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NARVA POTTERY IN THE EASTERN BALTIC

Х. Пиецонка. Нарвская керамика в восточной части Бал-
тийского региона

Глиняная посуда, относящаяся к нарвской традиции, является самой 
древней керамикой, известной в Восточной Прибалтике. Эта традиция 
формируется во второй половине 6 тыс. до н.э. на основе позднемезоли-
тических групп и существует в южной части зоны ее распространения 
до позднего неолита. На ранних этапах носители этой культурной тра-
диции сохраняли присваивающую экономику. Керамика нарвской культу-
ры распространена на западе от Балтийского побережья до верховий 
Западной Двины на востоке и от Ладожского озера на севере до нижнего 
течения р. Неман на юге. На периферии материалы нарвской культуры 
могут быть смешены с материалами других культурных традиций. Нар-
вская керамика представляет собой совершенно отдельное культурное 
образование среди других ранних керамических традиций в лесной зоне, 
что также может быть продемонстрировано через многовариантный 
статистический анализ. Один из самых важных вопросов — зона проис-
хождения керамики нарвской культуры в Восточной Прибалтике, кото-
рую, возможно, стоит искать на востоке.

Introduction
The Narva culture represents the oldest pottery-producing archae-

ological group in the Eastern Baltic. The culture started to develop 
in the second half of the 6th millennium cal BC upon the basis of the 
Late Mesolithic Sindi-Lodja stage, and it existed in the southern part 
of its distribution area until the Late Neolithic. In the early phases, 
the population continued its traditional foraging lifestyle. For this rea-
son, in Estonian archaeological periodization there has recently been 
a re-labelling of the Narva culture from Early Neolithic (in accord-
ance with the eastern terminology) to Late Mesolithic (in accordance 
with the western European terminology which defines the onset of the 
Neolithic as connected to the transition towards a farming economy) 
(Kriiska et al., forthcoming). First indicators of domesticated plants 
and animals start to appear in the archaeological contexts towards the 
end of the 5th millennium calBC (Kriiska, 2009), although this re-
mains a debated subject in many regions (Piličkauskas et al., 2017).
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Distribution and typological development
Pottery attributed to the Narva culture has been found in a large 

area from the Baltic Sea coast in the West to the upper course of the 
Western Dvina in the East and from Lake Ladoga in the North to the 
lower course of the River Neman in the South (fig. A). The limits of 
this distribution area are not clear-cut because along the peripheries, 

Fig. 1: A — Sites with Narva pottery in the Eastern Baltic (a — Kääpa, Estonia;  
b — other sites); B — Examples of Narva pottery from Kääpa, Estonia (1–6 — pots, 
7–8 — oval bowls) (illustration: H. Piezonka).
Рис. 1. А — Карта памятников с нарвской керамикой в Восточной Прибалтике: 
а — Кяяпа, Эстония; b — другие памятники; В — образцы нарвской керамики 
из Кяяпа, Эстония (1–6 — горшки, 7–8 — овальные миски). Рис. Х. Пиецонка
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Narva finds can be intermixed with materials from other cultural tra-
ditions, and in the south, the distribution areas of Narva and Neman 
cultures overlap (Piličkauskas, 2002; Marcinkevičiutė, 2005). Single 
finds of Narva-type ceramics have come to light still further afield, for 
example in the upper Sukhona basin.

Narva pottery constitutes a relatively distinct group among the ear-
ly ceramic types in the forest zone, as can also be demonstrated by 
multivariate statistical analysis (Piezonka, 2015). General traits that 
characterize Narva ceramics include: 1) an organic tempering admix-
ture of plant fibers and/ or crushed mussel shells, 2) scratch marks 
or brushing traces on the inner and often also the outer surfaces of 
the vessels, and 3) two main vessel shapes: half-ovoid pots with wide 
mouths and rounded or pointed bases, and oval bowls (fig. B). The 
ratio of decorated vessels in the collections can be as low as 15 % of 
the pots; at the decorated ones, the ornaments are often rather coarsely 
applied and include many different elements and patterns (Brazaitis, 
2002; Kriiska, 1995). Narva ware can be distinguished from the for-
mal spheres of Comb Ceramics distributed further east and north, but 
also from the typologically more closely related, early Neman ware 
of Dubičiai type. Whereas the delimitation to early Comb Ceramics 
of types Ka I:1 and Sperrings in the north is quite marked, in the east 
the transition to combed pottery was evidently more flowing, as evi-
denced by the pottery from Sjaberskoe 3 which combines traits of both 
typological groups, as well as Narva-like vessels found on the upper 
Sukhona hundreds of kilometres further north-east (sites of Veksa 3, 
Ust’e Borozdy; Недомолкина и др., 2015, рис. 1, 6; Piezonka, 2015). 
A smooth typological transition can also be followed towards the south-
east from the Narva culture distribution area as it has been defined in 
the literature where typological similarities of the local early pottery 
with Narva are very pronounced. In the earlier phase, the similarities 
concern the Rudnya-type ware (see contribution by Dolbunova and 
Mazurkevich, this volume), and later on, parallels in technology and 
style can also be demonstrated with the Middle Neolithic Usvyaty ware. 

Narva pots were generally used for cooking, as is attested to by fre-
quently preserved charred organic crusts, and the oval probably served 
as lamps. In both vessel types the processing of aquatic resources has 
played an important role (Oras et al., 2017). 
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Questions of origin and chronology
One crucial problem in research is the question as to the direction 

from which the impulse to produce fired clay vessels reached the area 
of the developing Narva culture. It is possible that the ceramic inno-
vation arrived in the Eastern Baltic from an easterly direction. In the 
Upper Volga region, the Dvina-Lovat’ area and the Valdai heights, early 
ceramics vessels appeared around the turn of the 7th/6th mill. cal BC as 
a second wave of pottery dispersal into the forest zone (Mazurkevich, 
Dolbunova, 2015). The oldest dates for Narva complexes with pottery 
stem from the northeastern part of the Narva distribution area from 
the Latvian sites of Zvidze and Osa (Loze, 1993) and the Estonian site 
of Kääpa (Piezonka, 2008). They fall into the period around 5500 cal 
BC. It is possible, however, that some of the oldest food crust dates 
from Kääpa in Estonia have been affected by freshwater reservoir ef-
fects, letting them appear centuries too old (Piezonka et al., 2016), and 
the judgement of the reliability of the association of the early Latvian 
dates with the initial ceramic phase would also benefit from an a mod-
ern multidisciplinary re-assessment. Narva-type pottery reached the 
south-eastern Baltic only at a later stage. The earliest dates from the 
Lithuanian Baltic coast set in towards the end of the 5th mill. cal BC, 
and research in southeastern Lithuania shows that Narva influence be-
gan to predominate there only after the initial pottery phase which 
is associated with the Neman culture in this area (Marcinkevičiutė, 
2005).

Outlook
Future research needs to address typological origins, developments 

and interlinkeges, and also disparities of Stone Age ceramics in NE 
Europe, including Narva pottery. Especially important in this respect 
are questions of origin and also of possible connections towards the 
west along the southern coast of the Baltic Sea, as here, too, hunt-
er-gatherer-fisher groups started to produce pointed-based pots and 
oval bowls. A way forward is provided by comparative multivariate 
statistical analyses that are based upon the precise recording of se-
lected ceramic complexes on a supra-regional scale. Such research 
needs to be backed up by reliable absolute chronologies of the pottery 
complexes in question. A new ERC-funded project “The Innovation, 
Dispersal and Use of Ceramics in NE Europe” headed by the British 
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Museum and collaborating with researchers from Russia, the Baltic 
States, England and Germany is following such an approach on an 
interdisciplinary basis and also includes scientific methods such as or-
ganic residue analysis and isotopic analysis to investigate vessel use 
and function.
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