Egypt and Mesopotamia, but which was clearly occurring in Ukraine at the same time or even earlier.

The pottery also tells us about Trypillian daily life and social organisation. Different vessel shapes served different purposes: large storage jars for grain, medium-sized cooking pots, small cups and bowls for serving food. The consistent high quality of Trypillian ceramics suggests specialised potters who had mastered their craft through years of training, implying economic specialisation and probably some form of exchange between pottery-makers and other community members.

The Trypillians, then, represent something unexpected: a complex, large-scale society that left no kings, no monuments to power, and no written words—only their beautiful pottery, their planned settlements, and their mysterious fires. They remind us that human societies can organise themselves in ways we do not always anticipate.

Sometime during the late fourth to early third millennium BCE, something happened on the steppes north of the Black Sea that would eventually change the entire world: people began riding and managing horses in ways that transformed human possibilities. The exact timing and sequence remain debated among scholars, and the story is more complicated than older accounts suggested, but the result is not in question. The relationship between humans and horses that developed on the Pontic-Caspian steppe transformed warfare, transportation, and communication across Eurasia.

Before horse riding became common, humans could only travel as fast as they could walk—perhaps fifteen to twenty miles a day over rough terrain, with breaks for rest. Suddenly, riders could cover 40–60 miles (60–100 km) in a day under good conditions, and in an emergency, much more. This was not just an incremental improvement; it was a revolutionary expansion of human mobility. News could spread faster, armies could move faster, traders could reach distant markets faster. The horse compressed distances and connected peoples who had previously been separated by geography.

The evidence for early horse management is complex and has been significantly revised by recent research. Earlier claims for fifth-millennium BCE riding in Ukraine, based on sites like Dereivka associated with the Sredny Stog culture, have been challenged—a key specimen was re-dated and turned out to be a later intrusive burial. Earlier management of horses does appear at Botai in Kazakhstan around 3500-3000 BCE, where there is evidence of corrals, possible bit wear, and even horse milk residues on pottery, but genomic research has shown that the Botai horses are not ancestral to most modern domestic horses.

By around 3000 BCE, increasing evidence indicates that steppe groups including the Yamnaya were riding horses, with skeletal evidence showing the characteristic pathologies that develop in regular riders. And the most dramatic finding from recent genetic research is that the dominant domestic horse lineage—the ancestor of virtually all modern horses—spread rapidly from the lower Don-Volga region around 2200 BCE, though genetic studies place this expansion broadly in the late third to early second millennium BCE. This was later than previously thought, but the spread was remarkably fast once it began, suggesting that horse-riding technology and horse-breeding expertise gave those who possessed them enormous advantages.

Why did horse domestication and riding develop in this region? The answer lies in geography. The Pontic-Caspian steppe was home to large populations of wild horses. The vast grasslands provided ideal grazing, and horse herds had flourished there since the ice ages. The people living in this region had been hunting horses for thousands of years, accumulating intimate knowledge of horse behaviour and biology. When they made the leap from hunting horses to herding them, and then to riding them, they had the raw material—wild horses—and the expertise to make it work.

The consequences were enormous. On horseback, steppe pastoralists could manage much larger herds of cattle and sheep, moving them across vast distances to find fresh pasture. They could also raid their neighbours far more effectively, striking quickly and disappearing before any response could be organised. And they could migrate in ways previously impossible, carrying their culture and their genes across thousands of miles.

Following earlier steppe cultures, a new cultural complex emerged that would have an even greater impact on world history. We call it the Yamnaya culture, from a Slavic word for “pit,” referring to their distinctive burial practice of interring the dead in pits beneath burial mounds called kurgans. The Yamnaya culture flourished from roughly 3300 to 2600 BCE across much of the Pontic-Caspian steppe, from the lower Danube through southern Russia to the Volga-Ural region and into western Kazakhstan.

The Yamnaya people were pastoralists, moving across the grasslands with their herds of cattle, sheep, and horses. They were also among the first people to use wheeled vehicles extensively—the wheel appeared around 3500 BCE in several regions, including Mesopotamia, the Balkans, and Central Europe, and steppe groups adopted wagons early and widely—which allowed them to carry their possessions and supplies over long distances. Combine horses, wheels, and the open steppe, and you have a recipe for unprecedented mobility.

This mobility changed everything. The Yamnaya people spread out in multiple directions, moving west into the Balkans and Central and Northern Europe, east toward the Altai Mountains, and south into the Caucasus. Wherever they went, they brought their language, their burial customs, their genetic material, and their way of life. How Indo-European languages reached Anatolia—where Hittite and related languages would later flourish—remains debated; a clear Yamnaya genetic signal in Anatolian populations has not been established.

Here is where we get into some of the most exciting recent developments in archaeological science. In the last decade or so, ancient DNA analysis has revolutionised our understanding of prehistoric population movements. By extracting and sequencing DNA from ancient skeletons, scientists can now track migrations with a precision that was previously impossible. And what the DNA shows is remarkable: the Yamnaya expansion was one of the largest population movements in human history.

Between roughly 3000 and 2500 BCE, people with Yamnaya ancestry spread across most of Europe, mixing with and partially replacing the populations that had been there before. In many parts of northern and western Europe, the genetic contribution from these steppe migrants eventually exceeded that of the earlier farming populations. The Yamnaya did not just influence Europe culturally—they became a major component of Europe’s ancestry.

They also carried something else with them: many linguists and geneticists now link late Proto-Indo-European—the reconstructed ancestor of most languages spoken today in Europe, Iran, and northern India—to Pontic-Caspian steppe populations including the Yamnaya. English, Spanish, Russian, German, French, Greek, Persian, Hindi, and dozens of other languages all descend from a tongue spoken by pastoralists on the Ukrainian and Russian steppes five thousand years ago. When you speak English, you are using a language whose ultimate origins trace back to the Pontic-Caspian steppe, including areas of modern Ukraine.

The horse, the wagon, the massive migration, the spread of a language family that now dominates half the globe—these developments emerged from the same grasslands that had nurtured mammoth hunters and Trypillian farmers. The steppe was becoming one of history’s great engines of change.

If you travel across Ukraine today, away from the cities and into the countryside, you will notice something peculiar about the landscape. Here and there, rising above the flat or gently rolling terrain, are artificial hills—some barely noticeable, others quite imposing. These are kurgans, burial mounds, and there are thousands upon thousands of them scattered across the Ukrainian steppe. They are the most visible legacy of the Bronze Age cultures that followed the Trypillians.

The kurgan burial tradition has earlier roots on the steppe—cultures like Khvalynsk were already building burial mounds—but it became widespread with the Yamnaya culture and continued for nearly three thousand years, through successive cultures that rose and fell across the region. The practice was simple in concept but often elaborate in execution: when an important person died, their community would dig a pit, place the body inside with appropriate grave goods, and then pile earth over the top to create a mound. Over time, as more burials were added, some kurgans grew to impressive dimensions, with some of the largest rising up to around twenty metres above the surrounding landscape.

These burial mounds tell us something important about how society was changing during the Bronze Age. The Trypillian mega-sites, whatever their other mysteries, showed relatively little evidence of social hierarchy. The kurgans show a great deal. Some individuals were buried with elaborate grave goods—weapons, jewellery, pottery, even sacrificed horses and cattle—while others received much simpler interments. The message is clear: by the time of the Yamnaya culture and their successors, societies in the region had developed pronounced inequalities. Some people were richer, more powerful, and more prestigious than others, and these distinctions were important enough to be marked in death.

Archaeologists have found some truly spectacular kurgan burials. Elite individuals were sometimes interred in wooden chambers, accompanied by weapons that represented significant wealth—bronze daggers, axes, spearheads—along with pottery, personal ornaments, and food for the journey to the afterlife. The most important burials might include sacrificed horses or cattle, and in some cases, possibly sacrificed humans as well.

This represented a profound shift from what had come before. The relatively egalitarian communities of the Neolithic and Chalcolithic were giving way to stratified societies with hereditary elites, probably organised around powerful warrior chiefs and their retinues. Power was becoming concentrated, and those who held it were eager to display their status both in life and in death.

One of the forces driving this increasing social complexity was trade. The Bronze Age—roughly 3300 to 1200 BCE in this region—was defined by the widespread use of bronze, an alloy of copper and tin that is harder and more durable than either metal alone. Bronze made better tools and weapons than anything that had come before, and people who possessed it had significant advantages over those who did not.

But here was the problem: the raw materials for bronze were not evenly distributed. Copper was available in some regions, tin in others, and many places had neither. Ukrainian territories had some copper deposits, particularly in the Carpathian foothills, but tin was scarce. To obtain bronze, therefore, communities in the region needed to participate in long-distance trade networks.

These networks became remarkably extensive during the Bronze Age, though their intensity varied across different periods and places. Archaeologists have found Baltic amber—fossilised tree resin from the distant north—in Ukrainian graves. They have found shells from the Black Sea and the Mediterranean. They have found copper from the Caucasus, tin from various sources, and all manner of goods that must have travelled hundreds or even thousands of miles to reach their final resting places.

This trade had profound effects on society. It rewarded those who could control trade routes, who could organise expeditions to distant regions, who could protect caravans moving across dangerous territory. It favoured centralised leadership and military capability. It created incentives for accumulating wealth and for passing that wealth down through generations. In short, it accelerated the social stratification that the kurgan burials reveal.

The Dnipro and other rivers became even more important in this context. They were not just local transportation routes but arteries in a continental trading system. Whoever controlled key points along these rivers—portages, fords, confluences—could tax or raid the traffic passing through. This gave certain locations strategic importance that would persist for thousands of years. Some of the places that became important trading posts in the Bronze Age would later become medieval cities and, later still, modern urban centres.

Following the Yamnaya culture, new cultural complexes emerged that continued and elaborated on steppe traditions. One of the most significant was the Catacomb culture, which flourished from roughly 2800 to 2200 BCE across much of the Pontic steppe. The name comes from their burial practice: instead of simple pits, they dug elaborate underground chambers—catacombs—accessed by vertical shafts or sloping corridors.

Creating these catacomb burials required considerable engineering skill. The underground chambers had to be dug without collapsing, which in turn required knowledge of soil mechanics and possibly the use of wooden supports. Some catacombs had multiple chambers connected by passages. The effort involved suggests these were not casual burials but carefully planned constructions, probably prepared well in advance for individuals of high status.

The Catacomb people left evidence of other technological developments as well. Their pottery shows new forms and decorative techniques. Their metalwork includes sophisticated bronze objects that suggest advanced metallurgical knowledge. They appear to have been skilled in horse husbandry, helping lay the groundwork for later steppe equestrian traditions.

This period also saw the development of more specialised weapons. Daggers and battle-axes became more common, designed specifically for combat rather than as general-purpose tools—true swords would proliferate later, in the Middle and Late Bronze Age. This suggests warfare was becoming more frequent and more formalised, with warriors as a distinct social class wielding specialised fighting equipment.

The increasing evidence for warfare is troubling but not surprising. As populations grew and societies became more complex, competition for resources intensified. The rich farmlands, the strategic river crossings, the trade routes through the steppe—all of these were worth fighting over. Communities that could defend themselves prospered; those that could not were conquered, displaced, or absorbed.

What did prehistoric inhabitants of this region believe? This is one of the hardest questions for historians and archaeologists to answer, since religious beliefs leave only indirect traces in the archaeological record. We have no written texts describing Bronze Age religion in the region, and the meaning of ritual practices can rarely be determined with certainty.

Nonetheless, some patterns seem likely. Nature worship was almost certainly central to Bronze Age beliefs. The sun, in particular, seems to have been an object of veneration, with solar symbols appearing frequently in artwork and burial goods. This makes sense for agricultural and pastoral peoples whose lives depended on the seasons, the weather, and the life-giving warmth of the sun.

There is also suggestive evidence for earth and fertility worship, connected to the agricultural cycle. Female figurines found in various contexts may represent goddess images or objects used in fertility rituals, though interpreting such finds is always uncertain. The emphasis on rich burials and the provision of grave goods suggests a strong belief
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