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I

n terms of climate and biota, Western Europe has always
been an anomaly in northern Eurasia. Situated at the extreme western tip of the super-continent, areas west of the
Danubian Basin receive a steady flow of warm, moist air
from the North Atlantic, which provides for mild winters
and high plant and animal productivity. By the time the
westerlies carry this air east of the Carpathians, it is drier
and promotes a more continental climate with low winter
temperatures and reduced biological productivity. Farther
east, the pattern intensifies, producing significantly lower
plant production and extreme winter lows in Northeast
Asia.
Paleoanthropologists realized long ago that east of the
Carpathian Mountains, northern Eurasia contains a record
of human settlement that differs from that of Western Europe. These regions were colonized late in human evolution, and never widely by the precursors of Homo sapiens.
Mountainous areas on the southern margin, such as the
Caucasus and Altai, probably supported the richest premodern human settlement (they also enjoy higher archaeological visibility due to the profusion of natural shelters).
During the late Pleistocene, modern humans struggled
with the problems presented by extreme winter conditions
and generally low plant and animal productivity. At times,
the lack of wood in some places may have been an issue as
well. The archaeological record is strikingly different from
that of Western Europe.
It is no accident of history that the lands east of the Carpathians have developed along a separate path and maintained a distinct cultural and political identity. During
modern times, most of the region has been administered by
the Russian Empire and, more recently, the Soviet Union.
Archaeology, including Paleolithic archaeology and paleoanthropology, evolved within this cultural and administrative setting—influenced by trends in Western Europe, but
with its own approaches and traditions (Platonova 2010).
The study of the Paleolithic began during the final decades
of the Russian Empire with some major discoveries in European Russia and Siberia. It was during the Soviet period,
however, that the field acquired its distinctive character.
This is the wider context of the journal Stratum Plus,
which began publication in 1999, at a time when archaeology in this part of the world was recovering from disruptions caused by the dissolution of the Soviet Union at
the beginning of the decade, somewhat analogous to the
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collapse of the Russian Empire at the beginning of the last
century (Berezkin 2000). The journal is published six times
a year and the first issue (January–February) is devoted to
Paleolithic and Mesolithic archaeology, which is the focus
of this review. Stratum Plus is edited from four centers: (1)
Kishinev and (2) Odessa in the former Soviet republics of
Moldova and Ukraine, respectively, (3) Saint Petersburg in
the Russian Federation, and (4) Bucharest in Romania. The
last reflects more than the post-Second World War legacy of
Romania as a Warsaw Pact nation: the East European Plain
and its archaeological record extend across Moldova and
southwestern Ukraine into southern Romania.
The Paleolithic-Mesolithic issues of Stratum Plus are
edited in Saint Petersburg, reflecting a long history as a
center of Paleolithic archaeology. In a number of respects,
the journal continues traditions in the publication of Paleolithic archaeology that emerged during the Soviet period.
Although major sites were published in monograph form
and issues were addressed in occasional edited collections
of papers, the core literature was published in several serial
publications, most notably Материалы и исследования
по археологии СССР (“Materials and Investigations on
the Archaeology of the USSR”) and Краткие сообщение
Института археология (“Brief Communications of the
Institute of Archaeology”). Both publications periodically
produced issues devoted to Stone Age archaeology (Paleolithic-Neolithic), which typically contained a set of research
reports in the form of journal articles. But the former also
included monographs, such as Boriskovskii (1953) and Rogachev (1957), and occasionally thematic issues.
The Paleolithic issues of Stratum Plus are chiefly composed of research articles, but also contain monographs,
such as Vishnyatsky (2010) on the Neanderthals, Sapozhnikov and Sapozhnikova (2011) on the stone age (including Neolithic) of the northwest Black Sea region, and Stepanchuk (2013) on the early Upper Paleolithic site Mira in
Ukraine. Although new sites are described, as in the Soviet
serial publications, among the shorter papers, there is a
greater tendency to address specific aspects or problems of
a site or a group of sites than was the case in the earlier literature. Examples include lithic reduction sequences in the
Middle Paleolithic assemblages from Korman’ IV in Ukraine
(Sytnik 2011) and evidence of mammoth-bone structures
in Middle Paleolithic sites of the Dnestr and Prut Valleys
(Anisyutkin 2005). Papers on more general problems, such
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as the influence of raw materials on Lower and Middle Paleolithic technology of the East European Plain (Matyukhin
2010) or the question of armed violence in the Paleolithic
(Vishnyatsky 2014), are also included.
As its sub-title suggests, Stratum Plus carries an explicit
humanistic theme, but, as elsewhere, Paleolithic studies in
the journal continue to mirror the influence of the natural
sciences—an emphasis on raw materials, lithic technology,
geochronology, and human ecology. Unlike the serial publications of the Soviet period, all issues of the journal possess
a particular title and sometimes a theme. Although the first
Paleolithic issue was relatively generic, the second—published in 2000—was organized around the “last Neanderthals” and contained a number of papers on late Middle Paleolithic and early Upper Paleolithic sites. Later issues were
devoted to Middle Paleolithic “cultural dynamics” (2009),
human hunting and large mammal extinctions (2013),
and again the Neanderthals in 2010 (as «альтернативное
человечество» or “alternative humankind”).
Many of the papers (and monographs) are only loosely tied to the title of the issue, however, or address other
topics, and the titles often seem to be designed to “package” the journal more attractively. Glossy packaging also is
manifest on the cover with its vivid color reanimations of
Paleolithic life. For those familiar with the earlier literature,
in fact, the most obvious contrast with the Soviet period
lies in the images inside the journal, reflecting the impact of
graphics software and digital photography. The improved
graphics—especially the photographic images and maps—
not only present a more attractive package, but enhance
communication of the contents.
Each of the major epochs of the Paleolithic in northern
Eurasia east of the Carpathians carries its own set of problems and issues, and these are addressed in the pages of
Stratum Plus more explicitly than they were in the earlier
serial publications. For the Lower Paleolithic, its very presence is the problem. While the oldest known traces of humanity outside Africa lie on the southern slope of the Caucasus Mountains, evidence of pre-Neanderthal settlement
farther north remains limited and often problematic. There
are no East European or Siberian sites above latitude 50º
North like Boxgrove or Hoxne. (The Lower Paleolithic sites
in Central Asia are found at lower latitudes.) Predictably,
the strongest evidence derives from the Northern Caucasus
and southwest East European Plain. In the 2012 Paleolithic
issue (entitled «B начале начал» or “in the beginning of
beginnings”), Lower Paleolithic finds were described from
Urma 1 in central Dagestan (Amirkhanov and Mashchenko
2012) and Medzhibozh on the Southern Bug River in Ukraine
(Stepanchuk 2012).
The analysis and interpretation of these sites—like earlier reported Lower Paleolithic discoveries in Eastern Europe and Siberia—involves classic archaeological problems
of reliable dating and incontrovertible traces of a human
presence. The latter is complicated by the fact that large bifacial tools or handaxes are almost completely absent in this
part of the world, and the retouched artifacts are invariably
confined to simple pebble and flake tools. Sometimes, other

avenues for documenting human occupation are available;
at Medzhibozh, for example (originally discovered many decades ago), some of the large mammal bones exhibit possible traces of stone tools. The dating of both sites is based
on classic methods: loess/soil stratigraphy (Medzhibozh)
and association with fauna, specifically Achidiskodon meridionalis (Urma 1).
By contrast, the Middle Paleolithic is well and widely
established across Eastern Europe and famously present in
the southwestern corner of Siberia in the Altai region. In
recent years, however, the identity of the Middle Paleolithic
artifact-makers has become complicated. There is a strong
Neanderthal presence in Crimea and the Northern Caucasus, as well as the Altai, based on the association with diagnostic skeletal remains (and some aDNA). But the analysis
of aDNA from human remains in the Altai revealed that at
least some of the makers of Middle Paleolithic artifacts in
the region probably were Denisovans (Reich et al. 2010).
At the same time, growing evidence that modern humans
produced the Emiran industry of the Levant suggests they
also may have made at least some of the Levallois blades
and points in Eastern Europe (and Central Asia and Siberia) (Douka et al. 2013).
The problems and issues in Middle Paleolithic archaeology addressed in Stratum Plus are similar to those discussed in the earlier literature, and include the meaning of
spatial and temporal variability among Middle Paleolithic
assemblages and questions of local cultures (or groups) and
changes through time, such as in the Eastern Carpathian region (Anisyutkin 2009) or Altai (Rybin and Kolobova 2009).
Both of these papers, as well as those on other areas, were
published in the Middle Paleolithic cultural dynamics issue. Another long-standing problem in Middle Paleolithic
archeology is the relationship between Middle and Upper
Paleolithic industries. Regardless of the fossil and genetic
evidence for an “out-of-Africa” origin for modern humans,
many archaeologists working in Eastern Europe and Siberia perceive a local transition in at least some places (e.g.,
Altai) and some industries (e.g., Micoquian), and this view
has been articulated in a number of Stratum Plus papers,
including Rybin and Kolobova (2009) and by the late M.V.
Anikovich (2013).
The Upper Paleolithic remains the centerpiece of Paleolithic archaeology in Eastern Europe and Siberia with its
spectacular features and mobiliary art. Noteworthy papers
in Stratum Plus include comprehensive inventories of two
and three-dimensional depictions of mammoth in Upper
Paleolithic of northern Eurasia by the late Z.A. Abramova
(2005a, 2005b) and reconstruction of the large mammothbone dwelling at Kostenki 11 by the late V.V. Popov (2005),
all published in “The Age of Mammoths” Paleolithic issue.
A more recent paper of special interest is focused on the
osteological data pertaining to the dwellings in the middle
Upper Paleolithic site of Kostenki 4 (Zheltova and Burova
2014).
The Upper Paleolithic settlement of Eastern Europe
and Siberia may be described as the “eyed-needle zone,”
because it contains the earliest known eyed needles (from
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the Northern Caucasus, central plain of Eastern Europe,
and the Altai), which do not show up in Western Europe
until much later (Last Glacial Maximum). The eyed needles presumably reflect the production of tailored winter
clothing—subsequently depicted in human figurines from
southern Siberia—and are tied to the evidence for heated
shelters as part of the technological adaptation to extreme
winter temperatures. The East European and Siberian sites
also yield early evidence for a broad-based northern interior diet (i.e., small mammals, aquatic foods) in the form of
stable isotope values on human bone, and concentrations of
small vertebrate remains among the occupation debris. The
expanded dietary breadth was a response to the overall reduced biological productivity of the more continental landscapes east of the Carpathians and another technological
adaptation. And there is dramatic evidence for high mobility in the form of raw material movements over hundreds
of kilometers, both in Eastern Europe and southern Siberia
(e.g., Demonterova et al. 2014).
Stratum Plus is not the only vehicle for publication of
Paleolithic research in the lands of the former Soviet Union
(and adjoining areas), but it has become—along with Archaeology, Ethnology & Anthropology of Eurasia—the primary
serial publication for paleoanthropology in northern Eurasia east of the Carpathians. The latter is a quarterly journal published simultaneously in Russian and English by
the Russian Academy of Sciences in Novosibirsk that began publication in the year following the first volume of
Stratum Plus. Both journals are primarily devoted to postPaleolithic archaeology and include papers on areas outside Eastern Europe and the former Soviet republics. But
together they provide the most important source of new
and current information on Paleolithic research in the latter. They have inherited the role of the now defunct Soviet
publications described above. And because this vast region
is so critical to later human evolution, especially the transition to modern humans and the Upper Paleolithic, and
is continually producing significant new discoveries and
results, both journals are essential to the world literature.
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