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ORIGINS AND MIGRATIONS OF 
THE THRACIANS

Abstract: Origins of people speaking Indo-European languages is one of 
the most discussed issues in archeology and linguistics. One theory suggests 
their spread from the Near East. The Balkans are a key region for solving the 
problem as it is located at the crossroads between Asia Minor, Central Europe 
and the Eurasian steppe. The Thracians were the largest ancient people of the 
region, and their origin was associated with different areas. The presence of 
Thracian place-names from Hungary to Greece and Asia Minor does not allow 
us to reliably localize their homeland. But analysis of cultural processes in the 
region demonstrates that after the appearance of the Near Eastern cultural 
complex in the Neolithic, further development in the Northern Balkans 
had local roots. The most significant event was the Early/Middle Bronze 
Age transition at the beginning of the 2nd millennium BC, when people with 
chariots came from the Near East, which lead to the appearance of a series of 
new cultures in the Carpathian Basin. Only at the end of the Late Bronze Age 
(last centuries of the 2nd millennium BC), did the culture of this area spread 
to Southern Thrace, which resulted in the occupation by the Thracians of the 
entire area known from written sources. 
Keywords: Bronze Age, Northern Balkans, Thracians, ethnic genesis, Indo-
European origins.

INTRODUCTION

Thracian belongs to the family of the Indo-European languages, and 
its early history cannot be considered separately from the Indo-
European problem. The latter has been debated for decades, and 

the most accepted is the theory about the IE1 origins in the Ponto-Caspian 
steppes, from where these peoples migrated to Europe, Anatolia, Iran, and 
India2. There is also the Anatolian theory, that associates their origins with 
the spread of Neolithic cultures from the Near East3. The third theory localizes 
the IE homeland on the Armenian Highlands4. If to look at the problem 
broader, cultures, languages and genes spread during the Neolithic and the 
Bronze Age only from the Near East, and migrations from the steppes to 
areas inhabited by the IE people were almost absent. A single exception was 
the well-known migration of the Yamnaya tribes in the early 3rd millennium 
BC, but it had been preceded by cultural impulses and the spread of genes 
from Transcaucasia to the steppe in the Eneolithic5. 

1   Abbreviations used in the text: IE – Indo-European; EBA – Early Bronze Age, MBA – Middle 
Bronze Age, LBA – Late Bronze Age, EIA – Early Iron Age; EH – Early Helladic, MH – Middle 
Helladic, LH – Late Helladic.
2   MALLORY 1989; GIMBUTAS 1994; ANTHONY 2007.
3   RENFREW 1987.
4   GAMKRELIDZE/IVANOV 1995; GRIGORIEV 2002.
5   GRIGORIEV 2021a. See also about the early IE place names in Anatolia, Syria and the Levant, 
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The localization of the IE homeland in the Near East 
allows problems of the origins of individual IE languages 
to be solved, as has been demonstrated for Greek, Venetic, 
Hittite, and Luwian6. The task of this article is to solve the 
problem of the Thracian origin. As any such reconstruction, it 
can be done on the basis of both linguistics and archaeology. 
A spread of some archeological complex does not always 
mean a change of language. However, Indo-European 
studies have established general schemes for the origins of 
the IE languages, their relationships, possible contacts and 
sequence of language layers in many areas. As a result, we 
have a complicated system of knowledge. Therefore, the 
task of archaeologists is to create a scheme of development 
of archeological cultures, their sequence and relationships, 
which makes it possible to compare it with the linguistic 
system. If these systems coincide, we will be able to draw 
conclusions about ethnic processes. Thus, our task is to 
systematize relatively reliable facts. 

THEORIES OF THE THRACIAN ORIGIN
There are several approaches to the solution of the 

problem, which is connected with the fact that the Northern 
Balkans are situated on the crossroad between Anatolia, 
the Eurasian steppes, and Central Europe, so the Thracian 
origin was being explained by different migrations from the 
Neolithic to the Early Iron Age. The earliest their appearance 
was suggested by C. Renfrew, who connected it with the 
Neolithization of Europe from Anatolia and supposed that 
bearers of the North Balkan cultures Starčevo, Körös and 
Karanovo in the 6th–5th millennia BC spoke Proto-Thracian 
and Proto-Illyrian7. 

The Steppe theory suggests a later migration of 
the Yamnaya tribes in the early 3rd millennium BC, and 
this migration created a basis for all of the Paleo-Balkan 
languages8. It is believed that an earlier IE language layer was 
absent in the area, so the formation of the Thracians began 
after this migration9. There are variations in reconstructing 
this movement from the North, and it is supposed that the 
Paleo-Balkan groups (Proto-Thracian/Proto-Macedonian/
Proto-Phrygian) migrated after the Greeks10. As a result, the 
conventional opinion is that the basis of the Thracians was 
the local EBA people and pastoral tribes who came from the 
north11.

A combination of these two approaches is the S. 
Paliga’s opinion that there was an early PIE substratum in 
the Balkans appeared from the Near East, but the Greeks, 
Hittites, Thracians and Illyrians came from the steppe12. I 
suggested a similar opinion about the coming of Thracians 

that predate Anatolian ones (Hittite, Luwian, and Palaic), but the names 
in the earliest written records of these regions are Semitic and Hurrian. 
Accordingly, these place names preceded the end of the 3rd millennium BC 
(WOUDHUIZEN 2018, 63, 64, 68, 69). 
6   GRIGORIEV 2021a; GRIGORIEV 2022a; GRIGORIEV 2022b.
7   RENFREW 1987, 159–161.
8   OPPERMANN 1984, 29; MALLORY 1989, 235; ANTHONY 2007, 361, 
367; HAJNAL 2003, 131, 132.
9   YANAKIEVA 2018a, 28.
10   SOWA 2020, 790.
11   e.g. HODDINOTT 1989, 52.
12   PALIGA 2014, 38; PALIGA 2018, 148.

and Greeks from the steppe, but understood the earlier PIE 
substratum as people who spoke Anatolian dialects13. In this 
case all the EBA people in the Northern Balkans might have 
spoken Proto-Thracian, and the later Thracian. But the specific 
identification differs. R.F. Hoddinott believed that already 
MBA cultures had been Thracian: Otomani, Wietenberg and 
Monteoru14. M. Oppermann for the MBA suggested another 
list (Monteoru, Wietenberg, Tei, Verbicioara), and for the 
LBA – Cîrla Mare and Dubovac-Žuto Brdo. Besides, in the 
LBA, the steppe impulses influenced the formation of Noua 
culture, and later Coslogeni in the north-east15. In many 
respects, all of these approaches are meaningful, as the MBA 
and LBA traditions continued into the EIA when the Thracian 
presence in the area is undoubted. But in this case we may 
assume that just this late Sabatinovka influence could have 
brought the Thracian language from the steppe. There is 
also an opinion that the Balkan peoples (Illyrians, Thracians 
и Moesians) came even later, at the time of the spread of 
Urnfield traditions associated with the Lausitz culture16. It 
corresponds to the idea that along the Dniester, the change 
of Noua culture by cultures of the Hallstatt type in the 11th–
10th centuries BC means the coming of Thracians17. 

Because of the Mycenaean ornaments I believed that 
the Wietenberg culture was left by the Greeks18, but Monteoru, 
Hatvan and later Noua and Sabatinovka were regarded as 
Thracian, as well as later Belozerka, that had been formed 
on the Sabatinovka basis, and the Hallstatt cultures of the 
area19. But there is no basis to see the roots of Sabatinovka 
culture in the Balkans. It originated from different Srubnaya 
and Babino groups20. Besides, the Thracian river names have 
been found only in the westernmost part of the North Pontic 
area, and Sabatinovka sites are present even around the Sea 
of Azov and far to the north.  

However, all these approaches had their reasons, and 
we have many possibilities from the 6th to the last third of 
the 2nd millennium BC. In each case the main reason was the 
presence of these cultures in the Northern Balkans. But in 
order to examine their possible connections with the people 
who spoke Thracian we have to begin with the characteristics 
of this language. 

THRACIAN LANGUAGE
Thracian among the Balkan languages
Thracian was spoken until the 5th century AD or 

the first third of the 6th century AD, and only the upper 
part of society had been partly romanized. The language 
disappeared after the mass migration of Slavs into the area21. 

13   GRIGORIEV 2002, 153, 349; GRIGORIEV 2021a, 217, 218.
14   HODDINOTT 1981.
15   OPPERMANN 1984, 32, 37–39, 47.
16   COLES/HARDING 1979, 443, 448, 449.
17   LAPUSHNYAN 1979, 121–124.
18   The Greek colonization had been carried out from Asia Minor in EH IIb, 
and ornaments of this type were brought into Greece from the Carpathian 
basin along with chariots much later (GRIGORIEV 2021a; GRIGORIEV 
2021b; GRIGORIEV 2022a; GRIGORIEV 2023a).
19   GRIGORIEV 2002, 282, 283, 295, 398.
20   CHERNIENKO 2014.
21   YANAKIEVA 2009, 330, 331; YANAKIEVA 2018a, 60, 61; YANAKIEVA 
2018b, 135–138; SOWA 2020, 791.
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It is even assumed that under the pressure of Slavs a part of 
the Thracians penetrated the area of the romanized Illyrians, 
influencing the formation of the Albanian language22. Despite 
the fact that the process of early state formation started in 
the Thracian area already in the 6th century BC, in the 5th 
century BC the Odrysian Kingdom was founded in Southern 
Thrace and at the end of the 4th century BC the Dacians and 
Getae united in the north23, there was no Thracian writing. 
There are many Greek and Latin inscriptions with many place 
names, tribal and personal names and some names of gods 
(ca. 3000). The latter are accompanied by epithets, but their 
etymology is usually unclear24. Therefore, the use of all this 
names especially if they are transmitted through speakers of 
other languages provokes a lot of problems25.

Thus, most of the sources belong to the 5th century 
BC – 5th century AD. An earlier Thracian presence in the area 
is reflected in Homer’s poems describing the realities of the 
late 2nd – early 1st millennia BC. But there are their earlier 
traces found in personal and tribal names in Linear B, which 
indicates existence of Thracian in the Mycenaean period, in 
particular “Treke-wi-ja” (“Thracian”) in the Cretan Linear B 
and “O-du-ru-wi-jo” (“Odrysian”) in Thebes before 1350 BC26. 
K. Porozhanov believes that the Thracians existed already 
in the 18th–16th century BC and in the 15th–12th centuries 
BC they were well familiar to the Greeks, because there are 
Thracian names in Linear A and he adduces an extensive 
list of Thracian words and names in Linear B (from Crete, 
Thebes, Pylos and Mycenae)27. But Linear A has not yet been 
deciphered, and the extensive list of names in Linear B might 
also be doubtful, since some of the interpretations seems to 
be unreliable. But there is no doubt that the Mycenaeans 
were familiar with the Thracians, which is confirmed by 
archaeological data. 

The problem is complicated by the fact that, with the 
exception of Greek, there are few and contradictory data for 
all other Balkan languages. Greek, Phrygian and Armenian 
are considered the closest, but Greek and Phrygian belong to 
the centum group, and Armenian to the satem one28. Besides, 
Thracian and Phrygian were probably not related, though 
there were contacts between their speakers29. There is another 
opinion about the affinity of Thracian and Phrygian, and it is 
assumed that the Thracians migrated to Asia Minor, where 
their language transformed into Phrygian. It is also assumed 
that the Thracian and Illyrian languages were related30. But 
there is no epigraphic evidence on the Illyrian languages, and 
their reconstruction is based on names from Classical sources. 
There is not even a guarantee that it was a single language. 
Three onomastic provinces are distinguished for Illyria, but 
it is possible that in the northern part people spoke Venetic. 
Place names are different compared to the Thracian ones, but 

22   PALIGA 2014, 40.
23   OPPERMANN 1984, 79, 81, 173.
24   YANAKIEVA 2018a, 29, 35–39; SOWA 2020, 808.
25   FALILEYEV 2020, 888–890.
26   OPPERMANN 1984, 7; WOUDHUIZEN 2013, 6, 11; POROZHANOV 
2017, 17; SOWA 2020, 790.
27   POROZHANOV 2017, 56–58.
28   HAJNAL 2003, 134, 141.
29   OBRADOR-CURSACH 2019.
30   PALIGA 2018, 140, 147.

river names are more comparable. Paeonians, who lived in 
Macedonia, are regarded as Thracians, Illyrians or Phrygians. 
To the northeast in Dardania, there are Illyrian names in the 
west and Thracian in the east. As a result, the languages of 
these areas are unclear, as is the language of Pannonia31.

The Thracian onomastics has some similarities, 
but differs from the Illyrian and Messapic ones. It is also 
assumed that Thracian was closer to Greek than to Phrygian. 
But it is most likely that Greek, Phrygian and Macedonian 
originated from the same root32, and it is difficult to say 
something about other Balkan languages. It is supposed that 
there was the “Balkan Indo-European” continuum (Ancient 
Greek, Phrygian, Macedonian, Armenian, Albanian, 
Thracian, Illyrian and Messapian), and some similarities 
in these languages were the results of contacts33. However, 
if we build an archaeological model of the distribution of 
these languages, then in the case of Steppe homeland we 
must demonstrate the migration to Asia of the Thracians, 
Phrygians, Armenians and Aeolic Greeks. In the case of the 
Near Eastern homeland we must show only the Thracian 
migration (migrations of the Greeks and the Illyrians has 
already been discussed34), since the attempts to find the 
Armenians in the Balkans belong to historical mythology. 

Thracian dialects
Many Thracian tribes are mentioned in the classical 

sources: Thraco-Dacians to the north of the Danube and in 
the Carpathians, Carpi and Costoboci to the north of them, 
and Odrysians, Moesi, Triballi, Bessi in the south35 (fig. 1). 
There is an idea of two Thracian languages: Thracian in the 
south and Dacian-Moesian (Geto-Dacian) in the north, but 
evidences of their difference are limited, it was rather a single 
language with some dialects36. This conclusion can be drawn 
from classical sources. Strabo wrote that the Dacians spoke 
the same language as the Getae, and the latter the same as 
the Thracians, and confirmation can be found in writings of 
Ovid37. The main reason for this idea of two languages is the 
presence of two territorial groups of suffixes in the names 
of settlements, which is not sufficient. The suffix -dava (with 
variants -daba, -deva, -deba, -dova) is present in the names 
of Northern Thrace (rare inclusions on the southern bank of 
the Danube, Sarmatia, Germany, and Albania), whereas in 
Southern Thrace more typical are the suffixes -bara, - para, 
-bria, -diza, and in Scythia Minor (Dobruja) -dina / -deina38 (fig. 
1). The suffixes of the northern group have correspondences 
in Kartvelian. Besides, there are some Kartvelian borrowings 

31   FALILEYEV 2020, 897, 899–905, 914.
32   Sometimes, the Macedonians are regarded as the Hellenized Thracians 
and their language as non-Greek (POROZHANOV 2017, 75–77). There 
is no reason for this conclusion, as Macedonian was Northwestern Doric 
(DOSUNA 2012, 133, 134, 141), which does not exclude that previously 
this area was inhabited by the Thracians; there are Thracian, Illyrian and 
Phrygian toponyms in the Macedonian area (KATIČIĆ 1976, 101–114).
33   SOWA 2020, 804, 810, 811.
34   GRIGORIEV 2022a.
35   PALIGA 2017, 226, 227.
36   YANAKIEVA 2018a, 27, 55, 56; SOWA 2020, 796, 797.
37   OPPERMANN 1984, 113; YANAKIEVA 2009, 220; PALIGA 2017, 226; 
YANAKIEVA 2018b, 135.
38   YANAKIEVA 2009, 220; PALIGA 2017, 225, 227, 228; BERZOVAN 2020, 
100, 103; SOWA 2020, 797, 805, 806.
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in Romanian. We can add to this the well-known Greek-
Kartvelian parallels. However, the author did not explain 
this paradox, since he did not allow the idea that the IE 
homeland was in the Near East39. Thus, the Greek-Thracian 
relations and the Greek migrations from Anatolia indicate 
the Near Eastern origin of the Thracians, especially since the 
IE languages, genes and culture spread from the Near East40. 
But in this case this territorial difference indicates an earlier 
Thracian presence in the north (in the area of the suffixes 
-dava) than in the south. At first glance, it may confirm 
the version of migration that was previously discussed: 
Eneolithic migrations from the south to the steppe and then 
to the Balkans as a part of the Yamnaya wave. But in this 
case we are faced with the problem of demonstrating the 
migrations of many “Balkan” peoples back to Asia. 

Area of the Thracian language
The Thracian area is defined on the base of river 

names. It covers a vast space from the Carpathian basin 
(with Carpathian Ukraine and the Dniester basin) in the 
north to the Aegean Sea in the south, and from the Black Sea 
in the east to the Vardar and Morava rivers (more precisely 
to the Tisza river), Vojvodina, Dardania and Dalmatia in the 
west. In addition to this, it includes the northwest of Asia 
Minor (Bithynia, and partly Mysia). According to Herodotus, 
the Thracians were the largest people after the Sindi41. There 
is also a series of river names that are present in this area, 
but distributed wider. These correspondences are rare, and 
their area includes the western Balkans (Dalmatia, Illyria, 
Paeonia, Epirus, and Liburnia), Northern and Central Greece 
(Thessaly, Boeotia, Phocis, but also to the south in Arcadia), 
the Aegean (the islands of Cyprus, Lesbos, Crete, Thera and 
Kos), the west of Asia Minor (Troad, Mysia, Caria, Lycia, 
Lydia, Pisidia, Paphlagonia, and Phrygia), and Cilicia in the 
southeast of Asia Minor. If to consider only the Thracian 
river names in the northeast of the Balkans and in Bithynia, 
their most numerous parallels are found in Asia Minor, in 
other areas they are rare42 (fig. 1). 

Frequently it is hard to determine which language 
these river names refer to. It is supposed that due to their 
wide distribution and the presence of names formed from 
the same root but with different suffixes, it may be explained 
by an earlier common language substratum. The parallels 
to some Thracian onomastics (including those with the 
suffix elements -σσ- and -νθ-) are known in the pre-Greek 
onomastics in the south of the Balkans, in the western 
Balkans and in the west of Asia Minor, and they may reflect 
some common early Palaeo-Balkan linguistic space43. These 
toponyms a present throughout Southwestern Anatolia, and 
they were determined as Luwian. The suffixes -σσ- and -νθ- 
are found in the Greek cultural lexicon, and this language layer 

39   BERZOVAN 2020, 110–113, 116–119.
40   GAMKRELIDZE/IVANOV 1995, 798, 799; GRIGORIEV 2021a; 
GRIGORIEV 2022a, 25–28.
41   OPPERMANN 1984, 7, 8; YANAKIEVA 2009, 220; PALIGA 2017, 226; 
PALIGA 2018, 142–147; YANAKIEVA 2018a, 28; SOWA 2020, 788, 789.
42   YANAKIEVA 2009, 142, 177–182, 199, 220, 228.
43   YANAKIEVA 2009, 182, 183, 229; YANAKIEVA 2018a, 55, 56.

had preceded Greek in the south of the Balkans44. L. Gindin 
assumed that the appearance of the Greeks was preceded by 
two successive strata: 1) non-IE, 2) IE Anatolian, although 
the existence of a third Pelasgian stratum was not excluded, 
which meant the Phrygians45. It is indicative that there are 
no grounds for assuming a pre-IE substratum in Thrace. К. 
Porozhanov supposes that the Pelasgians spoke Thracian, 
and (referring to L. Gindin) he suggests two successive 
language layers in the Balkans and in northwestern Asia 
Minor: Thracian-Hittite-Luwian (although L. Gindin did not 
write about it) and Thracian-Pelasgian. But since Thracian 
and Pelasgian are equal for him, he proposes to use the first 
part of the term, i.e. ‘Thracian’. This identification of the 
Thracians and Pelasgians makes it possible to expand the 
Thracian area to the Peloponnese, Crete and many areas of 
Asia Minor46. But the early Thracian area in the south of the 
Balkans is limited to Northern Greece. In Aetolia, the MH 
culture survived fragmentarily during LH I; in Thessaly, the 
Mycenaean kingdoms appeared only in LH IIIA – LH IIIB, 
and it is supposed that it were the Thracians who had lived 
there earlier. In the ‘Catalogue of Ships’ of the Iliad, these 
areas were occupied by the Mycenaean kingdoms, and the 
kingdom of Achilles was located in the Spercheios valley in 
Phthiotis. The names of previous kings and tribes of this area 
might have been Thracian47. 

Thus, there was the Anatolian substratum in the 
Balkans, but in the south an earlier pre-IE substratum 
could have been, which has not been found in the Northern 
Balkans. In the north, the Hittite-Luwian substratum was 
changed by the Thracian language layer, whereas in the south 
by the Greek one. Which archaeological complex reflects the 
Anatolian substratum? In this case the answer is obvious, 
since at the beginning of the EBA the impulse from the 
Northern Balkans formed the EBA cultures of Greece and 
northwestern Asia Minor48. This, as well as the absence of 
the pre-IE substrate in Thrace, indicates that the Anatolian 
languages formed there already in the Eneolithic. The 
second question is more complicated: if the Thracians came 
to the Balkans before the Greeks49, which archaeological 
complexes reflect this or that migration? F. Woudhuizen 
believes that the Thracians along with the Luwians were the 
pre-Greek population of Greece. But initially the Luwians 
(Pelasgians) came to the Balkans from Anatolia ca. 3100 BC. 
The Thracians and Phrygians came from Asia Minor along 
with the Minyan ware ca. 2300 BC (i.e. EH IIb), and then ca. 
1600 BC from Crete, Egypt and Phoenicia came the Greeks, 
who formed the elite of Mycenaean society. It is admitted 
that the Greek language formed from the mixing of their 
Near Eastern languages with Phrygian and Thracian. These 
ideas are based on some legendary Greek genealogies, on the 
presence of Thracian and Phrygian names in the Mycenaean 
and Theban royal genealogies, on the mention of some tribes 

44   PALMER 1958; GINDIN 1967, 57, 60–64, 71–74; KATIČIĆ 1976, 40–55; 
FINKELBERG 1997, 14; FINKELBERG 2005, 5, 6, 42–48, 51.
45   GINDIN 1967, 82, 94, 165–170.
46   POROZHANOV 2017, 64, 68, 73, 74, 107, 110–113, 116, 118.
47   SMITH 1989, 175–180.
48   See in details GRIGORIEV 2022a.
49   It is also assumed that the Thracians migrated together with the Greeks 
and settled in Northern and Central Greece (SOWA 2020, 788).
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with possible Thracian identification, and participations of 
the Thracians in wars between Greek kingdoms50. However, 
other scholars think that the Phrygians are absent in the 
Greek genealogies51. 

In my opinion, the legends should not be interpreted 
so directly. It is senseless to discuss the linguistic part of the 
problem, but there are also discrepancies in the archeological 
model. In the late 4th – early 3rd millennia BC, Greece was 

50   WOUDHUIZEN 1989, 191–201; WOUDHUIZEN 2013, 5, 6, 11–13; 
WOUDHUIZEN 2018, 30, 34, 35. 
51   FINKELBERG 2005, 31, 39.

influenced from the Northern Balkans, not from Anatolia; 
and after the coming of people with the Proto-Minyan ware 
from Asia Minor in EH IIb, there was no mass introduction 
of new cultural elements, although there were Minoan 
influences in the late MH stimulated cultural changes in 
the Peloponnese. But this migration in EH IIb reflects the 
coming of Greeks, who came into the area inhabited by the 
Luwians (Pelasgians). As for Northern Greece, in Phthiotis 
and coastal Thessaly first the Lefkandi I ware had appeared 
(showing the coming of Greeks), and then during the EH 
III and MH the ware typical of Southern Greece was widely 
adopted, which can be interpreted as new intensive waves 

Fig. 1. Map of historical areas in the Balkans and in Anatolia mentioned in the text, Thracian tribes of the (red italics), 1 – area of Thracian 
river names (after YANAKIEVA 2009), 2 – supposed Thracian area in Asia Minor (after POROZHANOV 2017), areas of the early Thracian and 
Phrygian onomastics in Asia Minor (after WOUDHUIZEN 2018), green circles – Thracian place names with suffixes -dava, yellow squares – 
Thracian place names with suffixes -bara, - para, -bria, -diza (after SOWA 2020).
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of the Greek colonization52. Therefore, the appearance of 
the Mycenaean tradition does not reflect the first coming 
of Greeks. But at the transition to the Thessalian EBA 
(contemporary to EH III) some settlements were destroyed, 
the Lefkandi I ware disappeared, and relations with the 
Aegean increased53. It was contemporary to the beginning 
of the Br A1 phase in Central Europe, and was caused by 
impulses from Asia Minor54. Therefore, hypothetically we 
may assume the coming of some Thracian elements to 
Northern Greece. 

It is indicative that Thracian loanwords in Greek are 
very limited: only the words for ‘(a sort of) barley beer’, 
‘wine’, ‘large, broad sword’, ‘sword, knife’, ‘(a sort of) pot’55. 
As a matter of fact, these are words for feasts and warfare, 
which corresponds to the presence of the Thracian names 
in the Mycenaean royal genealogies and their participation 
in wars. The inheritance of royal power in Mycenaean 
Greece was carried out along the female line, and the kings 
were of different origins. A part of the Thracian elite could 
be incorporated into the Mycenaean elite56. But it does 
not prove a previous Thracian substratum. The Anatolian 
substratum was common in the Balkans, and we have no 
evidence on the chronological relationship of Greek and 
Thracian. The presence of individual kings and even small 
tribal groups may be explained by episodic migrations and 
dynastic marriages. 

An important part of this problem is the presence of 
Thracians in northwestern Asia Minor (Bithynia and part of 
Mysia), which is confirmed by onomastics and mentions of 
ancient authors about their migration57 (fig. 1). The earliest 
data are provided by the L. Gindin’s analysis of the Iliad, that 
demonstrated a large list of personal and place names, which 
are neither Greek nor Hittite-Luwian, but have parallels in 
the Thracian area, although some toponyms can be connected 
with the Anatolian languages. The most interesting is the 
terminology connected with Troy and the Troad (Τϱοί�α 
and Ιλιοϛ). It is assumed that the ethnonym Τϱαυοί� could 
designate a large Thracian tribe. These terms correspond 
to Hittite terms Taruiša and Wiluša, so the variants Τϱοί�α, 
Τϱώ� εϛ and Taruiša are independent words for the same 
toponym. In Hittite documents it is recorded for the end of 
the 14th century BC, but there is one mention in the reign 
of Labarna I, so the Thracians lived there at least by the 
beginning of the 17th century BC, and people of Troy VI spoke 
Thracian. But before that, starting from Troy I (first quarter 
of the 3rd millennium BC) this area had been inhabited by the 
Luwians58. There are ideas that the Thracians lived along the 
entire Pontic coast of Asia Minor, from the Sea of Marmara 
to Sinop, the mouth of the Yeşilırmak river near modern 
Samsun and up to Giresun (west of Trebzon)59 (fig. 1). In my 

52   GRIGORIEV 2022a, 15, 28.
53   MARAN 1998, 47, 48, 54.
54   See in details GRIGORIEV 2023b.
55   ORESHKO 2018, 98.
56   FINKELBERG 2005, 87, 98; GRIGORIEV 2021a, 31.
57   YANAKIEVA 2018a, 28.
58   GINDIN 1967, 32; GINDIN 1981, 63, 106–110, 117, 130, 132, 138–165, 
184; GINDIN 1993, 16, 18–20, 32, 33, 38, 70, 71.
59   POROZHANOV 2017, 107, 108, 123–125, 154, 167, 168, 178, 182, 190, 
195.

opinion, the evidence is not sufficiently substantiated. We 
may assume the Thracian presence in northwestern Anatolia, 
but even the royal names in Paphlagonia can indicate 
dynastic marriages. However, there is evidence (personal 
names and toponyms) of the presence of the Thracians and 
Phrygians in North-central Anatolia in the area of ancient 
city of Zalpuwa (near modern Sinop). It is supposed that in 
ancient sources they are mentioned as Kaskians, and they 
appeared in this area ca. 16th–15th centuries BC, and before 
this people of Paphlagonia spoke Palaic60 (fig. 1).

Thus, the Thracian presence in the Balkans and Asia 
Minor means that they came to one of these regions from 
another. But the Thracians had also other relations to Asia 
Minor. They (like the Greeks) had a Cabiri cult created by 
people who spoke Anatolian languages61. In the Thracian area, 
there are many toponyms and names of gods and tribes with 
Anatolian parallels, as well as a series of Thracian personal 
names with an Anatolian theophoric basis62. The cults of 
Ares and Dionysus are Thracian, as well as the mythological 
characters Orpheus, Tamiris and Eumolpus63. But the cult of 
Dionysus was widespread in the northwest of Asia Minor, 
and one of his epithets, Priapos, has an Anatolian basis64.

Thus, there are many Asia Minor inclusions in the 
Thracian language, culture and toponimy, which suggests 
their origin in Asia Minor. However, if we recall the previous 
Luwian substrate in the Balkans, as well as migrations of the 
Hittite-Luwian tribes from the northeast of the Balkans to 
Asia Minor at the beginning of the EBA65, we can explain this 
by a common Anatolian basis. But there are some Thracian 
names, which indicate a migration from Asia Minor. These 
are Επτη-πονς (female) and Επτα-πος (male), which go 
back to the Anatolian goddess with the spelling Μή� τηϱ 
Εί�πτα, which is the late Anatolian version of the Hurrian 
goddess Hebat. Indicative is the mother goddess Ma, whose 
cult was characteristic of the eastern regions of Asia Minor, 
especially Cappadocia. The names with the theophoric base 
Tarhu, corresponding to the Hittite god of weather and 
thunderstorms, are also noteworthy. Parallels to the name 
are known in the Apennines, where they are common as 
the names of Etruscan cities (Tarquini), whose founder, 
according to ancient tradition, was the Lydian hero Tarkov66. 
There is an ancient tradition of the Asia Minor origin of the 
Etruscans, an opinion about the possible belonging of their 
language to the North Caucasian, and paleogenetic data 
indicating links with the Near East67. Kartvelian suffixes in 
the northern Thracian area, discussed above, belong to this 
group of parallels.  

As a result, the linguistic evidence does not 
demonstrate unambiguously the Thracian origin, but 
evidence of their Asian origin is more abundant. It is evident 
that by the 17th century BC they lived in the Troad, and by 
the 16th–15th centuries BC in the north of Central Anatolia. 

60   WOUDHUIZEN 2018, 44–46.
61   GINDIN 1981, 53, 54.
62   GINDIN 1981, 33–40, 52, 66, 72, 81–84, 89–96, 99–105.
63   KATIČIĆ 1976, 129; SOWA 2020, 789.
64   GINDIN 1981, 57–61.
65   GRIGORIEV 2002, 352–354, 356; GRIGORIEV 2021a.
66   GINDIN 1981, 36–40, 52, 64.
67   IVANOV 1988; VERNESI et alii 2004; ACHILLI et alii 2007.
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Mycenaean records indicate their presence in the Balkans 
since the 16th–15th centuries BC. But in all these regions (or 
nearby) they could have lived earlier. Besides, all these data 
reflect different processes, we may not consider them as a 
result of a single migration. Historical information about 
such migrations is present in all works on this problem, but 
it is controversial and very limited. 

THRACIAN MIGRATIONS IN HISTORICAL 
RECORDS

Based on classical sources, scholars are convinced 
that the Thracians came to Asia from the Balkans68. Russian 
linguists, demonstrating broad Thracian-Anatolian relations, 
were inclined to interpret them based on the IE-homeland in 
the steppe. They believed that these relations originated in 
the Northeastern Balkans. By the beginning of the Trojan 
war, the Thracians lived on the both coasts of the Hellespont, 
and, in the last year of the siege, the Thracian king Ρή� σος 
came to Troy from the Strimon valley in modern Bulgaria69. 
Correspondently, by the beginning of the 12th century 
BC, the Thracians should have lived in Southern Thrace. 
F. Woudhuizen supposes that the Greeks, who came with 
chariots ca. 1600 BC, forced out part of the Thracians and 
Phrygians to the north of Asia Minor70. But they appeared in 
the Troad at least 100 years earlier, and the Greeks borrowed 
the chariots from the Thracian area. 

Based on the Greek tradition, the Trojan war can be 
placed between 1334 and 1184 BC, but different layers of 
Troy have traces of destructions and fire from the end of the 
14th to the end of the 10th centuries BC. It is obvious that 
the Trojan war preceded the destruction of the Mycenaean 
palaces, and the most accepted date is 1190/1180 BC, i.e. 
the end of Troy VIIa (the date of the layer is 1300–1190/80 
BC)71. Ceramics of this layer is indistinguishable from those 
in Troy VI, which indicates the continuation of the tradition 
and population72. This supports the linguistic hypothesis 
about the early Thracian presence in the Troad. However, 
in the later layer VIIb1 the channeled ware with knobs from 
Thrace is present, more common in phase VIIb2, although 
local forms dominated. It corresponds to LH IIIC (12th 
century BC), and is explained by the movement of “Sea 
People” or migration of the Thracians and Phrygians73. But 
taking into account the earlier dates of the Thracian presence 
in the Troad, usually this event is connected with the coming 
of Phrygians from the Balkans74. Sometimes the Phrygian 
migration is dated after 1000 BC, and it is assumed that 
the Armenians took part in it75. However, it is necessary to 
take into account that some Balkan objects are only found 
in Troy. They are absent in other settlements76. Therefore, 

68   YANAKIEVA 2009, 220; POROZHANOV 2017, 16.
69   GINDIN 1981, 25, 29, 119, 122–125, 169, 185–187; GINDIN 1993, 17, 
140, 144, 165; GINDIN/TSYMBURSKY 1995, 33.
70   WOUDHUIZEN 2018, 45.
71   BENZI 2002, 343–347; PAVEL 2014, 11, 34–46.
72   PAVÚK/RIGTER 2006, 236, 237.
73   OPPERMANN 1984, 46–51; HODDINOTT 1989, 67; GINDIN/
TSYMBURSKY 1995; BENZI 2002, 410; PAVÚK 2002, 61; PAVEL 2014, 30, 38.
74   WOUDHUIZEN 2018, 46; SOWA 2020, 791.
75   HAJNAL 2003, 132, 133.
76   ROSE 2008, 411.

it is very difficult to use them to prove migrations of several 
peoples from the Balkans. Moreover, in the Near Eastern 
written sources, the Phrygian are probably mentioned 
as Mushkis, and the Assirians met them in the 8th century 
BC, and in the late 12th – early 11th century BC they had a 
battle against them on the upper Tigris77. Before the Trojan 
War, Priam helped his Phrygian allies somewhere in Asia 
Minor. It is also assumed that the Phrygians (Meshnech) 
and Thracians from Northeastern Asia Minor (Derdni – 
Dardanians and Mes – Moesians) took part in the battle of 
Kadesh in 1274 BC78. Thus, although the Phrygians became a 
mighty power in Asia Minor only in the 8th century BC, they 
had been lived in the region in the 13th–11th centuries BC, 
and probably since the 16th–15th centuries BC, if we accept 
the discussed above Phrygian onomastics in the north of 
Central Anatolia. Therefore, the connection between the 
Thracian and Phrygian appearance in Asia and this episode 
of the presence of Balkan objects in Troy VIIb is exaggerated. 

Thus, the Thracians should have appeared in their 
main areas by the first quarter of the 2nd millennium BC, 
which must be reflected in archaeological sources.  

Discussing classical sources, we must keep in mind 
three things: 

1.	 The Greeks had been familiar with the Balkan Thracians 
as early as the Mycenaean period, so when they met the 
Thracians in Asia Minor they must have thought about 
the Thracian migration from the Balkans. 

2.	 We cannot consider two different sources, for example 
Herodotus and Strabo, as absolutely independent, 
because all Greek authors based on the existing 
tradition. 

3.	 These sources are contradictory and were divided from 
described events. Therefore, it would be recklessly to 
interpret them literally. 

In the context of the Thracian and Phrygian migrations 
from the Balkans to Asia, scholars discuss very often the 
Briges (Βρύ� γες). Herodotus thought they spoke Phrygian. 
But classical authors placed them along the North Adriatic 
coast, sometimes in Macedonia. In an Illyrian cemetery near 
the Greek colony of Dyrrhachium in present-day Albania, 
a series of names have been found on steles, among which 
there are ‘Breigos’ and ‘Brykos’. Appian describes them in 
Epidamnus in Illyria. Therefore, they were rather Illyrians79. 
The piece of the Herodotus text describing the Persian army 
(VII, 73), which is commonly used does not allow us to think 
that they came from the Balkans: «The Phrygian equipment 
was most like to the Paphlagonian, with but small difference. 
By what the Macedonians say, these Phrygians were called 
Briges as long as they dwelt in Europe, where they were 
neighbours of the Macedonians; but when they changed 
their home to Asia they changed their name also and were 
called Phrygians. The Armenians, who are settlers from 
Phrygia, were armed like the Phrygians». Certainly, it is 
about the Asia Minor Phrygians, and the Armenians could 
have migrated from some Anatolian area. The story about 

77   BRIXHE 2004, 777.
78   POROZHANOV 2017, 63.
79   KATIČIĆ 1976, 116–119, 130; WILKES 1992, 72, 112.
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the Briges we may interpret as follows: it was a Balkan tribe 
that moved to the Phrygian land in Asia Minor, and it was 
assimilated by the Phrygians. There is no certainty here, as 
well as a full confidence in the source. Equally, we may not 
believe that ethnonyms strictly correspond to ethnicity, 
and the latter was stable. For example, the Russians and 
French obtained their self-names from Germanic, but they 
saved their languages. It did not happen to the Normans 
in Northwestern France. And we have no reason to think 
that the British and Bretons speak the same language, and 
both of them have not retained a language of their common 
ethnonym. Therefore, it is difficult to say which language 
was used by these ethnic groups mentioned in the classical 
sources. 

Herodotus described the Paeoians on the Strymon, 
i.e. in the Thracian area, and they were descendants of the 
Teukras from Troy80, but Strabo thought they were either 
the Thracians or Phrygians, and scholars also assume they 
were the Greeks or Illyrians. Their ancestors, the Teukras, 
came from the Troad together with Moesians, conquered 
Thrace (or a land where the Thracians lived in the Classical 
period?), and reached the Ionian Sea. Their leader was Il, 
who gave the name to Ilion. Moreover, Teukr (Τευκρος) was 
the first Trojan king. His daughter Βατί�εια (Illyrian name) 
was married to Δά� ρδανος, the head of a Thracian tribe. This 
corresponds to the historical area Δαρδανί�α, located in the 
upper reaches of the river Axios in Moesia, between Thrace 
and Illyria, i.e. Macedonia of the classical period. But this 
also corresponds to the name of the Dardanelles and the 
later city in this area. In Balkan Dardinia, onomastics 
indicate both Thracian and Illyrian presences. Later, the 
Moesians lived along the Danube, in some instances 
together with the Dacians, and in the northwest of Asia 
Minor81. Herodotus describes also a Thracian migration to 
Asia, where they became Bithynians, although they used to 
call themselves Strymonians (not Thracians), because they 
lived on the Strymon82. 

In general, we see the following picture. The only 
really large-scale migration that covered Thrace to the 
Adriatic was the first, from the Troad to the Balkans. Later 
we see movements of individual groups from the Balkans 
to the original area. Therefore, К. Porozhanov is probably 
right with his supposition that all these movements were 
within the Thracian area, and Southeastern Europe and 
Northwestern Anatolia were occupied by related peoples83. 
Different ethnic groups could participate in these 
migrations, but the first and the largest could bring the 
Thracian language into Europe. 

80   «the towns of Paeonia were on the Strymon, a river not far from the 
Hellespont; and that they were colonists from the Teucrians of Troy» (Hdt. 
V 13).
81   KATIČIĆ 1976, 130, 131, 149, 150,181; WILKES 1992, 85, 86, 144, 145; 
GINDIN 1993, 18–21, 37.
82   «The Thracians in the army wore fox-skin caps on their heads, and tunics 
on their bodies; mantles of divers colours were their covering; they had shoes 
of fawnskin on their feet and legs, carrying withal javelins and little shields 
and daggers. These took the name of Bithynians after they crossed over to 
Asia; before that they were called (as they themselves say) Strymonians, as 
dwelling by the Strymon; they say that they were driven from their homes by 
Teucrians and Mysians» (Hdt. VII 75). 
83   POROZHANOV 2017, 120, 121, 123, 126.

Before turning to archaeological sources we must 
state the following. In the case of discussing the migrations 
of the Balkan peoples from Asia to Europe, we must show 
the migrations of the Greeks, Thracians and Illyrians, 
but in the case of the reverse migration, the task is more 
difficult: it is necessary to show the migration of the Aeolian 
Greeks, Thracians, Phrygians, Armenians and, possibly, the 
Kartvelians. I have already discussed the complexity of the 
latter option, as well as the Greek migration from Asia Minor 
and the appearance of the Illyrians in the western Balkans84. 
Therefore, if we proceed from the idea of the Asian origins, 
then it remains to show only the Thracian migration.

ARCHAEOLOGY OF SOUTHEASTERN EUROPE
Eneolithic
It is a well-established fact that the formation 

of the Neolithic in Southeastern Europe was associated 
with migrations from Anatolia. On this Neolithic basis 
several Eneolithic cultures formed: Cucuteni-Trypillia from 
the North-eastern Carpathians to the Middle Dnieper, 
Gumelnița-Karanovo IV south of the Carpathians and the 
Danube delta to Turkish Thrace, Sălcuța-Krivodol-Bubanj 
in the center of the Northern Balkans, and Tiszapolgár-
Bodrogkeresztúr in the Carpathian basin, which transformed 
into Baden-Coţofeni. An interesting feature is that there were 
several waves of migrations from the Near East, and there 
were groups who migrated to Bulgaria not from Asia Minor, 
but from Eastern Anatolia and Upper Mesopotamia85. This 
has allowed a conclusion to be drawn that the migrations 
from Asia Minor brought the Dene-Caucasian languages 
to Europe and Proto-IE languages to the Northeastern 
Balkans, where separation of the Anatolian (Hittite-
Luwian) languages began. Recently it has been confirmed 
by paleogenetic studies86. This early separation and long 
isolation explains specificity of these languages87.

This isolation was caused by the fact that with the 
beginning of the Neolithic, the Balkan-Anatolian relations 
were broken, and the Eneolithic cultures in Southeastern 
Europe formed on the local Neolithic basis. Changes occurred 
at the beginning of the EBA, when the North Balkan cultural 
complex spread to Greece and Anatolia, which is evidence 
of the Hittite-Luwian migration88. This model explains the 

84   GRIGORIEV 2022a.
85   NIKOLOV 1984, 7, 17–19; NIKOLOV 1989, 192, 193; PERNICHEVA 
1995, 104; GRIGORIEV 2002, 326–328.
86   Genes comparable with those in Northwestern Anatolia spread 
throughout Southeastern Europe in the Neolithic. But in the Peloponnese 
and in Bulgaria the CHG-related ancestors (Caucasian hunter-gatherers) 
have been identified.  They were connected with more eastern areas, 
although this genetic type increased during the Eneolithic and Bronze 
Age in some areas of Central and Western Anatolia. This corresponds to 
the localization of the IE homeland on the Armenian Highlands. However, 
there is a problem with the reverse movement of the Proto-Hittite-Luwian 
tribes from the Balkans to Asia Minor, where genes of neither eastern 
hunter-gatherers (EHG) nor western ones (WHG) have been identified in 
the EBA. The absence of the WHG-admixture distinguishes the Neolithic 
Balkan and Hungarian populations from people in other parts of Europe. 
In the Eneolithic, this admixture appeared in the Balkans, but it remained 
insignificant and was present in rare groups (MATHIESON et alii 2018, 4, 6, 
7, Extended Data Figure 2; FREILICH et alii 2021, 4, 5).
87   GRIGORIEV 2021a; GRIGORIEV 2022b, 71.
88   MARAN 1998, 157, 428; ALRAM-STERN 2004, 154, 155; GRIGORIEV 
2021a, 9.
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presence of the pre-IE substratum in most of Europe and 
in Greece, its absence in the Northeastern Balkans, and the 
distribution of toponyms of the Luwian type throughout 
the Balkans and Southwestern Anatolia89. But at the end of 
the Eneolithic, in the Northern Balkans (up to Vojvodina 
on the Serbian-Croatian border) and in Hungary, steppe 
kurgan groups appeared, which can be associated with 
the Zhivatilovka-Volchanskoe group of Ukraine, and this 
groups started interactions with local Baden-Coţofeni 
people. However, in the early 3rd millennium BC, under 
the pressure of the Yamnaya tribes, this tradition spread 
to the north and north-west, forming the Corded Ware 
Cultures, as a result of which the Venetic languages spread 
in Europe. It has been supposed that since Venetic and 
Illyrian were related languages, the pre-Yamnaya steppe 
tribes, who came to the Danube-Carpathian basin, spoke 
dialects of the Veneto-Illyrian group, and migrations of 
the Illyrians and Messapians can be demonstrated by the 
spread of the Cetina culture from the northwest of the 
Balkans in the period EH III90. This culture is represented by 
cemeteries with stone mounds, there are no settlements, it 
is difficult to date it precisely, but it probably existed during 
the 3rd millennium BC. Its first penetration into Albania, 
Bosnia and Central Italy occurred after the middle of the 
3rd millennium BC, and the penetration to western Greece 
and Apulia indeed corresponds to the EH III period91. 
Paleogenetic evidence is very indicative. The Neolithic of 
eastern Croatia (Popova zemlja) as in many other areas of 
the Balkans, was characterized by a genetic profile inherited 
from the Anatolian farmers, with very limited inclusions 
of the WHG-ancestors (Western hunter-gatherers). In the 
Eneolithic, admixtures of the steppe pre-Yamnaya ancestors 
appeared, and the Cetina culture inherited just this genetic 
profile. In addition to this, a noticeable admixture of the 
WHG-ancestors appeared in eastern Croatia (Jagodnjak), 
which had been previously typical of the Danube cultures: 
Encrusted Pottery, Vatya, Makó-Kosihy-Čaka. In Dalmatia, 
a flow of Yamnaya genes has been revealed, although 
they are very similar to the Pre-Yamnaya ones92. All this 
demonstrates that at the end of the Eneolithic, the Danube-
Carpathian basin and Northwestern Balkans were inhabited 
by the Veneto-Illyrian tribes, whereas in the northeast we 
may assume the preservation of Anatolian dialects, and it 
is possible that in some small areas people who spoke the 
Dene-Caucasian languages lived. Therefore, the appearance 
of the Thracians in the region can only be associated with the 
events of the Bronze Age.

Early Bronze Age
In Western Hungary and Croatia, Vučedol culture 

formed on the basis of local Eneolithic substrates. There are 
signs of influence from the Central and Southern Balkans 
at the beginning of the EBA, but in general Vučedol was 
the basis for the formation of the Somogyvár–Vinkovci 
culture, and Makó-Kosihy-Čaka in the east. Even in the east, 

89   VENNEMANN 1994; GRIGORIEV 2022a, 11; GRIGORIEV 2022b, 71, 72.
90   GRIGORIEV 2022b, 75, 76.
91   MARAN 1998, 315, 325–327; GORI/RECCHIA/TOMAS 2018, 198–203.
92   FREILICH et alii 2021, 6–9.

where Yamnaya mounds are known, the rite of cremation 
is typical of Makó, and it is difficult to find any Yamnaya 
features in it. There were also some Corded Ware and Bell 
Beaker influences in the west and Glina III–Schneckenberg 
influences in the east93. In Transylvania, scholars attribute 
the Baden-Coţofeni culture to the Eneolithic and to the EBA, 
and it is really difficult to draw an unambiguous conclusion, 
since it was a smooth development of the former tradition94. 
The Bronze Age in Bulgaria is poorly studied; between 
it and the Eneolithic there is a gap with rare sites of the 
proto-Bronze Age. To the north of the Balkan Mountains, 
the EBA is presented by the late phase of the Cernavodă 
culture in Northeastern Bulgaria, and the Coțofeny culture 
in Northwestern Bulgaria and Romania. At the end of the 
EBA, Coțofeny was replaced by the Glina-Schneckenberg 
culture. A single alien element was presented by the Yamnaya 
kurgans95.

This Yamnaya penetration covered the north of 
Bulgaria, a part of Serbia and Hungary. It is reflected in a 
series of kurgans (about 500) with single burials and local 
ware. Because this process was long (about 500 years), the 
newcomers were not numerous and they could not change 
the culture of local agricultural communities. As a result, 
new regional cultures formed on a local basis: late Vučedol, 
Somogyvár–Vinkovci, Glina-Schnekenberg, Livezile, Makó-
Kosihy-Čaka, and Ezero B. The culture of newcomers 
was transformed and assimilated by local traditions96. 
Paleogenetic samples of the Bulgarian EBA demonstrate 
their intermediate position between Early Neolithic farmers 
and Late Neolithic-Bronze Age steppe pastoralists. But the 
steppe contribution was very insignificant97. One buried 
in the Yamnaya kurgan had both steppe and northwestern 
Anatolian genes, which indicates mixing with local people98. 
As a result, cultural complexes in Northern Bulgaria 
continued the local Eneolithic traditions, and ideas about a 
mass migration of people from the Steppe are exaggerated99.

The cultural development in Southern Bulgaria was 
different. The local EBA began ca. 3200/3100 BC, and it is 
divided into three phases: Ezero, Michalič and Sv. Kirilovo100. 
The first phase is characterized by the appearance of fortified 
settlements, and the spread of this tradition to the east 
resulted in a similarity between the cultures in Thrace 
and Northwestern Anatolia. The following Michalič phase 
formed as a result of smooth evolution, and Southern Thrace 
was included into trade relations with the Troad101. We have 
discussed above that this movement to Asia at the beginning 
of the EBA was associated with the Hittite-Luwian migration, 
and these relations, as well as the Balkan roots of the culture 
in the Troad, demonstrate the preservation of this ethnic 
group in the Balkans. 

93   KULCSÁR 2003, 141, 142; KULCSÁR 2009, 89, 171, 173, 347, 353; 
ALEXANDROV 2018, 93.
94   BĂJENARU 2010.
95   KRAUß 2006, 3, 4, 6.
96   KAISER 2016, 32, 35–37, 39, 40.
97   MODI et alii 2019.
98   MATHIESON et alii 2018, 3.
99   LESHCHAKOV 2002, 155, 156, 168.
100   LEŠTAKOV 2015, 13; ALEXANDROV 2018, 89, 91.
101   LESHCHAKOV 2002, 165, 173, 176; LESHTAKOV 2009, 60.
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The third phase, Sv. Kirilovo, began ca. 2500/2400 
BC. The cultural changes were significant: adjoining 
dwellings, walls on a stone socle, wheel-made pottery, 
ceramic forms with parallels in Anatolia (above all in Inner 
Anatolia) and Greece (Lefkandi I/Kastri), such a specific 
form as depas, growth of metal production, bronze objects, 
intensive contacts with the Aegean and Anatolia. However, 
in many respects it was a development of local traditions; 
even on the settlement of Kanlıgeçit, closest to Anatolia, the 
alien ware comprises ca. 20%102. This process was identical 
to that in Greece in EH IIb, when the Greeks began move 
there from Asia Minor. But it began with some delay, as it 
can be synchronized with the later layers of Troy IIc1-c3, 
whereas the earliest Lefkandi I/Kastri complexes in Greece 
appeared before the Troy IIc layer. It is also indicative that 
the depas vessels were found only in the later part of these 
complexes, whereas in Thrace they were present from the 
very beginning103. Due to the similarity with the process 
in Greece, we may suspect the coming of the Greeks, but 
it would be more cautiously to state the arrival of some 
groups from Asia Minor to a limited area in the south-east 
of Thrace. There is no direct presence of this complex to the 
north, although it influenced the situation up to the Middle 
Danube, where cultures of the A0 phase were formed (Bell 
Beaker, Epi-Corded, Oggau-Ragelsdorf, Chłopice-Veselé, 
Proto-Únětice, etc.), and in Romania it was contemporary 
to the EBA I/EBA II transition. Transformations in Hungary 
began a little earlier than the Br A0 formation, cultures of 
the EBA 2 appeared there (Somogyvár–Vinkovci and Makó-
Kosihy-Čaka continued to exist; proto and early Nagyrév, 
proto Kisapostag, Nyírség, and early Mureș appeared). 
All these cultures had local roots, although sometimes 
impulses and even movements of people from the south are 
assumed104. 

In 2150–2135 BC (the interval is based on the 
Bayesian statistics and historical chronology), Central 
Europe was influenced from Anatolia, which had been 
triggered by natural disaster and climate changes. A series 
of new cultures of the EBA III phase was formed in the 
Carpathian basin (Kisapostag, Gáta-Wieselburg I, Late 
Nagyrév, Hatvan, Nyírség/Szaniszló, Otomani I, Mureș), 
and the Br A1 cultures in the west (Unterwölbing, Straubing, 
Singen и Adlerberg). Anatolian impulses are supposed for 
Hungary105. This is strange, but there were no significant 
cultural changes in Bulgaria. These processes were not 
contemporary; in particular, the formation of the Kisapostag 
and Gáta–Wieselburg cultures probably belongs to the phase 
Br A1b106. But despite the Anatolian influences, all these 
cultures were formed on the local basis.

102   LESHCHAKOV 2002, 152, 166, 177, 181; LESHTAKOV 2014, 321–
324, 326–329, 332; HEYD/AYDINGÜN/GÜLDOĞAN 2016, 192, 193; 
ÖZDOĞAN 2016, 201, 206; ALEXANDROV 2018, 91, 92.
103   GRIGORIEV 2022a, 22.
104   KISS 2003, 148; POROSZLAI 2003a, 142; KISS 2012, 196; FISCHL et alii 
2015, 506, 507, Fig. 1a–b; GRIGORIEV 2022a, 22. In historical chronology 
these processes are dated within the 24th century BC (GRIGORIEV 2023b, 
30, 31).
105   METZNER-NEBELSICK 2013, 332; FISCHL et alii 2015, 504, 508, Fig. 
1a–b; GRIGORIEV 2023b, 32.
106   KISS 2012, 199, 201.

Middle Bronze Age
Significant changes began in Southeastern Europe in 

the MBA, ca. 2000 BC, 2050–1900 BC or 2200/2100 BC107. 
A sharp transition between the EBA 2 and MBA has been 
revealed in the layer 3 of Galabovo and in some other places 
(fig. 2). In general, the Galabovo 1a-3 layers correspond to the 
MBA in Anatolia and the Aegean. These materials have many 
parallels in Northern and Central Anatolia and on the island 
of Samothrace, and there are almost no Trojan parallels. 
Based on these parallels, the MBA of the area is dated to 
the 18th – mid-16th centuries BC within the Near Eastern 
Middle chronology108. It is not contrary to the radiocarbon 
dates mentioned above, since these dating systems usually 
show different results109. There were no noticeable changes 
in Northern Bulgaria, although there is rare ware from the 
south, and there are some sites of the western cultures Tei 
I–III, Verbicioara I–III and Vatina in the western and central 
parts110.

It is interesting that the earliest in Bulgaria rod-
shaped cheek-pieces occurred in Galabovo 3. It is explained 
by relations with the Carpathians. But later, in the MBA and 
until the late part of the LBA there were no cheek-pieces in 
Bulgaria111. However, their borrowing from the Carpathians 
is doubtful, as the first cheek-pieces appeared there also at 
this time. A rod-shaped cheek-piece from the first half of the 
2nd millennium BC is probably discovered in Karahoyuk in 
Anatolia, which corresponds to the evidence of invention 
of chariots in the Near East and their appearance in the 
Carpathian basin before the first chariots in the steppe112. 
In addition to this, a new type of rhombic spearheads, dated 
to the 18th–17th centuries BC, came to Bulgaria from the 
Near East113. It was accompanied by the increase in metal 
production, bronze objects and imports from the Aegean 
and Anatolia. The latter were known in the EBA 1 and EBA 
2, but their quantity was insignificant compared to the EBA 
3 and the EBA3/MBA transition114. It is remarkable that in 
the MBA, the evidence of the Troy-Thrace interrelations 
disappeared, the relations were interrupted, and they began 
to reappear only after the middle of the 2nd millennium BC. 
It is also indicative that relations of Troy VI in the north 
were limited to the Gallipoli peninsula. Southern Thrace was 
rather a barrier for northern contacts until the last third of 
the 2nd millennium BC115. As a possible ethnic reconstruction 
we may assume an arrival of people with chariots from Asia 
Minor, who maintained initially close relations with the 
original area. But then they were assimilated by local people 
and the relations have been interrupted. 

Changes in the Carpathians were more significant. 
Two cultures formed east of the Carpathians: Monteoru in 

107   Correspondently KRAUß 2006, 23, LESHTAKOV 2009, 61; 
ALEXANDROV 2018, 91.
108   LESHCHAKOV 2002, 152, 182; LESHTAKOV 2009, 61; LEŠTAKOV 
2015, 6.
109   See in detail GRIGORIEV 2023b.
110   KRAUß 2006, 8, 10, 14, 23; ALEXANDROV 2018, 94.
111   MINKOV 2023.
112   GÜNERI 2016; GRIGORIEV 2021b; GRIGORIEV 2023a.
113   LESHTAKOV 2011, 42.
114   LESHCHAKOV 2002, 208; ALEXANDROV 2018, 91.
115   HODDINOTT 1989, 66; LESHTAKOV 2009, 63; LESHTAKOV 2014, 
333.
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the south and Costişa in the north (fig. 2). The latter is dated 
from the mid-20th century to the mid-18th century BC. It 
was formed partly on a local basis with influences of early 
Monteoru, but mainly its formation was influenced from 
Transylvania and the Middle Danube area, as well as from an 
area of the post-Corded Ware cultures. It is visible in many 
ceramic forms and Central European metal ornaments. As a 
result, this culture can be included into the “Epicorded Ware 
Cultural Circle”116. Another situation was in the west and in 
the south, where a series of cultures with spiral, circular and 
wave decorations appeared, and existed for a long time until 

116   MUNTEANU 2010, 225; BOLOHAN/ASĂNDULESEI 2013, 339, 350–353.

the Koszider horizon: Monteoru, Mureș, Tei, Wietenberg 
and Otomani-Füzesabony. These cultures are provided by 
a different number of radiocarbon dates and their quality 
differs. However, the formation of the Wietenberg, Tei, 
Mureș and Otomani-Füzesabony cultures can be placed 
from 2200 BC to 2000 BC. It is impossible to clarify this 
without Bayesian statistics of a large series of dates for all 
these cultures. But the relative chronology shows a direction 
of the process. The early Monteoru Ic4 and Ic3 occurred 
first south-east of the Carpathians, but soon after that the 
Wietenberg culture formed within the Carpathian basin. 
Its early phase is contemporary also to Monteoru Ic2-1, 
Otomani-Füzesabony, Mureș / Periam Pecica Ib, Hatvan II. 

Fig. 2. Middle Bronze Age cultures in the Northern Balkans discussed in the text, finds of early cheek-pieces (red stars) and metal of the 
Hajdúsámson-Apa type (yellow circles).
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Fig. 3. Ornaments of the Carpatho-Mycenaean style on bone objects in Syro-Anatolia (1–7), the Carpathians (8–15) and Greece (16–20): 
1, 3 – Boğazköy; 2, 4, 5 – Kültepe; 6 – Tel Achana (Alalakh), 7 – Beyjesultan; 8 – Costişa; 9, 11 – Tiszafüred; 10, 14, 15 – Vatin; 12 – Pecica; 
13 – Derşida; 16 – Mycenae, III; 17, 18, 20 – Mycenae, Acropolis; 19 – Mycenae IV.
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The beginning of these cultures corresponds to the latest part 
of the Central European Br A1 phase and the beginning of 
the MH period in Greece. In general, it can be synchronized 
with the transition to the MBA in Southern Thrace. By the 
beginning of the Reinecke’s Br A2 all these cultures have 
already existed117. Thus, their formation started in the south-
east, in the Monteoru area. 

A very important feature of all these cultures is 
the presence of chariots, cheek-pieces and bone objects 
decorated in the Anatolian-Carpatho-Mycenaean style (figs. 
2, 3). A bone cylinder from Costişa is dated to 1745–1680 BC 
(67.4%)118. A similarity of the ornaments in the Otomani-
Füzesabony and Wietenberg cultures with those in the 
Mycenaean Shaft Graves is evident. There were ideas that it 
might be explained by common European Eneolithic roots119. 
There was another opinion that these ornaments on cheek-
pieces had been connected with chariots and the roots of 
these phenomena should be searched in the Near East, despite 
the lack of evidence120. Then, it has been demonstrated that 
these decorative style came to the Carpathians from Anatolia 
and it must be called “Carpatho-Eastern-Mediterranean”121. 
This can be confirmed by the appearance of chariots of the 
Near Eastern type in the Carpathians. It is indicative that 
the area of these cultures corresponds to the area of early 
cheek-pieces, the area of Thracian river names, and the area 
of early Thracians toponyms with suffixes -dava. Later this 
ornamentation is present on metal objects of hoards of the 
Hajdúsámson-Apa horizon, and they occupy the same area, 
but are absent in Walachia, between the Carpathians and the 
Danube122 (fig. 2). By the way, according to the Iliad, which 
reflects the legendary Greek tradition, the Thracians were 
associated with horses and chariots123.

A very important feature is the presence of specific 
ornamentation on pottery, which was developed from the 
ornaments on the bone objects (fig. 4/1–4). An analysis 
of the “meandroid” and “spiraloid” ornaments of the 
Wietenberg culture, in which this style is more expressed, 
has demonstrated that these are, in fact, not spiral-shaped 
figures, but rows of hook patterns, which are abstract 
zoomorphic motifs reflecting the necks and heads of horses. 
It is a dynamic ornamentation reflecting movement124, 
which is quite consistent with its presence on cheek-pieces in 
a wide area up to the Urals. Changes in this ornamentation 
in the Wietenberg culture is very indicative. In the early 
period just these rows of hook patterns (or recumbent S-es) 
were typical, in the next stage they developed into spirals 
and meanders. In addition to the features of early Monteoru, 
the ware has features of earlier cultures of the Carpathian 
basin: Mako, Nyirśeg, Nagyŕev, Sanislău group, Otomani I. 
In the second phase, the white paste incrustation appeared, 

117   GOGÂLTAN 2015, 54, 55, 73–76, 78; BĂLAN/QUINN/HODGINS 
2016, 79, 80, 87; MOTZOI-CHICIDEANU/ȘANDOR-CHICIDEANU 2015; 
BOLOHAN 2003, 195, 196; and a generalization in GRIGORIEV 2021b, 
154–156; GRIGORIEV 2023b, 33, 34.
118   POPESCU/BĂJENARU 2015, 35, 36.
119   HARDING 1984, 209, 215; HODDINOTT 1989, 53, 55, 57, 60.
120   MATTHÄUS 1989, 90, 91.
121   DAVID 2001, 66, 68, 69, 73, 74; DAVID 2007, 415.
122   GRIGORIEV 2021b, fig. 1; DAVID 2002, Karte 1.
123   OPPERMANN 1984, 45; SOWA 2020, 789.
124   DIETRICH/OLIVER 2011, 67, 70, 75–77.

which indicates western relations with the Encrusted 
pottery culture125. But there are not many changes in the 
burial rite of the area. Inhumations were characteristic of 
Monteoru culture, but in Wietenberg culture in Transylvania 
cremations in urns or pits dominated (92%), which had 
earlier parallels in the Nagyŕev and Nyirśeg cultures126.

The Middle Bronze Age in Hungary (Otomani-
Füzesabony, Encrusted pottery and Vatya cultures) is dated 
to 2000–1600/1500 BC or 1950/1900–1500/1450 BC, but 
these intervals are unreliable. However, the transition to 
this period occurred later than it happened in Romania, and 
it can be synchronized with the Br A1/A2 transition127. It 
was a period of social changes; fortified settlements spread 
in the Vatya and Otomani-Füzesabony cultures, and in the 
Otomani-Füzesabony settlements there are features of the 
Aegean-Anatolian architecture, absent in Vatya. Another 
feature is the appearance of cheek-pieces and chariots128. 

In this period, the territory of Hungary can be divided 
into two distinct areas in the east and west with a border in 
the interfluve of the Danube and Tisza. The first area includes 
the Tisza basin, a significant part of Transylvania, the Eastern 
Slovak Lowland, a part of the Carpathian Ukraine. It was 
occupied by the Otomani-Füzesabony culture129. A part of 
ceramic forms of the culture had prototypes in previous local 
traditions (Hatvan and Košťany). But its main feature is the 
ornamentation in form of spirals and garlands, channeled 
and applied decorations, especially knobs with multiple 
fluting. A part of this pottery is very elegant and served 
probably as feasting ware130. Inhumations dominated: in a 
crouched position, men on their right side, with their head 
to S/SW, and women on their left side, oriented to N/NE. 
Cremations appeared late, in the Koszider period, ca. 1600–
1450 BC131. Thus, the formation of Otomani-Füzesabony 
culture was a continuation of the process that began in 
Romania with the appearance of Monteoru and Wietenberg. 

The situation in the west was different. The MBA 
cultures inherited the EBA traditions there. The eastward 
movement of the Kisapostag people and their contact with 
the bearers of Nagyrév culture (and in the early phase with 
the bearers of the contemporary Encrusted Pottery culture) 
resulted in the formation of Vatya culture along the Danube, 
whose main area was the right bank of the river (fig. 2). 
The Vatya people inherited the urn cremations from the 
Kisapostag and Nagyrév rites132. West of the Danube, the 
Encrusted Pottery culture formed on the Kisapostag basis, 
which was also the source of urn cremations which coexisted 
with inhumations. The culture occupied western Hungary, 
up to the Drava river in the south-west, bordering with the 
Gáta–Wieselburg culture. Its formation was synchronous to 

125   BĂLAN/QUINN/HODGINS 2016, 71, 72, 78, 80.
126   MUNTEANU 2010, 222; MOTZOI-CHICIDEANU 2011, 100; MARC 
2015, 61–65; BĂLAN/QUINN/HODGINS 2016, 79.
127   KISS 2012, 196, 201; FISCHL et alii 2015, Fig. 1a–b; SZEVERÉNYI et 
alii 2021, 49.
128   JAEGER 2016, 103, 132.
129   SZATHMÁRI 2003, 156; BÁTORA 2018, 70, 116, 118, obr. 65.
130   CSÁNYI/TÁRNOKI 2003; SZATHMÁRI 2003, 156; SZEVERÉNYI et alii 
2021, 53–55, 61.
131   SZEVERÉNYI et alii 2021, 52.
132   POROSZLAI 2003b, 151, 152; VICZE 2003, 155; KISS 2012, 23; JAEGER 
2016, 93.
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those of Vatya, early Vatina, and Otomani-Füzesabony (the 
beginning of Br A2, ca. 2000 BC), and the culture existed 
until the Koszider horizon. It is indicative that there are no 
traces of use of horses and chariots in the Encrusted Pottery 
culture. At the beginning of the LBA, a similar material 
spread south and south-east: groups Dalj–Bjelo Brdo in 
Croatia, Dubovác–Žuto Brdo in Serbia, Cîrla-Mare–Cârna in 
Romania, and Balej–Orsoja in Bulgaria133.

Thus, Vatya and Encrusted Pottery cultures 
demonstrate local line of development, different from the 
processes in the Carpathian basin. An approximate border 
between these two cultural blocs was the Danube-Tisza 
interfluve, which corresponds to the border of Thracian river 
names. Accordingly, these cultures were not included in the 
process of Thracian ethnogenesis. 

We discussed above that within the Near Eastern 
chronology, the beginning of the Bulgarian MBA is dated 
since the 18th century BC, although a part of the 19th century 
is also probable. In Anatolia, bone objects decorated with this 
style have been revealed in the layer Ib on Kültepe (Kanesh), 
dated since 1835–1832 or even 1852–1843 BC. The previous 
layer has traces of destruction caused by the attack of 
king Uhna of Zalpuwa. Around 1730 BC, the Hittite king 
Anitta organized campaigns against Hattuša and its allies, 
including Zalpuwa. Until the middle of the 18th century BC, 
the Near Eastern chariots had wheels with four spokes, and 
then during some time with four and eight spokes. Chariots 
with four spokes were brought to the Balkans134. The town of 
Zalpuwa was located in the north of Central Anatolia, where 
at least since the 18th century BC the Thracian presence is 
assumed. Therefore, the Anitta’s campaigns could force a 
part of this people to migrate from the region, although it 
could be caused by other events. However, the date within 
the 18th century BC seems to be realistic. 

Thus, at the beginning of the MBA, we see a powerful 
impulse from Anatolia to Thrace that brought chariots and 
ornaments of the Carpatho-Mycenaean style into the region. 
In Southern Thrace this tradition ceased rather soon, unlike 
the north. This corresponds to the linguistic evidence that 
the Thracians came from Asia Minor, and in the Balkans 
their ethnogenesis began in the area north of the Danube. 
But it does not mean that their language spread immediately. 
During a long time, local people could speak different 
languages, and the adaptation of Thracian began first of all 
among the elite. It is indicative that it is the ornamentation 
of the elite complex, associated with charioteers, became 
gradually typical of pottery for feasting and offering rituals, 
and later many its elements have been transferred to other 
ware of Otomani and Wietenberg135. Another evidence of 
this model is the fact that in Anatolia this ornamentation 
was not present on the domestic ware, but on the metal 
ware (Alaca Hüyük, Horoztepe, and Troy II)136. Thereby, the 
style of military elite, that had been present on the cheek-
pieces and feasting ware, became expressed on the domestic 

133   KISS 2012, 11, 18, 20, 41, 56, 74, 192, 201, 203, 205, 225–244, 263.
134   BARJAMOVIC/HERTEL/LARSEN 2012, 29, 34, 40, Fig. 11, 13; 
GRIGORIEV 2021b, 181, 182.
135   DIETRICH 2015, 169.
136   AVILOVA 2008, Fig. 16, I.

ware in the Carpathian basin. Thus, a social aspect of this 
ethnogenesis was very important. Judging from the burial 
rites, a proportion of local component in this process was 
very high. But the arrival of new Asia Minor migrants to 
the Balkans is recorded by the paleogenetic studies, which 
demonstrate constant flows of the CHG-related ancestries 
from the Neolithic to the Bronze Age137, and that might be a 
marker of the Indo-European migrants. 

Thraco-Mycenaean relations are very important for 
our reconstruction. They are evident in the similarity of 
Carpatho-Mycenaean ornaments and cheek-pieces (fig. 3).  
But there is an important detail: in Carpathians, these 
ornaments are found in graves and settlements, but in the 
Peloponnese exclusively in graves of people with a high 
social status138. It is also obvious that this ornamental style 
spread in Greece from the Carpathians along with chariots, 
and not in the form of a mass migration, but as a result of 
the penetration of small elite groups139. This corresponds to 
chronology: if within the historical chronology the beginning 
of the MBA in the Carpathian can be dated to the 18th century 
BC, the LH I period with its Shaft Graves of the Circle A is dated 
since 1630/1610 BC140. Long-distance relations were very 
typical for the Carpathian cultures of this period. Scholars 
reconstruct a very wide trading network up to Scandinavia, 
that included gold, copper and amber. There are finds of 
Baltic and local ambers in the Carpathian settlements. It is 
believed that Mycenae was supplied with amber from this 
region141. But careful studies of the Mycenaean trading 
relations with the north demonstrate that many Mycenaean 
rapiers and daggers found in the Carpathians had been 
manufactured by local craftsmen; the ornaments are very 
similar but have differences; amber in Greece is present at 
that time only in the context of elite tombs and mapping of its 
finds in Southeastern Europe does not allow trade routes to 
be shown. This does not create an impression of active trade 
relations; these were rather the elite relations142. The ware 
made of precious metals, especially gold, is very indicative. 
Initially, it appeared in Anatolia, and the Balkan ware has 
parallels in Troy II (we mentioned above the presence of 
the Carpatho-Mycenaean ornaments on this ware). Then 
the metal ware appeared in Northern Greece and the 
Carpathians, where it was manufactured by local craftsmen 
who imitated local ceramic forms in cultures of Monteoru, 
Tei and Costişa, for example kantharos (although this type 
had been invented in Anatolia). This ware reached Southern 
Greece only in the Shaft Graves period. Since that time there 
are many Mycenaean parallels with objects in hoards of the 
Hajdúsámson-Apa horizon in the Carpathians. These hoards 
contain both the locally produced metalware and that made 
by the Mycenaean-Minoan craftsmen, and some author even 
assume the arrival of Mycenaean craftsmen to Transylvania. 
In any case, this evidence demonstrates the elite relations, 
since in Monteoru, ceramic counterparts of this metalware 

137   MATHIESON et alii 2018, 6.
138   DAVID 2007, 412.
139   GRIGORIEV 2021b, 170-173, 178, 179; GRIGORIEV 2022a, 24, 25.
140   WIENER 2020, 279.
141   JAEGER 2016, 135, 145, 146; KISS 2012, 183.
142   HARDING 1984, 68–70, 73, 80–82, 107, 117, 155, 157, 159, 213–215; 
HODDINOTT 1989, 60; DIETRICH/OLIVER 2011, 68, 78–82.
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are found in the burials of warriors, i.e. it was the ware for 
feasts. Thus, we see the close Mycenaean relations with 
Transylvania, but they had an elite character, and the most 
intensive relations were in the 16th–15th centuries BC143. In 
contrast, Southern Thrace was not involved in the relations 
with the Mycenaean World in the Shaft Graves period144. 
We have discussed above that the Thracian loanwords in 
Greek are limited by words for feastings and warfare, which 
corresponds to the elite relations with the Carpathian basin, 
but not with people who lived in Southern Thrace. We can 
assume that some Thracian groups had come to Northern 
Greece earlier, which can be indicated by the destruction 
of settlements at the transition to the Thessalian MBA and 
some evidence from Greek legends. But these groups were 
assimilated by the Greeks and the main Mycenaean relations 
were with the Thracians in the Carpathians. 

An intriguing question: why these relations started? 
What could make some elite Thracian groups come to 
Mycenae? It is interesting that it was not the only episode 
of the movement of elite groups from the Carpathian basin 
in this period. Approximately at this time, the Pokrovsk-
Abashevo culture began its formation in the Middle 
Don area. The main role in this formation was played by 
the Abashevo tribes from the Urals. There are burials of 
charioteers with cheek-pieces decorated with the Carpatho-
Mycenaean ornaments having analogies in the Carpathians 
but not in Mycenae. Other Carpathian features are absent 
in this culture, therefore an arrival of a small elite group 

143   MATTHÄUS 1989, 87–93, 99; SHERRATT/TAYLOR 1989, 107–112, 
126–130.
144   HODDINOTT 1989, 52, 53.

has been assumed, and that happened during the phase Br 
A2b before the beginning of LH I. Before this, at the Br A2a/
A2b transition (ca. the middle of the 17th century BC in the 
Alpine dendrochronology), the Seima-Turbino tradition had 
penetrated into the Carpathians. It has been supposed that 
the movement with the Carpathian ornaments to the Don 
was a reverse impulse after this process145. But such reverse 
impulses, even though only elite groups were involved, 
should have had significant reasons, especially since this 
situation was repeated in Mycenae. Studies of ice cores from 
Greenland and Antarctica and tree rings reveal three power 
volcanic eruptions of that time, that caused short but sharp 
climate crises: 1654 BC (Aniakchak II), 1628 BC (unknown 
volcano) and 1560 (Santorini). In terms of sulfur emission, 
the first two events were the largest in the Holocene146. The 
first event strictly corresponds to the penetration of the 
Seima-Turbino bronzes in Europe, the second one to the 
beginning of LH I. So, it is not excluded that the second 
eruption caused a crisis in the Carpathians, which made 
some groups migrate to the Middle Don and Greece, where 
the Shaft Graves of Circle A, with the Carpatho-Mycenaean 
ornaments and cheek-pieces, appeared since 1630/1610 BC.

Late Bronze Age
At the beginning of the LBA, which coincides with 

the beginning of Br B, there were the western influences of 
Tumulus culture. Previously, the beginning of the Koszider 
period with its metal hoards was understood as an arrival of 

145   GRIGORIEV 2021b, 163, 164, 168, 174, 176, 180, 181.
146   PEARSON et alii 2022, 1.

Fig. 4. Pottery of the Thracian cultures: 1 – early Monteoru (1 – Cârlomănești, after MOTZOI-CHICIDEANU/ȘANDOR-CHICIDEANU 
2015), 2–4 – early Wietenberg (2 – Păuleni, 3, 4 - Oarța de Sus; after BALAN et alii 2016, Pl II/5,9, III/16), 5, 6 – Gava (5 – Lăpuş, 6 – 
Gávavencsellő, after METZNER-NEBELSICK 2012, fig. 1, 3), 7 – LBA pottery of Southern Thrace (Ada Tepe, after NIKOV 2016, fig. 1) 
(modified by Oksana Orlova).
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the Tumulus people in the Carpathian basin. But the pottery 
of this period demonstrates the succession from Vatya 
culture to the early and late Koszider. In the east, many 
ceramic forms of the Otomani-Füzesabony and Wietenberg 
cultures persisted until 1400–1300 BC. But in Slovakia 
and Northern Hungary, the Otomani-Füzesabony culture 
was replaced by the Piliny culture with northern roots. So, 
the ceramic complex reflects rather preservation of local 
populations, although the Tumulus influence is undoubted. 
There were significant social changes and distribution of 
finer and more decorated vessels147. These changes are 

147   VICZE 2013, 15, 17, 22, 23; BÁTORA 2018, 118, obr. 65; SAVA 2020, 

dated within 1600–1500 BC, but it was a large-scale process 
throughout Eurasia, that was probably connected with the 
climate crisis provoked by the Santorini eruption in 1560 
BC148. For example, in the Mureș valley, the tell-settlements 
were abandoned at this time, and their reoccupation began 
later, with the building of mega-forts, development of craft, 
trade and social stratification149. In Transylvania, the late 
phase of the Wietenberg culture continued to exist, but in 
the west the area was influenced by the Tumulus culture, 

258, 281.
148   GRIGORIEV 2022c.
149   SAVA 2020, 253–256, 288.

Fig. 5. Cultures of the beginning of the Late Bronze Age in Thrace and the spread of the tradition at the end of the Bronze Age: Gáva 
culture (red line) and channelled ware with horn-like knobs (red circles), Chișinău-Corlăteni culture and Halstattization of the Siret-Dniester 
interfluve (red dotted line). 
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as a result of which the Suciu de Sus ware appeared. At the 
same time, the Sabatinovka culture was formed in the North 
Pontic area, whose influence reached the Balkans and lead to 
the formation of the Coslogeni culture on the Lower Danube 
and Noua culture in Moldova and the south-eastern part of 
Transylvania (fig. 5). This process brought also some late 
Monteoru features there150. 

South of the Danube, the LBA is weakly studied, there 
are different opinions even about the names of cultures. The 
period is dated to 1600/1500–1200/1100 BC151. In the first 
part of the LBA, in the north, several cultures appeared: Žuto 
Brdo-Gărla Mare-Novo Selo (Encrusted Pottery), with spiral 
decorations on spherical kantharoi, which first appeared 
in the MBA in the Verbicioara culture; Čerkovna (Plovdiv-
Zimnicea) and Coslogeni, that originated in Romania. In 
the north-east, the Ezerovo IB culture continued to exist, 
but Coslogeni III penetrated there, and the Noua impulses 
are assumed. In Southern Thrace, the Razkopanitsa VII-
Assenovets culture existed, but in the second part of the 
LBA, the entire region, including the south, was penetrated 
by the Čerkovna-Zimnicea-Plovdiv culture, and impulses of 
Verbicioara and Tei were felt in the north152. Thus, for the 
north-west we can suppose an impulse from the Carpathian 
basin, whereas the north-east was somewhat later influenced 
by cultures of the eastern part of the Carpathians, which had 
been earlier influenced from the steppe. This is also reflected 
in burial rites: there are some kurgans in the east and 
cremations in the south-west153. In general, at the beginning 
of the LBA, the main impulses were from the Carpathian 
basin, initially north of the Danube, but gradually they 
crossed the river. It is reflected in cultural and trading 
relations: Northern Thrace had relations with the Únětice 
area, but until the last third of the 2nd millennium BC its 
influence in Southern Thrace was absent154.

New changes began by the beginning of the Ha 1 
period between 1300 and 1200 BC. This was influenced by 
the Urnfield culture that appeared in the western part of 
the Danube-Tisza interfluve. At the same time the Lausitz 
influence on the local Piliny substrate lead to the formation of 
Kyjatice culture. East of the Tisza, the Gáva culture formed155. 
Already in the Pre/Proto-Gáva period in Eastern Hungary, 
the Band-Cugir group penetrated into Transylvania from the 
north-west, and it coexisted there with small local groups 
(Suciu de Sus, late Noua, etc.). These processes formed the 
Gáva culture156 (fig. 4/5,6). This culture spread over the whole 
of Transylvania and the area north of the Danube during the 
12th–11th centuries BC, its influence in the Dniester-Siret 
interfluve resulted in the disappearance of the Noua and the 
formation of the Chișinău-Corlăteni culture. The latter is 
regarded as a marker of the Thracian penetration in the area. 
The Gáva culture existed until the Ha B2–B3 period, i.e. 9th–
8th centuries BC, which allows us to regard it as a Thracian 

150   DERGACHYOV 1997, 44, 49, 50; CIUGUDEAN 2010, 158, 159, 162, 
163, 172; BĂLAN 2016, 67, 87; SAVA 2020, 258.
151   DZHANFEZOVA 2018, 309, 315; 317–325; ALEXANDROV 2018, 91.
152   KRAUß 2006, 14, 16–20; DZHANFEZOVA 2018, 321, 323, 324, 325.
153   GERGOVA 1989, 231–233.
154   HODDINOTT 1989, 52.
155   SZABÓ 2003, 163.
156   CIUGUDEAN 2010, 164–167, 172; SAVA 2020, 258.

culture. In the south-west of Transylvania, elements of the 
relative Basarabi culture are recorded157. The Gáva culture is 
distinguished by the presence of channeled decorations and 
horn-like channeled knobs. This channeled ornamentation 
had been known in Transylvania in the 16th century BC, but 
in this period its use increased, and it remains typical even in 
the 7th century BC158. This ceramic style originated in Eastern 
Hungary, Northwestern Transylvania and the Carpathian 
Ukraine in the Otomani-Füzesabony area; and from this area 
it spread in the 12th–10th centuries BC159. It is assumed that 
the origin and spread of this pottery was provoked by social 
changes, and this wonderful ware served for feastings and 
rituals. Besides, the horn-like channeled knobs were images 
of animal protomes160. Thus, this feasting ware reflects the 
same idea that we already met discussing the Wietenberg 
ornamentation. 

At the end of the Bronze Age, similar pottery spread 
south of the Danube, and it became typical of the Early Iron 
Age cultures. Episodically, some Carpathian ornaments 
(concentric circles with tangents and S-shaped spirals, and 
some other) were present in the Bulgarian LBA, but since 
the IEA they also became typical (fig. 4/7). The quantity of 
this ware is less than in the north and many local cultural 
features were inherited, so some scholars believe that it was 
not a mass invasion. However, cremations appeared, trading 
relations with the north and north-west increased, and only 
from that time (i.e. after 1200 BC) the Baltic amber appeared 
in Southern Thrace. Some cultural unification occurred to 
the south of the Balkan Mountains, and Eastern Macedonia 
can be also included in this cultural area. Trading relations 
with Greece arose, marked by imports of the LH IIIC period. 
Similar ware is revealed in Troy VIIb2, and there are some 
other imports, indicating a resumption of relations with 
this region inhabited by the Thracians, that had arisen at 
the beginning of the MBA but soon were interrupted. The 
relationship of this cultural complex with the following 
Thracian cultures leaves no doubt that since this time 
Southern Thrace was inhabited by the Thracians161. This 
means that the formation of Thracian cultures in this area 
was influenced from the north. 

This process was accompanied by some other cultural 
features. Above we discussed the discovery in Southern 
Thrace of a rod-shaped cheek-piece dated to the beginning 
of the MBA. But this tradition ceased. The use of chariots 
came to the region again from the Carpathians, rod-shaped 
and grooved cheek-pieces have been found in settlements 
of Belokopitovo (LBA) and Assenovets (12th century BC). 
In the western areas, there are models of chariots pulled 
by swans162. Thus, after a short episode at the beginning 
of the MBA, chariotry returned to this region. In the 
14th–12th centuries BC, spearheads of the Carpathian types 

157   DERGACHYOV 1997, 52–56; CIUGUDEAN 2010, 169–173; 
CIUGUDEAN 2012, 238.
158   SAVA 2020, 258, 259, 270, 272, 281–283.
159   METZNER-NEBELSICK 2012, 65–72; DIETRICH 2015, 165–168.
160   METZNER-NEBELSICK 2012, 67, 71.
161   LESHCHAKOV 2002, 194, fig. 32; LESHTAKOV 2009, 63–66; 
METZNER-NEBELSICK 2012, 72; NIKOV 2016, 457, 458; DZHANFEZOVA 
2018, 309, 315. 
162   GERGOVA 1989, 232; MINKOV 2023.
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appeared, some of them are decorated, other inherited the 
Seima-Turbino tradition that had penetrated earlier in the 
Carpathian basin163.

Judging from the classical sources, the islands of 
Thasos, Samothrace and Lemnos in the Northern Aegean 
were partly inhabited by the Thracians. The most significant 
changes took place there at the end of the LBA, when the 
pottery appeared that was close to that in Thrace, and this 
situation is regarded as similar to that in Troy VIIb2. New 
changes happened in the 8th century BC with the coming of 
the Tyrrhenians to the Lemnos Island and the Greeks to the 
others164. Taking into account the fact that by the Trojan war 
the Troad was inhabited by the Thracians, the episode with 
the appearance of the so called ‘Buckelkeramik’ or Knobbed 
ware in Troy VIIb2 is especially interesting. This layer was 
later that the Trojan war, but some quantity of the Thracian 
hand-made ware as well as small finds is present in Troy 
VIIa, and changes in the pottery correspond to those in the 
Balkans. This indicates the presence of people who came 
from Thrace, who were incorporated in the local society, and 
who saved relations with their homeland. It is also indicative 
that this ware was produced in Troy, it was not imported, but 
initially these forms had appeared in Gáva165. But if we recall 
the analysis of the Iliad, Troy was inhabited by the Thracians 
before this, for sure in the period of Troy VIIa and probably 
since Troy VI. Therefore, these were movements within the 
Thracian area, which corresponds to the descriptions of 
Thracian troops came to Troy from Europe. 

At the beginning of the Early Iron Age, these processes 
continued in Southern Thrace. Urn cremations spread wider, 
but they coexisted with inhumations, which according to 
Herodotus was typical of the Thracians; the presence of the 
Gáva pottery indicates influences from the Carpatho-Danube 
region166. The Besarabi culture (late 9th – early 6th centuries 
BC) in Banat and Vojvodina, whose ware was decorated with 
waves, meanders and channels, was probably created by the 
Thracians too167.

It is indicative: if Mycenaean Greece had earlier 
relations only with Northern Thrace, after the Gáva culture 
crossed the Danube the relations between Greece and 
Southern Thrace appeared168. About 1200 BC, spearheads, 
daggers and swords of European types appeared in Greece, 
but they were manufactured by local craftsmen. The 
barbarized hand-made pottery (late LH IIIB-early LH IIIC) 
was produced also in Greece. There are many question 
around it, since typical Thracian forms did not appear, but 
there are some parallels to the applied ornamentation of the 
Sabatinovka culture169. 

DISCUSSION
The data discussed above can be placed into a unified 

system. The spread of the Neolithic tribes from Anatolia to 

163   LESHTAKOV 2011, 32–34, 44–46.
164   ILIEVA 2017, 266, 267.
165   LESHTAKOV 2009, 64; METZNER-NEBELSICK 2012, 70.
166   GERGOVA 1989, 233–240.
167   OPPERMANN 1984, 69, 70.
168   HODDINOTT 1989, 52, 53, 62–64.
169   HARDING 1984, 169, 180, 213, 215–223, 226.

Europe (and the Eneolithic tribes that formed on their basis) 
resulted in the appearance in the Balkans of two groups of 
the Near Eastern origins. The people of the Dene-Caucasian 
group occupied the most part of Europe, including Greece 
and the west of the Balkans. In Asia Minor, their language 
evolved towards the North Caucasian languages. The first 
PIE tribes came to the Northeastern Balkans, and their 
separation resulted in the formation of Anatolian (Hittite-
Luwian) languages. Therefore, archaeology shows their 
parallels with more eastern Anatolian areas, and genetic 
studies reveal (in addition to the standard for Europe genes 
of the Anatolian farmers) the CHG-ancestors, whose core 
area was also located in the east. The following spread of 
these tribes is reflected in the distribution area of Luwian 
suffixes -σσ- and -νθ-.

In the last third of the 4th millennium BC, the north of 
the region was penetrated by the steppe kurgan tribes, who 
mixed with local people. The subsequent Yamnaya invasion 
in the early 3rd millennium BC made a part of this people 
move north and north-west, which formed the Corded 
Ware cultures. Another part was slightly displaced south-
west, where the Cetina culture formed later. Based on the 
following distribution of these tribes we can suppose that 
they were speakers of the Veneto-Illyrian languages. We may 
assume that the Yamnaya people spoke some IE language, 
but we have no strict evidence for any conclusions, since 
the Yamnaya culture was not the basis for further cultural 
development anywhere in Europe, including the Balkans. 
Nevertheless, it was probably the appearance of Yamnaya 
people at the beginning of the EBA that provoked a part 
of the North Balkan tribes to migrate south to Greece and 
east to Anatolia, which resulted in the coming of people 
spoke Anatolian languages to both these regions. This is well 
expressed in the distribution of the abovementioned suffixes 
and culture, but is weakly visible in genes, since the Balkan 
Neolithic inherited the Anatolian genetic pool, and in the 
Balkans, unlike the rest of Europe, the Anatolian migrants 
did not almost mix with the local Mesolithic hunters and 
gatherers. As a result, for the Balkan EBA we can assume 
the preservation of the Hittite-Luwian population in the 
north-east and in Greece and the appearance of the Illyrians 
in the north-west. Probably, proto-Venetic groups lived in 
some areas of the Danube-Carpathian basin, and somewhere 
the Dene-Caucasian enclaves could exist. But the Thracian 
language cannot be associated with any of these groups. 

Despite the deficit of linguistic data, we can assume 
that in the 3rd millennium BC the Thracian homeland was 
situated in North-Central Asia Minor, where the later 
Thracian presence is revealed. Migration from Anatolia 
to the Balkans took place ca. 2500/2400 BC within the 
radiocarbon chronology or ca. 24th century BC in historical 
dates. It resulted in the appearance of Greeks in the south 
of the Balkans in EH IIb. Somewhat later, a migration of 
people with a similar cultural complex reached Southeastern 
Thrace, which probably reflects the Greek colonization 
that was not successful in this area. But we are not able to 
reconstruct ethnic processes in this case since they had no 
continuation. Nevertheless, they influenced cultural changes 
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in Southeastern Europe, and cultures of the Br A0 period 
began to form along the Danube, but on the local basis. 

The next Anatolian impulse occurred ca. 2200 BC (ca. 
2150 in historical chronology). It resulted in the changes of 
the Br A1 period in the Danube basin. We can assume the 
coming of the Thracians at that time, but there were no 
significant changes in Bulgaria and Romania. However, in 
the Western Balkans, we see the spread of Cetina culture 
from the north to the south, and similar complexes appeared 
in Apulia, which reflects migrations of the Illyrians and the 
Messapians. 

Migration of the Thracians occurred at the transition 
to the Middle Bronze Age. It was caused by the destabilization 
of political situation in Central Anatolia, provoked by 
the Hittite activities. As a result, by the 17th century BC 
(perhaps earlier), the Thracians appeared in the north-west 
of Asia Minor, although their earlier migrations in the 22nd 
century BC are not excluded. Some groups could penetrate 
to Northern Greece, which is marked by the destruction of 
settlements at the transition to the Thessalian MBA and 
fragmentary data of Greek legends. But later they were 
assimilated there by the Greeks. Besides, we will not have 
enough data for reliable judgments until the Anatolian 
context of these events is studied. 

In the 18th century BC (the beginning of the MBA 
and the final part of the Central European Phase Br A1), 
the Thracians penetrated into the Balkans, and this event is 
reflected in legends about the migration of the Teukras and 
Moesians from Troy. There is archaeological evidence of this 
in the early MBA complexes in Southern Thrace: significant 
cultural changes, the first chariots, intensive contacts with 
Northwestern Anatolia. The further Thracian ethnogenesis 
was carrying out in Northern Thrace, where first the cultures 
of Monteoru and Wietenberg arose, and soon Tei, Mureș 
and Otomani-Füzesabony. This probably partly influenced 
the formation of the Costişa, Vatina and Periam Pecica Ib 
cultures, as well as the transformation of Hatvan culture. 
But in the case of the latter cultures we have no reason to 
believe that their bearers spoke Thracian, although their 
populations could include some Thracian components. On 
the other hand, the cultures of the first list could be created 
by bi-lingual populations, as the process of assimilations was 
very long. There is no possibility for a meaningful discussion. 
Judging from the distribution of Thracian hydronyms, 
the western border of the main Thracian area was in the 
Danube-Tisza interfluve, although episodic penetrations in 
neighboring areas cannot be excluded. 

Probably, due to the alien component that brought 
such a novelty as chariots, a social stratification started to 
increase, as well as economic development. Long-distant 
relations up to Scandinavia and Greece arose, especially with 
the beginning of LH I, when the close elite relations between 
the Carpathians and Mycenaean Greece are clearly visible. 
But south of the Danube, the Thracian ethnogenesis did 
not occurred at this stage. There are several reasons for this 
conclusion: 1) the Troad was inhabited by the Thracians at 
that time, and initially the relations with this region were 
very intense, but soon they were interrupted, and Southern 
Thrace was rather a barrier to the European relations of the 

Troad; 2) signs of chariots appeared and soon disappeared; 
3) during a long time, relations with Mycenaean Greece 
were absent, despite the fact that the Mycenaean elite had 
close relations with the Thracians; 4) suffixes -dava with the 
Kartvelian parallels are present in the names of settlements 
only north of the Danube. 

The Thracian assimilation of areas south of the 
Danube began probably in the LBA, but more intensively 
after the formation of Gáva culture in the former Otomani-
Füzesabony area ca. 1300/1200 BC. Then, the Thracians 
spread to the Dniester basin and Southern Thrace, where 
chariots appeared again, relations with Mycenaean Greece 
arose, but, which is even more indicative, with the Troad, 
where groups of the Balkans Thracians soon took part in the 
Trojan war. Some groups probably moved to Anatolia, which 
is described by Herodotus and is reflected in the presence 
of Balkan pottery in Troy. Thus, since the 12th century BC, 
the Thracians occupied the whole area of their hydronyms 
distribution. 

CONCLUSIONS
The origin of Thracians, as well as that of any other 

Balkan peoples, can be reasonably demonstrated only from 
the position of IE homeland in the Near East. It seems 
probable that the Thracians came from Asia Minor at the 
beginning of the MBA. In addition to the facts discussed 
above, it may be indicated by a possibility to trace from this 
event the gradual evolution of their culture in the Balkans 
until the period when the Thracian presence is reliably 
confirmed there by written sources. Certainly, this article has 
suggested only the most general approach to the solution of 
the problem. A huge work is necessary to compare Balkan and 
Anatolian materials within three disciplines: archaeology, 
linguistics, and genetics. It seems to me that an important 
aspect of the future studies should be understanding that 
the assimilation of local people could be a long process, 
and during a long time groups with different languages 
could coexist within a single archaeological culture. It is not 
excluded that some types of archaeological data are able 
to reveal these complex relationships, but this can hardly 
be established with certainty. Another important aspect is 
that the formation of the Thracians, like any other ethnos, 
was carrying out within certain socio-economic processes, 
that could differ significantly even in neighboring areas and 
within a single ethnic group. Therefore, the suggested here 
approach to the solution of the problem of the Thracian 
origin is very far from its real solution. 
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