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SETTLEMENTS AND NECROPOLISES OF THE LEFT BANK OF KIEVAN RUS
AS ARCHAEOLOGICAL MARKERS OF PROTO-URBAN FORMATIONS

Abstract. The article examines the problem of urbanization in Kievan Rus and the specifics of settlement
structures on the left bank of the Dnieper in the 11th—12th centuries. The aim of the article is to identify the
causes of the emergence and decline of proto-urban centers (Gochevo, Gornal, Zeleny Gai, Lypove) in the
context of international trade. The research methodology is based on archaeological, historical-comparative,
and typological analysis of materials from fortified settlements, villages, and necropolises, as well as on the
study of written sources on trade privileges.The scientific novelty lies in establishing that these settlements
were proto-cities, whose functioning directly depended on state support for the Bulgar-Kyiv land route. It was
found that their heyday in the 11th and first half of the 12th centuries was due to trade agreements during
the reign of Vladimir Sviatoslavich, and their decline was caused not by military destruction, but by political
destabilization of the route. The conclusions state that study found that the left-bank proto-cities constituted
a “dead-end” line of urbanization, oriented toward transit capital without stable ties to the rural hinterland.
Their demise in the mid-12th century was the result of rivalry between the Volodymyr-Suzdal Principality and
Volga Bulgaria. It has been proven that the process of urbanization was nonlinear, and the lack of an internal
economic base made such centers vulnerable to changes in the geopolitical situation.

Key words: archaeology, Kievan Rus, settlement structures, proto-cities, Left Bank of the Dnieper,
urbanization, trade route, decline of settlements, international trade, 11th—12th centuries.

TOPOJMIIIA TA HEKPOITIOJII JIBOBEPEXK K KHiBCHKOI PYCI
AK APXEOJIOT'TYHI MAPKEPHU ITPOTOMICBKUX YTBOPEHb

Anomauia. Y cmammi posenanymo npobnemy ypoanizayii Kuiscvxoi Pyci ma cneyugixy nocenencokux
cmpyxkmyp uinposcvkozo Jlieobepexcocs XI-XII cm. Mema cmammi — 3’sacysamu npuduHy SUHUKHEHHS
ma 3anenady npomomicoxkux yenmpis (I oueso, Iopnans, 3enenuii Iail, Jlunose) y konmexcmi MidcHapoOHOT
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mopeieni. Memooonozia 00CHIOHCEHHA TPYHMYEMbCA HA APXEON02IYHOMY, ICMOPUKO-NOPIGHATbHOMY mMa
MUNONO2TYHOMY AHANI3I Mamepianié 2opoouly, cenuuy i HeKponouie, a MaKodc HA GUBYEHHI NUCEMHUX
ooicepent Wo0o mopzogenvHux npugineis. Haykoea noeuzna nonseac y 6Cmano8ienHi mozo, ujo 3a3Haqei
nocenents 6yiu NPOMoOMICMamu, QyHKYIOHYBAHHSL AKUX O€3N0CePEOHbO 3ANENCANO BI0 0ePAHCABHOL NIOMPUMKU
cyxonymnoeo uiiaxy byneap—Kuis. Busienerno, wo ixuiu posxeim y XI—nepwiti nonosuni XII cm. 6ye 3ymosnenuii
mopeosenvHuMu 0o2o8opamu dacie Bonooumupa Ceamocnasuua, a 3anenad — He GiliCbKOBUM 3HUUWEHHAM, a
NOAIMUYHOI0 0ecmadinizayicio Mapuipyny.

Bucnoeku. Y pesynomami 0ocriodcenHsi 3’1C08aHO, WO NH80OEPEINCHI NPOMOMICMA CMAHOBIAMb
«MYynuKosy» ninito ypoanizayii, OpicHmos8any Ha MpaH3umMHu Kaniman 6e3 cmadiibHuX 368 S3Ki6 i3 CLIbCLKOIO
oxpyzoio. Ixnsa saeubenw y cepeduni XII cm. cmana nacniokom cynepnuymea misc Bonooumupo-Cyzoanscorum
Kuaziecmeom ma Boazvkoio Byneapieto. /[{oeedeno, wo npoyec micmoymeoperts Oy HeliniUHUM, d 8IOCYMHICMb
BHYMPIWHBLOL eKOHOMIYHOI Oa3U POOULA MAKI YeHMPU 8PA3TUSUMU 00 3MIH 2eONONIMUYHOL KOH TOHKIMYPU.

Knrouoei cnosa: apxeonocia, Kuiecbka Pyce, nocenencoki cmpykmypu, npomomicma, [{Hinpogcvke
Jlisobepeoicorcs, ypoanizayis, mopeoserbHull ULisX, 3aHenao noceiensb, Midchapoona mopeiens, XI-XII cm.

Problem statement. Despite considerable attention to the problems of urbanization in Kievan
Rus, a number of settlement structures on the left bank of the Dnieper in the 11th—12th centuries
remain outside the scope of comprehensive analysis. These are specific complexes of monuments
(Gochevo, Gornal, Zeleny Gai, Lypove) which, in terms of their topography and material culture,
fall outside the general typology of ancient Russian cities, resembling the early medieval trade and
craft centers of Northern Europe. A particular difficulty is the inclusion in scientific discourse of
later historiographical reports, which contain unique information about state regulation of trade but
require critical verification by archaeological data. The reasons for the emergence and sudden decline
of these centers in the mid-12th century remain controversial, especially regarding the role of transit
trade and political circumstances.

Purpose of the article. To determine the causes of the emergence and decline of proto-urban
centers on the left bank of the Dnieper River in the context of the functioning of the Bulgar-Kyiv land
trade route. Based on archaeological materials and written sources, to reconstruct the role of state reg-
ulation of trade (in particular, treaties from the time of Volodymyr Sviatoslavych) in the development
of these settlements. To prove that their demise was not the result of military aggression, but rather
a systemic crisis in transit trade, confirming the existence of “dead-end” lines in the process of Old
Rus’ urbanization.

Presentation of the main research material. Among the issues that are of keen interest to
contemporary medieval studies, one of the foremost is the emergence and development of cities—set-
tlements that are characteristic only of the era of civilization, a phenomenon that to a certain extent
was an indicator of its existence. The study of all issues related to urbanization is also relevant for
researchers of the history of the Slavs in the Middle Ages, particularly those who lived in Eastern
Europe, and more specifically, in the lands of modern Ukraine.

Despite a significant body of research devoted to the urbanization of Kievan Rus, a number of
settlement structures on the left bank of the Dnieper in the 11th—12th centuries remain outside the
scope of comprehensive analysis. These are specific complexes of monuments (Gochevo, Gornal,
Zeleny Gai, Lypove) which, in terms of their topography and material culture, fall outside the general
typology of ancient Rus’ cities, resembling the early medieval trade and craft centers of Northern
Europe. A particular difficulty is the inclusion in scientific discourse of reports from later historiogra-
phy, which contain unique information about state regulation of trade, but require critical verification
by archaeological data.

Today, historical science has made progress in studying various aspects of this multifaceted
topic, the list of which would take up most of this work. Therefore, we will only note that recently
most researchers have come to the conclusion that there were different paths in the formation of a
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particular urban center, which could have arisen on the site of a tribal center, a state fortress, a craft
settlement, etc. It has been established that early or proto-urban formations (or, as they are more
often called, “embryonic cities”) in some cases, as a result of favorable conditions, turned into medi-
eval cities in the modern sense of the term — a permanent settlement in which most of the surplus
product produced in the large rural district — the volost — was concentrated, processed, and redistrib-
uted [1, p. 105-107]. Others, due to changes in historical circumstances in a specific geographical
micro-region, turned into ordinary villages or simply disappeared as settlement structures.

In particular, at the end of the 1st millennium AD, proto-cities were known in the European part
of the ecumene in Scandinavia (Birka, Hedeby, Shirishgal), in Great Moravia (Mikul¢ice, Pohansko,
Staré Mésto), in the Carolingian Empire, and in other territories. They are also known in Eastern
Europe — Gnezdovo near Smolensk, Timerovo near Yaroslavl, Shestovitsa near Chernihiv. At the end
of the Ist millennium AD, proto-cities were known in Scandinavia (Birka, Hedeby, Shirishgal), in
Great Moravia (Mikul¢ice, Pohansko, Staré Mé&sto), in the Carolingian Empire, and in other territo-
ries. They are also known in Eastern Europe — Gnezdovo near Smolensk, Timerovo near Yaroslavl,
Shestovitsa near Chernihiv [1, p. 141].

Research into the above-mentioned and other similar sites has shown that they were all focused
on trade (primarily foreign trade) and had little connection with their rural surroundings. A character-
istic feature of these sites, which various scientific publications refer to as centuries-old open trading
and craft settlements, etc., is the presence of a small and sparsely populated fortified settlement, a
large unfortified settlement located nearby, where, in addition to residential buildings, traces of craft
production have been found, as well as a necropolis that is quite large in terms of the number of com-
plexes (by the standards of medieval Europe) [2, p. 44-46]. Everything indicates the large number of
inhabitants in each of these settlements.

Most of them, due to changes in the routes of trans-European trade routes at the end of the st
millennium AD, simply declined and turned into ordinary settlements. To a certain extent, the scien-
tific community has come to accept the idea that such settlements were characteristic of the European
region precisely during the period of class formation among various ethnic groups.

It seemed as if the issue had been completely resolved: during the transition of a particular peo-
ple to the era of civilization, there is a “dialectical” selection in terms of the “survival” of individual
proto-urban settlement structures [2, p. 55].

However, during a comprehensive study of archaeological materials from the era of Kievan Rus,
particularly in the territories of the Dnieper Left Bank, a distinct group of sites from the beginning of
the 2nd millennium AD attracts attention. These sites differ significantly in their morphological and
functional characteristics from the general mass of synchronous monuments of this period (11th—12th
centuries), which are usually represented by small rural settlements without a clear internal structure
[3, p. 37-38]. Unlike typical agricultural centers, these sites show signs of a more complex socio-eco-
nomic organization, which allows them to be considered in the context of early urbanization processes.

In particular, we are talking about unique settlement structures located in the village of Lypove
in the south of Chernihiv region, near the village of Zelenyi Hai near Sumy, as well as complexes of
monuments near the villages of Hornal and Gochevo in the territory of modern Kursk region. All of
these sites are located in strategically important places—at the watersheds of key river systems (Seim,
Sula, Siverskyi Donets) [3, p. 39], which determined their potential role in the region’s communication
network and contributed to the concentration of the population outside the traditional princely centers.

The last two locations, Gornal and Gochevo, have been known in scientific literature since the
early 20th century, when the first stationary studies yielded very interesting and numerous archae-
ological materials, mainly from burial mounds [4, p. 98-100]. The scale of the necropolises and the
richness of the accompanying inventory, already recorded at the initial stage of study, testified to the
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high social status of the inhabitants of these settlements and their integration into broad cultural and
economic ties, which requires additional analysis in the context of the trade routes of the era.

The complex of monuments near the village of Gochovo consists of a small hillfort, several
open settlements, and a large necropolis, which had 3,648 burial mounds at the turn of the 19th
and 20th centuries. Analysis of archaeological sources allows us to confidently say that a settlement
existed here from the turn of the 10th-11th centuries, which apparently appeared as a result of state
building by the Grand Prince of Kyiv, Volodymyr Sviatoslavych, during his campaigns to strengthen
the southern borders of Kyivan Rus. The Old Russian fortress near the modern village of Gochevo,
which stood directly on the border with the Steppe, served a defensive function throughout its exist-
ence [4, p. 105-108]. This is evidenced, in particular, by the relatively numerous (compared to other
Old Russian burial grounds) burials of warriors in the excavated mounds. The most intense life, as
evidenced by the findings, took place here in the 11th and first half of the 12th centuries. Starting from
the middle of the 12th century, the number of inhabitants sharply decreased. This, in turn, led to the
abandoned area of the settlement being used by the remaining inhabitants as a Christian (non-burial
mound) cemetery. It should be noted that there is no clear evidence of the destruction of the fortifica-
tions or the settlement itself as a result of military action.

When describing the second of the above-mentioned sites in the territory of the modern Kursk
region—a complex of monuments near the village of Gornal (also known as Bilgorodka-Mykolaevka)—
it should be noted that at the beginning of its study, it had already been significantly damaged by the
buildings and lands of the famous Bilgorodsky Monastery. After the monks’ activities, only about 300
burial mounds remained from the large necropolis [4, p. 107-108]. Two large settlements and an open
village have also been preserved. As a result of research, it was established that life on the so-called
Great Settlement, built by the bearers of the Romny archaeological culture (the chronicle-mentioned
Severians), ceased in the 70s of the 10th century and, as a result of military confrontation (apparently
with the Pechenegs), was never restored. Later, in the 11th and 12th centuries, life continued inten-
sively in this micro-region in a large open settlement and a small settlement.

Two other sites in the region under study—settlements near the villages of Lypove and Zelenyi
Hai—became known in scientific literature primarily as a result of the pioneering fieldwork conducted
by M. Makarenko in the early 20th century [5, p. 4]. His reports and collections of materials laid the
foundation for further study of these objects, but the limitations of the methods available at the time
did not allow for a complete reconstruction of their functional role. Modern research, carried out
using the latest archaeological methods and an interdisciplinary approach, has significantly increased
the amount of information about certain features of these interesting objects, allowing us to clarify
their chronology, layout, and place in the settlement system of the Kyivan Rus’ era.

Near the village of Zelenyi Hai, as well as near Hornal, there is a complex settlement structure
that includes two hillforts, a large open settlement, and a large burial mound with 2,427 mounds.
Such a large number of burial sites indicates the long-term functioning of the necropolis and a sig-
nificant population density in this micro-region. Archaeological data indicate that one of the hill-
forts was abandoned by its inhabitants at the turn of the 1st-2nd millennium AD, probably due to a
change in defense strategies or social priorities. In Old Russian times, the descendants of the chron-
icle-mentioned Severians continued to live on the site of a large unfortified settlement, as evidenced
by the cultural layer and material inventory [5, p. 5]. However, from the middle of the 12th century,
the number of inhabitants there declined sharply, which, in turn, led to the same phenomenon that
we observe in Gochevo: the vacant area of the abandoned settlement began to be used as a Chris-
tian (non-burial mound) cemetery. This process reflects not only demographic decline, but also the
transformation of sacred space in the context of Christianization and the decline of the settlement’s
commercial function.
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When M. Makarenko published his report on his work in Lypove, he could not contain his
emotions at what he had seen: “...this group of burial mounds may be the only group of Slavic bur-
ial mounds in the south in terms of their number and preservation.” [5, p. 5]. This description of the
necropolis is still relevant today. After all, there are more than 1,200 burial mounds in the middle of
the modern village (according to some sources, there were 5,000 at the turn of the 19th and 20th cen-
turies). Not far from the necropolis, a small fortified settlement and a fairly large open village have
been discovered. It is striking how the inhabitants used the terrain: in the marshy floodplain of the
Romen River, there was a hill connected to the floodplain by only a narrow isthmus, where fortifica-
tions were built. The safety of the inhabitants of the open settlement was guaranteed, except in winter
(when the nomads mainly left for the Black Sea steppes). We can speak of intense life in this place
starting from the first quarter of the 11th century, although a weak cultural layer from the Romny
period (end of the 1st millennium AD) can also be traced. After the middle of the 12th century, life
gradually died down, although there is evidence that a small settlement functioned here until the inva-
sion of Batu Khan’s hordes in the 13th century [5, p. 6-7].

It is easy to see that all of the monuments discussed above have a number of characteristic fea-
tures that typologically bring them closer together.

The main feature is the presence of a small fortified settlement, an open settlement, and a
burial ground with a large number of mounds. The topographical location of these settlement struc-
tures indicates the desire of the inhabitants to settle closer to water, which was obviously related to
the needs of craft production, as evidenced by numerous finds. The fact that there are unprocessed
fragments of Ovruch pink slate, a type of shale from the Right Bank Polissya, in the Lypovets set-
tlement area indicates intensive trade with fairly remote areas. Archaeological and anthropological
materials indicate the presence of multi-ethnic elements among the inhabitants of these settlements,
although the vast majority of them were autochthonous—descendants of the chronicle-mentioned
Severians [5, p. 7].

The fact that in ancient Rus, both in Zelenyi Hai and in Gornal, larger and better fortified north-
ern settlements were left, and the population lived mainly in open settlements, indicates that defen-
sive functions (except for Gochevo, which was located directly on the Rus-nomadic border) were not
a priority. This is confirmed by the location of three of the four settlements considered at a certain
distance from the border with the Steppe.

Another feature that brought them closer together is the chronological limits of their function-
ing: intensive life in these centers lasted from the 11th to the first half of the 12th century. It did not
cease as a result of military actions—residents most often left settlements in peaceful circumstances.
No traces of fires have been found here either.

Returning to the question of the characteristics of proto-urban centers in Europe, let us compare
their parameters with the complexes near Hornal, Gochava, Zeleny Hai, and Lipovy: a small fortified
settlement — a large village — a burial ground. According to these main characteristics, the aforemen-
tioned sites from different periods (one or two centuries) turned out to be of the same type. From
this, we can conclude that the four complexes from the beginning of the 2nd millennium CE on the
left bank of the Dnieper were also proto-cities. However, this raises the question: what caused their
emergence and decline?

At one time, O. Motsya, while studying routes, came to the conclusion that there was a land
trade route from the Middle Dnieper region to Volga Bulgaria. This route was not chosen arbitrarily,
but taking into account the specifics of medieval land roads (attraction to watersheds) and the geo-
graphical features of the area. Caravans could travel along the line Kyiv — Seim and Sula watershed —
upper Siverskyi Donets — Don (between Voronezh and the mouth of the Tikhaya Sosna) — Moksha
and Sura watershed — Volga. Reconstructing the part of the route, the researcher identified 10 points,
including the aforementioned Gornal and Gocevo [6, p. 30-40].
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Relatively recently, new archaeological materials have appeared that have made it possible to
clarify this route [7]. It became possible to include both Lypove and Zelenyi Hai in the peculiar
“caravanserais.” Another piece of evidence for including them in this group of trading posts was the
analysis of numerous jewelry items found in the studied burial mounds. In particular, the percentage
of silver in metal women’s jewelry from Lipove sometimes reached 90. And this was at the beginning
of the 2nd millennium CE, when, due to the crisis of eastern silver, significant problems arose in Rus
in supplying the precious metal [7, p. 88-118].

The chronological framework for the functioning of the proto-cities on the left bank of the Dnie-
per discussed above is explained in M. Kotlyar’s “History of Social Life in Rus: Essays.” According
to a report he found in one of the chronicle collections that has not survived to this day, a trade agree-
ment was concluded between Volga Bulgaria and Kievan Rus in 1006. During the reign of Grand
Prince Volodymyr Sviatoslavych, Bulgarian merchants were given special seals that granted them
the right to trade freely on the territory of Rus. In return, Rus merchants, having documents from the
governors, could safely make trade trips to Bulgaria. The terms of the agreement stipulated that Bul-
garian merchants were allowed to sell and purchase goods exclusively in cities, while visiting villages
and conducting transactions with representatives of the administration (tiuns, virniks, ognishchans)
and smerds was prohibited [8, p. 169-188]. It is likely that it was precisely from this time, when the
safety of the trade route was guaranteed at the highest state level, that the aforementioned left-bank
centers began to function intensively, which, in turn, contributed to the concentration of the popula-
tion (craftsmen, merchants, etc.) here.

Calculations of the number of people who lived there yielded the following figures: Gochevo —
about 1,000 inhabitants, Zeleny Hai — over 500, Lypove — up to 1,300. For comparison, the popu-
lation of the Scandinavian settlements of Birka and Hedeby was 500-600 and 1,000 people, respec-
tively [9, p. 82-83]. Of course, the relative nature of these figures should be taken into account due
to fluctuations in population during the trading seasons (spring-autumn) and periods of relative calm.
Moreover, there is no guarantee that the recorded number of burials was 100 percent complete.

The gradual decline of life in the proto-cities on the left bank along the Bulgar-Kyiv route
beginning in the mid-12th century can also be explained. During the reigns of Yuri the Long-Armed,
Andriiy Bogolyubsky, and Vsevolod the Big Nest—rulers of the then-powerful Vladimir-Suzdal Prin-
cipality—there were constant clashes with Volga Bulgaria due to trade, political, and military rivalry.
As a result of this new historical situation, the old system of the ancient trans-European trade route,
one of the branches of the Great Silk Road, was apparently destroyed.

In our opinion, the specific materials considered in this work allow us to say that the process of
urbanization did not proceed smoothly and straightforwardly even at the stage of developed feudal-
ism. Not only on the left bank of the Dnieper, but probably also in other territories, there were dead
ends in the evolution of urban formations. Some proto-cities that failed to establish stable ties with
their rural surroundings eventually (as at the end of the 1st millennium CE) turned into ordinary rural
settlements, while others simply ceased to exist.

At the same time, analysis of the chronology of the decline of settlements (mid-12th century)
shows that their demise was not the result of military aggression, but rather a systemic crisis in transit
trade caused by political confrontation between the Volodymyr-Suzdal Principality and Volga Bul-
garia. This allows us to draw a general theoretical conclusion: in the process of Old Russian urbaniza-
tion, there were “dead-end” branches of evolution, when an exclusive focus on transit capital without
the formation of stable ties with the agricultural hinterland made settlements vulnerable to changes in
the geopolitical situation. Thus, the left-bank proto-cities serve as a striking example of the non-line-
arity of urbanization processes in medieval Eastern Europe.
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