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It is no easy task to define Baltic
culture, to dissociate it from the
culture of its closest neighbours,
to state what the Balts have giv-
en to the culture of Europe and
the world, in particular — the
spiritual culture. All the more
so because it had been form-
ing for thousands of years and
had been heterogeneous. Baltic
culture fused the indigenous
ancient Narva and Nemunas
cultures with the imported Indo-
European ones, the so-called
Corded Ware and Globular Am-
phora cultures. It also fell under
the influence of the cultures of
the Baltic Finno-Ugric peoples
as well as other neighbours and

distant nations. Since Baltic languages belong to the family of Indo-European
languages, comprising a separate group within it, its main cultural element is
Indo-European. This element, which, from the beginning of the third millen-
nium BCE, began to gradually prevail in the territory of the Eastern Balts, Be-
larus and Central Russia, was brought from Central Europe by representatives
of a three-stratum patrilineal society — the ruling stratum, the warriors, and
the cattle breeders and farmers, who had assimilated into the local ancient
cultures of hunters, fishermen and early farmers. More elements of local cul-
tures, the so-called Old European substrate, survived in places that were more
densely inhabited by local people and further away from arterial areas, such
as the closed basins of large lakes.




The most data for tangible culture, which
at the same time enables the reconstruc-
tion of some features of spiritual culture,

is derived from archaeological investi-

gations. They are the basis for stating o, .
that the Neolithic Period saw the start of
quadrangle buildings of a pillar-type con-
struction with a gable or hip-roof (as seen
from borrowed words, the Finno-Ugric peoples

learnt to construct such buildings from the Balts). Later, establish-
ment of fortified settlements — hill-forts, where similar and long
quadrangular constructions were built — began. Barrows for the
deceased were first erected, encircled by stone wreaths and ditch-
es. In the 4" ¢, when hill-forts, becoming increasingly defensive in
nature, were surrounded with bulwarks, ditches and towers, people
began to move down to settlements at the foot of the hills and put
up log buildings. From the 11* ¢, defensive fortifications were so
perfected that part of the hill-forts were turned into wooden cas-
tles. In the Baltic territories, there once were buildings for cult pur-
poses (as in the Prussian Nadruva; in Vilnius, where the Cathedral is
now located; on the Hill of Biruté in Palanga) as well as ritual stones,
witnesses to formerly sacred sites. Old roads, called kalgrindos (hid-
den underwater stony roads across swamps and swampy areas)
and medgrindos (hidden roads paved with timber across swampy
areas) are also attributed to Baltic culture. Thousands of hill-forts,
barrow mounds and barrow complexes, defensive ramparts, and
ritual stones comprise a tangible heritage of exceptional value,
forming the unique cultural scenery of the Baltic world in Lithuania,
Latvia, Kaliningrad, Poland, Belarus, and Ukraine — all the places
where the Baltic tribes once lived.

An overview of ancient Baltic art should begin with amber arte-

facts — their tradition, which was formed by local peoples and
impacted by the intruders, survived for more than six millennia.
Even modern people are fascinated by the simple human- and
animal-shaped amber figurines, buttons, chain links, pendants,
and, in particular, ornate discs, decorated with tiny holes in a cross
shape. Amber connected the Baltic world with Southern Europe
and, in the process of the formation of the national identity of
Lithuanians and Latvians, became an integral part of their cultural
identity. Ornamentation was of particular importance in works
of art. It is believed that the geometrical ornament of the indig-
enous tradition prevailed, the diversity of its compositions distin-
guishing the Balts from other tribes. This diversity has survived to
the present day — it is well-reflected, for example, in the national
sashes of the modern-day Baltic peoples. In the local traditions
one can also come across zoomorphic ritual staffs, dishes and
other artefacts, anthropomorphic pillar-shaped figures, small fig-
urines. The Balts were very fond of metal jewellery. Some, such as
headbands, bell-shaped pendants, spoon-ended torcs, cruciform
pins, etc., are only typical of the Baltic tribes. With the Middle Ages
nearing, zoomorphic ornaments began to prevail, especially in a
reptilian motif. Overall, the influence of the indigenous people of
the Narva and Nemunas culture (hunters, fishermen and the first
farmers) is still felt in the art of the ancient Balts. Indications of this
influence can still be observed in the artefacts of modern artists,
especially jewellers and wood carvers.

Knowledge of the mythological images and faiths of the Baltic
tribes, fragmentary and not always reliable, is mostly found in



chronicles from the Middle Ages and
the Renaissance period that were writ-
ten by foreigners and, most often,
Christians. These chronicles contain
mentions of nature worship, respect
for fire, reptiles, and the deceased — all
characteristic of the ancient Balts. How-
ever, the key source for reconstructing
the mythology and religion of the Balts
is folklore, especially Latvian songs,
Baltic languages and pre-historic art.
They hint at an interlaced two-layer
system of imagery. As in the case of
tangible culture, the Indo-European
layer should be considered as the pri-
mary one, with male gods dominat-
ing, of which *Deiwas, the deity of the
bright sky, was the main one (compare
Lith. Dievas, Latv. Dievs, and Old Prus.
Deywis ‘God; all having the same root
meaning ‘to shine; as in the Lith., Latv.
word diena, Old Prus. deina — ‘day’; cf.
the Greek Zeus and the Roman Jupiter
of the same origin). Other important
gods of this layer that are known to us
are Perktinas (compare Lith. perkdnas,
Latv. dial. pérkans, Old Prus. percunis,
‘thunder’; the origin is unclear, perhaps
the root is related to perti ‘to beat, flog’
or the Baltic *perkus — ‘oak’) and his
opponent Velinas (compare Old and
dial. Lith. velinas, standard Lith. velnias,
Latv. velns, ‘devil’). Perkiinas was the de-
ity responsible for thunder, lightning

and rain, while Velinas was the guardian of the realm of the dead
souls (Lith. vélés). The second level of Baltic mythology, which re-
flects the chthonic culture of ancient Europe, worships the earth,
she who gives birth and creates, personified as the Lithuanian
Zemyna and Latvian Zemes mate. The mythological world of the
ancient Balts had many, primarily female, deities, who were the
guardians of different areas, e.g. the Latv. Lauka mate, Linu mate,
Jaras madte, MeZza mate (Lith. Medeiné), Latv., Lith. Laima, Ragana.
The well-being of the home was the responsibility of male dei-
ties, such as the Lith. Kaukas, Aitvaras, Latv. Mdjas gars. There is an
abundance of place-names with the root alk-, elk- (cf. Lith. Alka(s),

9,10,11,12,13,14

Alkakalnis, Latv. Elkalauks, Old Prus. Alke) in
once inhabited by the Balts, and the legen
to them testify to former places of sacrifice
of the word alka, alkas, Latv. elks, having kir
in the Germanic languages, is unclear; may k
from the Proto-Indo-European substrate).

There are no surviving developed plots
myths, similar to, for example, the Germ:z
There is a tendency to distinguish the
Sovius, which describes three ways of k
favours cremation of the deceased. Frag
the cosmogonic myth are believed to be
by the plots of legends about the creati
world, images of the World Tree or a stag
horns, etc. Overall, reconstruction of the
and religion of the ancient Balts poses an
questions that will perhaps be answered
research. Undoubtedly, the ancient worls
of the Balts has, in modern times, mergec
world-view, festivals and traditions brou
Christianity, and degraded into many sup

Dr. Habil. Bonifacas StundZia
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