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ZOIA MAXIM* 

 
SNAKE SYMBOLISTIC IN THE PREHISTORY OF THE 
SOUTH - EAST EUROPE 
 
 
 
Abstract: Prezentul articol abordează problema simbolisticii şarpelui în perioada neo-enolitică şi în 
epoca bronzului. Pentru aceste perioade, în sud-estul Europei există o serie de reprezentări, semne şi 
simboluri (spirale, “S”-uri, zig-zaguri, meandre, cercuri etc.), care pot fi interpretate ca simbolizând 
şarpele, într-o formă abstractizată - simbolică. Aceste semne şi reprezentări sunt prezente mai ales pe 
vase, dar şi pe alte obiecte (altare, statuete etc.), în aproape toate culturile din zona Balcanică şi nu 
numai: Protosesklo, Starčevo-Criş, Vinča, LBK, grupul Lumea Nouă, Lengyel, Hamangia, Gumelniţa, 
Petreşti, Cucuteni, Bodrogkeresztur, Horodişte-Erbiceni,  Tei, Otomani, Coslogeni, Suciu de Sus ş.a. 
Simbolistica şarpelui este foarte complexă şi variată: simbol falic, simbol al regenerării şi continuităţii, al 
eternităţii, prudenţei, înţelepciunii etc. 
 
Keywords: neo-eneolithic, bronze age, south-east Europe, pottery decoration motifs, snake symbol, 
mythology. 

 
Motto: 

“When man is resting he looks to the sky” (Camille Flammarion) 
 
 

Always man wanted to explore in order to understand the Universe and the life on 
Earth. In this way appeared the abstracting and symbols. The most mysterious and 
Symbolistic creature was the snack, which took an important place in the mythology, 
imagistic and rituals of different people, recovered in the customs over the year. 

The popular (ethnologic) calendar of the South – East European areas is based 
on the millenary observation with high precision of the cosmic clock and on the 
earthly guide marks, concerning of the biological rhythm of animals, birds, reptiles 
and plants. Even in superior Paleolithic “the wises of the village” were readers of 
the sky (stargazers) being the link between the sky and earth. The result was the 
appearance of calendar celebrations dedicated to zoomorphic and cosmic gods, 
some of them being taken by Christianity receiving name of saints (Vulcănescu 
1987; Ghinoiu 1997). 

Such an important celebration was about the vernal equinox, when took place 
some rituals for the new Agricultural Year, Piscicultural Year, The Day of the 
Beehives, The Day of Fishes and The Day of the Snake (Ghinoiu 1994; 
1997). In this moment of the year, on the sky of Eastern Europe rises the Snake 
constellation. Now the Sun is warmer, the plants grow, the animals get out from 
the earth and water, the birds come back to the old aeries, and the bees take 
again their activity. 

Why the Day of the Snake? It is the only vertebrate without limbs, he changes 
one’s place by own energy in winding moves, it is cold, hasn’t ears, hasn’t external 
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sexual apparatus (being androgynous), he opens his mouth at 90º and hibernates 
exactly 6 months (Fuhn 1969; Lewinsohn 1988). When man started to grow wheat 
he noticed a similitude between the events on the sky and on the earth – to the 
vernal equinox the spring wheat is sowing and the autumn wheat becomes green 
= the snakes get out from the earth, the Snake constellation is seen very well; at 
summer solstice the wheat is ripened, the snakes hatch the eggs, the Snake 
constellation is in the highest point; in 14th of September the Agricultural Year is 
closed, the snake goes in the earth and the constellation is disappeared from the 
sky. These reasons make us to start an archaeo – astronomical study of the 
constellation Ophicus (the 13th zodiacal constellation) for the year 4000 B.C (Csillik 
– Maxim 2003). 

In Mythology (Kernbach 1978; 1989; Vulcănescu 1987; Gimbutas 1989; 1991; 
Eliade 1994; Morretta 1994; Chevalier – Gheerbrant 1995; Eliade – Culian 1996; 
Monah 1997; Evseev 1999; Berdan 2001; Lăzărescu 2001; Golan 2003) the Snake 
wasn’t a created creature, he preexists in the Primordial Waters before the making 
of the Earth. Here is the mystery! Dumuzi’s legend explains the hibernate of 6 
months. From here the link between the earthly world, alive, and the underground 
world of death and hiding things. His winding move is seen by philosophers such a 
sign of perpetual evolution, cyclic. 

 

 
Fig.1 1 - Knossos, minoic (after Gimbutas 1989, fig.210; Morretta 1994); 

2 – Ghelăieşti, Cucuteni culture (after Monah 1997, fig. 12;  
Gimbutas 1989, fig. 221). 

 
Through the link between Sky, Earth, Snake on the one hand and Man, 

Survival, Procreation and Agrarian Rites on the other hand; we can try an 
interpretation of the snake Symbolistic in Prehistory in this part of Europe. In this 
way the ancestral intuition, the creative and regeneration force of nature 
amalgamated with the magic power of the snake. From here results so many 
symbols of the snake especially in connection with the Agrarian Year: 1) snake and 
Sun (fire); 2) snake and Water; 3) snake and Air; 4) snake and Earth - the Snake 
amalgamated all these four elements became the symbol of the Unity of all 
Cosmos, a whole of good and bad. So, the snake has to major characteristics: the 
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force of life, regeneration, procreation, perpetuance of the life on earth, and, if 
some rules neither are nor respected – death. 
 

 
Fig. 2. 1 – Fărcaşu de Sus, Vinča Culture (after Gimbutas 1989, fig. 44); 2 – Dikili 

Tash – Slatina (after Bojadjiev 1993, 6/1); 3 – Hovar – Lisičići, Hovar Culture (after 
Benac 1993, 5/12); 4 – Öcsöd – Kováshalom, Tisza Culture (Kalicz 1993, 4/9); 5 – 

Nea Nicomedea, Protosesklo Culture and 6 – Dikili Tash, Kodžadermen culture 
(after Seferiades 1993, 1/10, 21/10). 

 
The symbols of the snake are very various: seminal (the phallic shape); 

regenerative; is the sign of cyclic continuity and lasting of life, the eternity; 
of prudence; of wisdom, the ascending force of life; etc. 

The great changes of the economic behavior in Neolithic and than in Metal Age 
underlined the importance of the snake, and now there was a real religion of the 
snake (Snake Culture) connected with the religion of fertility and fecundity. In this 
period we have god snake and goddess snake and an immensity of abstract 
representations (Amorgos, Kato Ierapetra, Traian - Dealul Fântânilor, Sabatinovka, 
Koumasa, Knossos, Mycenae, Argive Heraeum, Boeotia, Petsofas, Kophina, 
Mochlos, Hacilar, Beletinci, Sitagroi, etc.: Gimbutas 1989, p. 121-140; 1991). 

Between the sign – symbols of the snake we mention: 
• spiral (simple or double) representing the coiling up snake, the sun, 

the divine eye, the evolutional move, eddy, hypnosis, the abyss in 
Karanovo culture at Gradesnica (Todorova - Vaisov 1993, 97/12) and 
Marica (Todorova 1979, fig. 79a); in  Starčevo-Criş culture at Giulvăz II 
(Lazarovici 1979, VIII/D8); in Vinča culture at Parţa (Lazarovici 1979, 
XXIV/E31), Sânandrei (Draşovean 1996, LXVIII/6), Hodoni – 
Pocioroane (Draşovean - Ţeicu - Muntean, 1996, XLI/1) and Zorlenţu 
Mare (Lazarocici 1979, XIX/H14; in C1; Draşovean 1996, CIX/7); in 
Lumea Nouă group at Tărtăria (Vlassa 1976, 130, 11/2), ), in LBK 
culture at: Frauenhofen and Ravelsbach (Lenneis 1999, 3/2, 4/1), 
Becsehely and Veszprém (Kalicz 1998, 4/2, 10/4); in Lengyel culture at  

www.cimec.ro



 56

 
Fig. 3. 1 – Marica Culture (after Bojadjiev 1993, 9/8); 2 – Dimini, Sesklo Culture 

(after Seferiades 1993, 17/1); 3 – Valea Lupului, Cucuteni Culture (after 
Dumitrescu 1979, fig. 53); 4 – Teiu, Gumelniţa Culture (after Gimbutas 1989, fig. 
460); 5 – Hodoni, Vinča Culture (after Draşovean 1996, LXII/1); 6 – Dvory nad 

Žitavou, Liniar Culture (after Pavuk 1993, 1/9). 
 

Aszod and Sé (Kalicz 1998, 29/1); in  Vinča - Dudeşti culture at 
Cârcea - Viaduct (Nica 1996, 13/1, 5); Radovanu (Comşa 1990, 49/5, 
7); in Vădastra culture at Vădastra, Hotărani (Micle - Florescu 1980, 
fig. 73, 76) and Cruşovu (Mateescu 1957, fig. 7); in Gumelniţa culture 
at Sultana (Andrieşescu 1924, XXII/7) and Brăiliţa (Harţuche - 
Dragomir 1957, 5/3, 12/1); in Petreşti culture at Ghimbav, Daia 
Română and Mihalţ (Paul 1992, XXXVII/1-2, XXXVIII/3), Corbu 
(Bărcăcilă 1924, fig. 246-248); in Cucuteni culture at Drăguşeni, 
Tîrpeşti, Hăbăşeşti, Traian, Corlăteni (Dumitrescu 1979, fig. 10, 22/a, 
30, 32/a, 37/b, 105, 110-112, 114, 124,127, 132, 136,160-161, 176) 
and Scânteia (Mantu 1999, nr. 164, 135, 139, 149, 153); in 
Wietenberg culture at Alba Iulia (RepAlba 1995, 245, 7/3), Derşida 
and Teaca (Micle - Florescu 1980, fig. 391-392); in Otomani culture 
at Gorneşti (Micle - Florescu 1980, fig. 402), Sarasău (Popescu 1956 
p. 230, fig. 141), Socodor and Vărşand (Popescu 1956, 28/6, 64/3); 

• the little sticks = the snake in offensive, a phallus in erection, the 
grass springing at Gura Baciului (Starčevo-Criş culture; Vlassa 1976, 
4/3), Agostonpuszta (Early Lengyel culture; Kalicz 1998, 43/6), 
Otomani (Otomani culture; Roska 1944, p. 32, 16/3) and Tei (Tei 
culture; Leahu 1966, VIII/2; Miclea - Florescu 1980, fig. 300);  

• shape of "S" letter around the eggs (circles) = the snake when 
he hatches the eggs (source of a new life), than when the sun is the 
most power at summer solstice, suggesting the link between Sun, 
Divine eye and Snakes. Such images be found at: Parţa (Banater 
culture; Lazarovici 1979, XXIV/E22-23, XXIV/H8), Hotniţa, Goleana-
Delcevo (Todorova 1979, fig. 30, 49b, 57b), Turdaş (Roska 1941, 
CXI/3), Hotărani (Vădastra culture; Nica 1996, 6/10), Hăbăşeşti, 
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Izvoarele, Drăguşeni, Truşeşti (Cucuteni culture; Dumitrescu 1979, 
fig. 1/a, 21/b, 106; Petrescu-Dîmboviţa 1999, 176/7) and Gălîbnik II 
(Todorova - Vaisov 1993, 91/2); 

 

 
Fig.4 1 – Szajon – Felsőfőld, Starčevo-Criş Culture (after Gimbutas 1989, fig.27); 2 
– Valea Lupului, Cucuteni Culture (after Gimbutas 1989, 469/2); 3 – Truşeşti, 
Cucuteni Culture (after Gimbutas 1989, fig.452); 4 – Kriszczatek, Cucuteni Culture 
(after Gimbutas 1989, 336/1); 5-6 – Tîrpeşti and Traian – Dealul Viei, Precucuteni 
Culture (after Marinescu-Bîlcu 1974, 55/6, 28/1). 
 

• chain of S = wedding of the snakes when the first part of the 
agricultural works are closed and starting a time without sexual 
restrictions, in philosophic way suggests the perpetual moving, the 
eternal life. Such symbols is found in Karanovo culture at Gradesnica 
(Todorova - Vaisov 1993, fig. 97/11, p. 206, pl. 43); in Starčevo-Criş 
culture at Cârcea (Miclea - Florescu 1980, fig. 29); in LBK culture at 
Balatonendröd, Kánya and Medina (Kalicz 1998, 9/1-2, 5); in Vădastra 
culture at Piatra Sat - Nucet (Nica 1996, 5/13); Hotărani (Miclea - 
Florescu 1980, fig. 71) and Cruşovu (Mateescu 1957, fig. 8); Radovanu 
(Comşa 1990, 48/4); in Cucuteni culture at Ariuşd (László 1924, V/6), 
Izvoarele, Mărgineni, Drăguşeni, Frumuşica, Hăbăşeşti, Traian, Târgu 
Ocna (Dumitrescu 1979, 19/c, 20/b, d, 21/a, 35/b, 83, 91, 102, 113, 
121, 150; Miclea - Florescu 1980, fig. 162), Scânteia (Mantu 1999, nr. 
1, 140); in Otomani culture at Ciumeşti (Kacso 1972, p. 87) and 
Vărşand (Pădureanu 1978, 65/1); in Tei culture at Tei (Miclea - 
Florescu 1980, fig. 300); and in Basarabi culture at Basarabi (Miclea - 
Florescu 1980, fig. 522); 

• ascending meander (simple or multiple) = the snake climbing the 
tree of life, spinal column of the man, Aesculap stick, the ascending 
force of life (Brâncuş’s Infinite Column) which gets out from the earth 
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(Mater Gea, the religion of fertility and fecundity), from Caves (the 
World of darkness) and grave (the religion of ancestors); the vertical 
movement of the vital regenerative sap (The Tree of Life) through the 
spinal column energizing the brain responsible of man’s economical 
and social actin, the final propose being the ensuring of life on earth. 
This symbol is found in Starčevo-Criş culture at Donja Branjevina 
(Karmanski 1993, IX/1) and Lánycsók (Kalicz 1998, 2/9); in Turdaş 
group at Turdaş (Roska 1941, LXXXIII/7, XCIII/8, CXI/8, CXXVIII/22; 
Vlassa 1959, 1/1,9, p. 10; 1976, p. 173, fig. 10-11); in Hamangia 
culture at Medgidia (Haşotti 1997, 31/4-5); în Cucuteni culture at Valea 
Lupului (Dumitrescu 1979, fig. 42 - 43/b, fig. 156; Miclea - Florescu 
1980, fig. 186, 192); in Baden culture at Franzhausen, Ossarn - 
Grasberg (Lenneis 1999, p. 163, 21/1, 4, p. 167, 22/2); in Horodişte-
Erbiceni culture at Sfântu Ilie (Dumitroaia 2000, p. 230, fig. 18) and in 
Otomani culture at Gorneşti (Miclea - Florescu 1980, fig. 401); 

• circle = snake which bites his own tail, the becoming wheel, girdle 
(şerpi, şerpar), wedding ring, wreath, crown, circular fortress, means 
protection of man which is inside this circle against the darkness 
forces. Such image is found at: Gura Baciului (); and Bucova IV 
(Lazarovici 1979, VIII/E39-40) in Starčevo-Criş culture; Ovčarovo in 
Karanovo culture (Todorova 1979, fig. 27); Brăiliţa in Gumelniţa 
culture (Harţuchi - Dragomir 1957, fig. 6); Drăguşeni (Dumitrescu 
1979, fig. 115), Truşeşti (Petrescu-Dîmboviţa 1999, 165/13, 15-16, 
166/3, 5) and Scânteia (Mantu 1999, nr. 352-353) in Cucuteni culture; 

 

 
Fig.5 1 – Moravia IIB (after Kazdova 1993, 6/8); 2 – Zengövárkony (after Müller-
Karpe 1968, II, 191/C2); 3 – Pianu de Jos, Petreşti Culture (after Gimbutas 1989, 
fig. 223); 4 – Gorneşti, Otomani Culture (Micle – Florescu 1980, fig. 401); 5 – 
Sursk – Dniepr Culture (Telegin 1993, 4/3); 6 – Traian – Dealul Fântânilor, 
Cucuteni Culture (after Gimbutas 1989, 202/2). 
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• zig – zag (simple, double, horizontal or vertical) = a moving snake, a 
sign of water, waves, necessary rains after sowing which is found in 
Starčevo-Criş culture at Gura Baciului (Vlassa 1976, p. 76, 3/9), Cluj – 
Stăvilar (Kalmar 1987-1988, 3/2), Perieni (Petrescu-Dîmboviţa 1957, 
7/17); Kőkénydomb (Kalicz – Raczky 1991, fig. 4), Obessenyo (Kutzián 
1944, 34/16), Donja Branjevina (Karmanski 1978, VI/1), Mostonga 
(Karmanski 1968, fig. 20); in Karanovo culture at Ovčarovo and 
Karanovo (Todorova - Vaisov 1993, fig. 84/3 p. 207); in  Vinča culture 
at Zorlenţu Mare, Balta Sărată (Lazarovici 1979, XXIV/H 32, XVI/H 11); 
in Banater culture at Parţa, Beşenova (Lazarovici 1979, XXIV/E42, G18, 
XXVI/B 8); in Turdaş group at Turdaş (Roska 1941, XCII/10, 12, 
CIV/13, CVI/2, CVII/14, CXLIX/5; Luca 2001, 40/4); in Early Tisa at 
Öcsöd - Kováshalom (Raczky 1991, fig. 131); in Suplacu de Barcău 
group at Suplacu de Barcău (Ignat 1998, 64/8); Falkenstein - 
Schanzboden (MOG; Lenneis 1999, 28/9); in Lengyel culture at 
Štrelice, in Cucuteni culture at Cucuteni (Dumitrescu 1979, fig. 139; 
Miclea - Florescu 1980, fig. 177), Sărata Monteoru (Dumitrescu 1979, 
fig. 56), Târgu Ocna - Podei (Dumitrescu 1979, fig. 148; Miclea - 
Florescu 1980, fig. 175, 185), Valea Lupului (Dumitrescu 1979, fig. 
146); in Usatovo culture at Brăiliţa (Harţuchi - Dragomir 1957, 12/2); 
in Bodrogkeresztur culture at Ciumeşti (Kacso 1972, p. 72); in 
Horodişte-Erbiceni culture at Cârniceni (Dumitroaia 2000, p. 231, 
19/3); in Globular Amphorae culture at Dolheştii Mari (Dumitroaia 
2000, p. 262, 51/1); in Otomani culture at Gorneşti (Miclea - Florescu 
1980, fig.401); in Coslogeni culture at Călăraşi - Măgureni (Miclea - 
Florescu 1980, fig. 420) and in Suciu de Sus culture at Suciu de Sus 
(Roska 1942, p. 91, fig. 113);  

These are only few of the main abstractins; magic signs take over by writing 
system. 

The snake is a mythological creature, a symbol of the ancestor getting out 
from darkness in order to protect the house (The House Snake). Archetype and 
total symbol, the snake is a pattern symbol (imago mundi), a sacred creature all 
over the world under many hypostasis: snake, dragon, evil spirit, so sometime is a 
tabu subject. 

Metaphor of regeneration, of vital force, the snake is a metaphor of absolute 
knowledge, so the Heros of the legends pass through a hypostasis of the snake. 
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