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Founders of Western Pontic Cities 

Krzysztof Nawotka, Wrocław 

 

The Western coast of the Pontus Euxinus knows several stories related to the origins of its cities. The 

most fact-based are short references to the ‘second foundation’, i.e. the rebuilding of cities damaged by 

Burebista; such accounts are known from Kallatis and Odessos. Next, there are various stories that 

etymologize a city’s name, as in the case of Kallatis, Tomis and Dionysopolis. Most abundant is the 

evidence for other mythical accounts that attribute the founding of a city either to a historical character, 

e.g., Anaximander, or to an eponymic hero, such as Tomos of Tomis, or even to a god, such as Dionysos 

for Dionysopolis. The evidence for most stories dates to the age of the Antonines. Due to our limited 

sources, many of them seem to be purely literary or to belong exclusively to the realm of the official 

imagery of the local coins. But at least in the two cases of Tomos and of Melsas, we can trace the roots 

of the traditions, which appear to have had enjoyed popularity more broadly in the region. Newly 

published coins show that Melsas, so far known from a late-Hellenistic foundation story of Mesambria, 

had some ‘life’ long before this story was penned, namely as a Thracian king or, more likely, a hero of 

the late-fourth to early-third century BC. The aetiological story of Mesambria, allegedly founded by the 

Thracian Melsas, provides a rare example of pointing to blood ties between a Greek city and barbarians. 

For its origin, we should look for the time in which the Thracian neighbours found gradual acceptance 

as partakers in the life of Mesambria. 

 

 

The Size of the Population of Athens and Imported Black Sea Grain 

Nicholas Sekunda, Gdańsk 

 

A passage in Athenaeus (6.272c) tells us that Ktesikles, in the third book of his Chronicles, says that 

during the one hundred and seventeenth Olympiad, at Athens a census was carried out by Demetrios of 

Phaleron of those dwelling in Attica, and the number of Athenians was found to be 21,000, of metics 

10,000, of slaves 400,000. The Olympiad Year is corrupt in the text, but the census must have taken 

place between 317 and 307 BC, the years during which Demetrios of Phaleron ruled in Athens. There 

has been considerable debate over the credibility of these statistics, which I shall not repeat here, but the 

reaction to the figure given for the slave population of Attica has practically universally been negative. 

Most commentators regard it as being far too high and would seek to reduce it drastically. However, a 

fragment (29) of the Athenian orator Hypereides records his proposal, which was never enacted, to 

enfranchise and arm 150,000 slaves working in the mines and countryside in the crisis following the 

Athenian defeat at Chaironeia in 338 BC. This adds credibility to the statistics found in Athenaeus. A 

key piece of information used in the argument is the statistics Demosthenes gives for the amount of 

grain imported from the Bosporan Kingdom. Numerous difficulties surround this and other evidence 

concerning the amount of grain consumed in Attica, and the aim of this paper is not to give a complete 

treatment to this contentious topic. Nevertheless I believe there are sufficient grounds for assuming that 

the amount of grain imported from the Black Sea into Athens indicates that the population during this 

period was exceptionally high; numbering hundreds rather than tens of thousands. 

 

 

The Bosporan Kings and the Greek Features of Their Culture 

in Pontus and the Mediterranean 

Madalina Dana, Paris 

 

The Bosporan rulers were qualified as archontes of the Greek cities and basileis of the local populations 

in the inscriptions of their kingdom, but called ‘tyrants’ in the external, literary sources, which were 

obviously hostile to them. This designation, which aims to establish for Greek authors a distance 
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between the ‘true Greeks’ and the ‘Barbarians of Pontus’, has the paradoxical effect of better integrating 

them into Hellenism, since tyranny is one of the patterns of Greek thought and of the multiple 

mechanisms elaborated to fight it. Local chronicles, written at their initiative and therefore favourable 

to them, honours and statues erected by cities like Athens, but also their own intentional acts – cultural 

patronage for foreign artists and intellectuals, benefactions towards Bosporan cities or other 

communities, dedications and offerings for both Pontic Greek divinities and Panhellenic sanctuaries 

(Didymai, Delos, Delphi), the recognition of asylia for the Asklepieia of Cos – reveal a radically different 

image that these kings wished to offer of themselves. Notably, as in the case of the Bithynian kings, this 

process that could be described as propaganda is achieved through the most important of cultural values 

in the eyes of the Greeks, paideia. Even before the Hellenistic period, the Bosporan kings’ purpose was 

above all to be considered by their Aegean economic and political partners as Greek kings. Ever more 

remarkable, their Philhellenism is extended in the imperial period by a well-attested friendly attitude to 

the Roman power, as so-called ‘client kings’. They found a place in this pacified world dominated by 

the ideals of the Second Sophistic, to which they adhere willingly.  

 

 

Representation and Non-Representation on Coinage. 

Questions Concerning the Social and Political Status of Queen Dynamis of the Bosporos 

Altay Coşkun, Waterloo 

 

Dynamis was the most important queen of the Bosporan Kingdom, regardless the many limitations of 

our knowledge. She was the granddaughter of Mithradates Eupator, who had incorporated the 

Kimmerian Bosporos into his inherited realm of Pontos (ca. 110 BC), before squandering all his previous 

possessions in three wars with Rome. When trying to regain Pontos, her father Pharnakes II fell victim 

to Asandros, who seized the Bosporan throne and consolidated his rule through his marriage with 

Dynamis (48/47 BC). In 19 BC, she joined the insurgent Scribonius, who, in turn, was killed when 

Polemon of Pontos tried to seize the Bosporos (16/14 BC). The coup finally succeeded with the support 

of Marcus Agrippa, who ordered Dynamis to marry Polemon. The fragmentary literary tradition about 

her seems to be confirmed by two gold staters of Basilissa Dynamis in years 277 (21/20 BC) and 281 

(17/16 BC) of the Bithynian-Pontic era. All later stages of her life are more contested. Some think that 

she died soon after 14 BC. Others are convinced that Polemon repudiated her (he bequeathed Pontos to 

his younger wife Pythodoris). Yet others believe that Agrippa took her to Rome (a speculation based on 

two unclear portraits on the Ara Pacis, 13 BC). There is the further (modern) tradition that she led the 

revolt of the Aspurgianoi against Polemon in 8 BC. In part, this belief draws on an enigmatic series of 

gold staters. They show portraits of Augustus and Agrippa, further monograms composed of Δ, Y, and 

occasionally also N or M, plus era years from 289 to 307 (9/8 BC to AD 7/8, besides one specimen dated 

to year 310, AD 13/14). Moreover, there is the widespread view that she was the mother of Aspurgos, 

who is clearly attested as King from AD 14 on. His rule might have begun earlier, if he is identified with 

the authority that is referred to with the monogram ΠA(P), attested for the years 307-310 (AD 10/11–

13/14). Research on Dynamis’ later life came to a deadlock long ago, so that I would like to explore a 

new path, namely to reflect on the implication of her status representation on coinage. Which 

conclusions can we draw from the limited number of types and specimens that we know of? Why might 

a monarch choose to have his name and title abbreviated instead of spelt out (if the coin diameter was 

large enough)? What do imperial portraits signify in formally autonomous kingdoms? What is the 

implication of era years on coinage? This discussion may help us better understand the ‘dark years’ of 

the Bosporos (14/8 BC–AD 14). 

 

 

Annexing the Near East: 

Nabataea and the Bosporus – Two Client States on the Fringes of the Empire 

Michał Halamus, Wrocław 

 

This presentation will discuss hitherto unnoticed historical and geopolitical conditions that enabled two 

marginal Roman client states of Nabataea and the Bosporus to postpone or avoid altogether their 

incorporation into the Empire. Unlike Roman client states in the Near East, case studies of Nabataea and 
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the Bosporus disprove the dominant Romano-centric scholarly consensus that client states fulfilling 

certain socio-political requirements – for example, those highly Hellenized or protecting the imperial 

borders against the Parthian threat – were customarily annexed. Instead, I try to invert the perspective 

to explain the enduring autonomy of Nabataea and the Bosporus through their unique domestic state of 

affairs: more independent than their neighbours, geographically isolated, set in nomadic ways of life and 

ruled by old native dynasties, the Bosporus and Nabataea foiled Roman attempts at annexation. 

 

 

From Aspurgos to Rhescuporis I: Searching for a Dynastic Identity 

Germain Payen, Waterloo 

 

In the first century AD, the Bosporan kingdom was ruled successively by three interlaced dynasties: the 

Mithradatids, the Polemonids and the Aspurgians. Their territory covered both sides of the Straits of 

Kerch, in the northern Black Sea. Aspurgos, whom some regard as the son, others as the fourth husband 

of Dynamis, Eupator’s granddaughter, ruled from 14 to 37/38 AD. He applied to the Bosporan kingdom 

the principles and practices that were typical for dynastic rulers under Roman hegemony. After his death, 

his wife Gepaepyris and his sons Mithradates and Kotys had to fight for their recognition by Rome, 

trying to establish or consolidate their own legitimacy. Over the next decades, the representatives of the 

Aspurgian dynasty progressively built their own dynastic identity, based on existing traditions and on 

the development of the geopolitical situation. Heinz Heinen identified two main roots of dynastic 

legitimacy for the Bosporan rulers in the first century BC and early-first century AD: the Mithradatic 

tradition and the relation of friendship with Rome. One major aim of this paper will be to understand 

how these ideological elements evolved after the death of Dynamis, probably the last direct descendent 

to Mithradates Eupator, and the integration of the western and southern coast of the Black Sea into the 

Roman provincial network. The impact of the Thracian descent of Gepaepyris is another important 

aspect to study for a dynasty that introduced many Thracian names into the Bosporan royal family. Also 

relevant will be the relations with nomadic peoples, commonly known as Sarmatians and Scythians, 

which could be represented as allies or enemies of these kings. These questions will be examined on the 

basis of numismatic, epigraphic and literary sources, which provide glimpses of the representations of 

the Bosporan dynasty and the Roman hegemon. 

 

 

The Expression of Power and Status in the ‘Barbarian’ Cultures of the Crimea 

(3rd Cent. BCE – 3rd Cent. CE) and Networking of Political Elites 

Valentina Mordvintseva, Kiev 

 

Networking in the political sphere is closely connected with the exchange of symbols of power and 

status. In material culture, such symbols might be represented among the so-called ‘prestige objects’. 

Changes in the assortment of such items observed over a long time-span can help us visualize the 

development of domestic and external relationships among social elites. Proceeding from such 

preconditions, the present paper will look at funeral complexes of the Crimean ‘Barbarian’ elites located 

on the territory between Chersonesus Taurica and the Bosporan kingdom from the 3rd century BC to the 

3rd century AD. In the late-4th century BC, a fortress of central importance was erected at Ak-Kaya. Here 

and in other strategic places, there are traces of fires and subsequent restoration or enhancements of the 

defensive systems dating to the 270s BC. Shortly afterwards, the burial complexes of the ‘Barbarian’ 

population display prestige La-Tène-style objects belonging to the military elite. These elites controlled 

probably the territory of the Crimean ‘Barbaricum’, as well as the steppes adjoining the Crimea from 

the north, including settlements from the nearby territory of Olbia. By the mid-2nd century BC, the 

consolidation and centralization of the elites seems to have taken place. The capital fortress was moved 

westwards (Neapolis Scythica) and developed into the capital of a state of early-Hellenistic appearance. 

The process of consolidation was interrupted in the-late 2nd century BC through the annexation of the 

Crimea by Mithridates VI Eupator. For a short time, the region got under his direct influence, which 

allowed for further elite contacts. The only ostentatious burial following the reign of Mithridates is 

located in the steppe zone close to the Kerch peninsula (Nogaichik Barrow), and it contains first-class 

personal jewellery of Eastern Mediterranean origin as well as an animal-style neck-ring. Since then, the 
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Romans recognized the strategic importance of the region, not least during their conflicts with Parthia. 

The elite burials reflect interactions with those new contact zones. They contain Roman bronze and 

silver tableware, and funeral wreaths – customary for Graeco-Roman burial rites. However, there is no 

evidence for supra-regional elite sites during this period. The subordination of the ‘Barbarian’ elites to 

the centres of the Greco-Roman civilization continued throughout the second and third centuries AD 

until the demise of Roman imperial policy, which marked the beginning of a new era. 

 

 

The Use of Golden Mouth and Eye Covers in the Expression of Social Identity: 

a Case Study of North Pontic Necropoleis 

Joanna Porucznik, Wrocław 

 

The mouth and eye covers made from thin sheets of gold that have been found in the necropoleis of the 

northern Black Sea region deserve close attention as a particular local phenomenon. Such covers have 

been discovered on several sites, including Scythian Neapolis, Chersonesus, Sovkhoz 10 

(Sevastopol’skiї), Kamenskoe gorodishche, Zavetinskoe, Chernorechenskoe, Ust’-Al’ma, Stanitsa 

Yaroslavskaya, Gorgippia and Olbia. They were in use roughly from the 2nd century BC until the 3rd 

century AD. As a rule, they appear in graves associated with the high social strata of the population. The 

covers have often been the subject of examination, especially in connection with funeral assemblages 

from Chersonesus and Scythian Neapolis. Traditionally, scholars have assumed an apotropaic function 

of the covers. However, a comprehensive and comparative analysis of the graves in which these objects 

have been found may allow for new conclusions to be drawn. Archaeological excavations from the last 

several decades have revealed new material that provide additional data for the examination of funerary 

rites, as well as the gender and age of the deceased, their social status and their cultural background. The 

aim of the present study is to demonstrate that golden mouth and eye covers can serve to express the 

self-definition of North Pontic elites that were associated with both Greek and non-Greek cultural 

milieus. Moreover, the importance of a symbolic meaning of gold in a funerary and religious context 

will be addressed, aspects that have not found sufficient attention in previous research.   

 

 

Epigraphy of Power in the Sarmatian Barrows 

Alexey V. Belousov, Moscow 

 

The rich finds discovered by archaeologists in Sarmatian burials are truly breathtaking: gold, silver and 

bronze and other ‘prestige objects’ from Sarmatian barrows have long been in the focus of scholarly 

attention and are well known to everyone who takes an interest in the antiquities of the Southern steppes 

of Russia and Ukraine. The epigraphy of these objects, however, is a less familiar subject altogether. 

Within the framework of a project funded by the DAI, I have studied all the inscriptions (Akkadian, 

Hebrew, Greek and Latin) found in Sarmatian burials. The inscriptions that I am going to focus on are 

usually engraved on objects that are either made of very valuable materials or possess a special status 

value as a representation of power. Examples for the first group are inscriptions made on such objects 

as a gold overlay of a dagger cross-guard, a bronze cauldron, and a lip of a gilded silver bowl. The other 

group are power symbols that are represented by a cylindrical seal with an Akkadian inscription, and a 

sard gem with an ancient Hebrew text. Interestingly, the aim of the inscribed messages was to express 

and manifest power. Sarmatian burials contain artifacts dating from the 16th century BC to 3rd century 

AD, which overlaps with much of the time in which (Near) Eastern, Greek and Roman civilizations 

flourished. Therefore, the epigraphy of Sarmatian burials appears to be a peculiar ‘museum collection’ 

of power symbols of the ancient world. 

 

 


