The Royal Grave from the Time of
Mithridates Eupator in the Crimea

Valentina I. Mordvinceva

The paper is devoted to the richest and most remarkable grave from Sarma-
tian times in the Crimea. The grave was discovered under the direction of the
Soviet archaeologist Askold S¢epinskij in May 1974. The barrow was named
Nogajcik, after the area near the excavation site (Fig. 1).

The complex has never previously been completely published. Jewellery
and limited information about the burial rite were published by A. Simonenko
in 1993.! Simonenko was not in possession of all the information about the
barrow but he suggested dating it from the end of the 1st to the beginning of
the 2nd century AD.?

Another publication of the complex was prepared by A. Séepinskij and
appeared in Zeitschrift fiir Archiologie in 1994.% The grave was presented in the
context of the Sarmatian antiquities and dated to the end of the 2nd century
BC - 1st century AD.* The publication included some features of the burial
rite and some sketches of items not mentioned in the review made by Sim-
onenko. It happened, however, that the article was insufficiently known in
Russia and Ukraine, so the different date proposed by S¢epinskij was never
discussed by other archaeologists.

Jewellery from the barrow was also treated in a special article by Michael
Treister.” He attributed these ornaments to the Late Hellenistic period and
was puzzled by the large gap between their date and the accepted date of
the grave itself.

Being involved in working with documentation left by A. S¢epinsky, Ju.
Zajcev and I have prepared a full publication of this monument.® The subject
of the present paper is the chronology of the Nogaj¢ik burial.

The burial rite of the grave is as follows. The inhumation utilised a wooden
sarcophagus painted with white, blue and lilac colours. The sarcophagus was
lined with a carpet or with a similar fabric mainly of a red colour. The bot-
tom of the sarcophagus, particularly its central part was filled with pieces of
incense. The top of the sarcophagus was covered by fabric embroidered with
gold appliqué of various types.

The body in the sarcophagus was that of a woman aged between 35 and
40,1.70 m in height. Her head was covered with pieces of gold appliqué, pos-
sibly a head-dress. A pair of ear-rings lay nearby (Fig. 2.3). A torque (Fig. 2.1)
was placed around the neck. The ends of the torque, which bear images of
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Fig. 1. Situation of the Nogaj¢ik barrow.

animals, were at the back. Another necklace (Fig. 2.4) and a brooch-pin (Fig.
2.5) were placed on top of it. The chest of the deceased was ornamented with
beads of stone, glass and gold. Two dresses of the dead woman were made
of silk of mixed quality.

Both hands of the dead woman, ornamented with massive armlets (Fig.
2.7) were inserted into silver cups. The feet were ornamented with bracelets
of gold wire and tiny beads of black glass and jet.

All other items were found to the right of the body. These are: a red-slip
unguentarium (Fig. 3.2), a black-polished jug, a mirror-like object in a vessel
of bone, and a silver gilded vessel (Fig. 3.3). A substantial number of items,
mainly of gold, were found in the south-west corner of the sarcophagus placed
inside a leather receptacle ornamented with bronze appliqués.

The burial goods could be divided into several groups.

Fig. 2. Jewellery from grave 18: 1) torque; 2) amulet-bead; 3) earring; 4) necklace;
5) brooch-pin; 6) pendant; 7) armlet; 8) brooch; 9) dolphin-brooch; 10-11) finger-rings.
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Fig. 3. Imported vessels and objects of horse harness: 1) plate of faience; 2) unguen-
tarium; 3) silver cup; 4) millefiori cup; 5-6) objects of horse harness.
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JEWELLERY (Fig. 2)

Bracelets (Fig. 2.7). These items decorated with images of Eros and Psyche
could with justice be called the most impressive objets d’art found in the
Barbarian Crimea. M. Treister has examined such aspects of the bracelets
as: subject matter, application of sculpture figures, use of pearl-beads, and
hinge construction.” However, some special important details of bracelets
were never mentioned.

Figures of Eros and Psyche emerge from the open flower with four petals.
The same type of rosettes decorates the handles of a silver cup from the same
grave. This rare motif is characteristic of Late Hellenistic objects.?

Another expressive element of the bracelets is the use of small beads of
agate and their imitation of black glass with crossed white bands mixed with
green round beads and small rings of gold ornamented with granulation.’ The
use of such beads and rings is characteristic of the 2nd-1st cent. BC.

Earrings (Fig. 2.3). The earrings are of the well-known type of Hellenistic
ornaments with central disk and pendants.!® Under the upper inlay there is
an important detail - a gold U-shaped band with tiny granulation, which is
known as an “Isis-crown”. Such a detail appears on articles of the 2nd century
BC.! Small rosettes made by granulation and amphora-pendants with central
beads are also quite distinctive.!?

Special attention should also be paid to the small granulated rings made
with green beads and agate inlays. Such characteristics prompt the sugges-
tion that the earrings and bracelets were made as one set.

Finger-rings. Both finger-rings (Fig. 2.10-11) are of Hellenistic type in shape.
Their frames can be dated to 3rd-2nd centuries BC.? One has gold inlay with
the image of a female deity (Aphrodite, Demeter?) executed in relief (Fig.
2.10).

Another (Fig. 2.11) is inlayed with an intaglio cut in glass of reddish-
brown colour, which was formerly thought to be cornelian.!* Simonenko has
mentioned that this intaglio “of Roman time” was set in an early frame.'®
This suggestion is unorthodox. Usually gems were valued and passed from
generation to generation and only framed at a later date. The reverse situation
is still unknown.

Gems can be dated by their subject, style, technique of cutting, shape
and material of inlay. The Nogaj¢ik intaglio bears the representation of a
woman’s head wearing a crown. Her hair-dress is shown with parallel locks
combed back into a chignon. These features are characteristic of portraits
of Arsinoe II1.1° Finger-rings with her image were very popular in northern
Black Sea region. In necropoleis of Greek cities more then 10 examples have
been found.!” All them are dated from c. 200 BC to the first decades of the 2nd
century BC. The bronze example with an image of this queen comes from the
barbarian catacomb of the 2nd century BC in South-West Crimea (this mater-
ial has not yet been published).
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Since we discovered that the intaglio is not made from a “genuine” stone
as was formerly believed, the discussion of its provenance and date should
be reopened. Judging by its shape the inlay should be dated to the 3rd-2nd
centuries BC. But according to D. Plantzos, stylistic features argue that the
intaglio was made in the so-called “Coarse Style”.!® In Plantzos” view such
objects were copied by casting from proper representations, the work then
being completed with a cutting tool until the illusion of a cut stone was created.
Therefore such representations look coarser then proper ones. These features
are visible on the Nogajcik intaglio, which should therefore be dated after the
gems made in the “Coarse Style” to the 2nd century BC. Consequently the
intaglio and the frame of the finger-ring are synchronous.

Necklace (Fig. 2.4). This item was mistakenly treated by Simonenko as a
diadem.? This example belongs to the well-known type of Hellenistic jewel-
lery with a simple chain and elaborated ends. Exact parallels can be found
among objects from the necropolis of Taranto and some other localities of the
3rd - early 2nd century BC.%

Brooch-pin (Fig. 2.5). This type of ornament was particularly popular in
the North Caucasus (Kuban’) region in Late Hellenistic times. There is a
wide range of articles made in the same style and technique.? The distinc-
tive features of the style are: S-shaped pieces of wire with a granule at the
curl, tiny cones with granulation, ornamental rows composed of plain and
curled wire.

Pendant with scaraboid (Fig. 2.6). The inlay is made of a local variety of
chalcedony. The peculiarities of the frame could be indicative of the date for
this item. These are: the combination of plain and curled wire, the zig-zag
edge, and an absence of layout. Similar objects are dated to the second half
of the 2nd century BC.%2

Flagon-pendants. Tiny flagon-pendants (Fig. 4.1) were popular elements
of Greek necklaces from the 6th century BC and onwards. Most of them are
original in style. The small pendant from the Nogaj¢ik barrow has more or
less close analogies in jewellery of the 2nd century BC from Pelinnaion® and
Genoa.?*

Another flagon-pendant (Fig. 4.2) belongs to a special type with a cylin-
drical lid and two loops on both sides. K. Skalon identified five groups of
such articles and dated them from the 1st to the 7th centuries AD.* For such
typology she notes the tendency to make their proportions longer. Accord-
ing to this observation the pendant from Nogajcik is the most “stocky” and
consequently the earliest in the series of such items. Its ornamentation, par-
ticularly the band of trefoils inlayed with blue, light-blue and green glass has
direct analogies in ornaments of the 2nd century BC.?

Pyxis (Fig. 4.3). This perfume-vessel is stylistically close to the articles
of so-called Pontic Graphical Style of Late Hellenistic times.”” A distinctive
rosette on the bottom, which was not ever mentioned in publications, also
provides this date.
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Fig. 4. Gold miniature vessels: 1) tiny flagon-pendant; 2) flagon-pendant; 3) pyxis.
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Fibulae. In terms of its artistic value alone the brooch in the shape of a
dolphin (Fig. 2.9) is unique. In construction the item belongs to the type of
two-needled fibula. The earliest example of such a fibula is dated to the 3rd
century BC.® The majority of two-needled fibulae in the Crimea and the
North Caucasus are dated to the 2nd-1st centuries BC® but later examples
are also known.

Another brooch has a construction traditionally dated to the 1st century
AD.* But B. Michlin has drawn attention to the fact that such fibulae have
been found in complexes of the 2nd-1st centuries BC.*! Fibulae of this con-
struction (with lamellate bow and solid receiver) were found, for instance, in
lower levels of the Mausoleum of Scythian Neapolis dated from the end of
the 2nd to the early 1st century BC.3?

Beads. Most beads can only be dated very approximately. Four polychrome
beads with longitudinal-wavy ornament, one of which is ornamented with
gold ends, are dated mainly from the 3rd to the 1st centuries BC. Large round-
ish, ribbed beads made of different material are often found in the burials of
the 2nd-1st centuries BC in the Mausoleum of Scythian Neapolis.*

Thus, according to the above analysis the jewellery from the Nogaj¢ik bar-
row belongs to the Late Hellenistic period, mainly to the 2nd century BC.

ARTICLES MADE IN ANIMAL STYLE

Torque (Fig. 2.1). The type of torque, the peculiarities of technique and style
and three-dimensional relief are features which could locate the torque chrono-
logically.

The torque belongs to the multi-coil wire type with separately made ends.
Ornaments of this type are richly represented in the Siberian collection of
Peter the Great (where they date from the 5th to the 2nd century BC) and
the Oxus Treasure.* Torques (and bracelets) of such construction were also
found in the Sarmatian graves of the 2nd-1st centuries BC.*® In later times
(Ist century BC - 1st century AD) they were replaced by the pipe type with
a hinged clasp.

Images of animals were cut from a semi-product: traces of cutting can be
seen everywhere. Torques in the Siberian collection show the same feature.
These articles are also similar to the Nogajcik torque in the way they represent
the tail of the last animal.

Amulet. This chalk bead set in a gold frame also has many analogies among
objects of the Siberian collection.*
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IMPORTED VESSELS

Kylix and cup. The shape and ornamentation identify this cup as Late Hel-
lenistic.” The handles of the kylix are made in the shape of an open flower
- which is also a Hellenistic feature. Both vessels could be dated to the 2nd
- early 1st centuries BC.

Vessel with animal images (Fig. 3.3). This interesting example follows the
well-known type of Scythian vessels of the 5th-4th centuries BC.%® The latest
example of this type was found in the Zelenskoj Barrow dated to the begin-
ning of the 3rd century BC.* Its ornamentation is truly Hellenistic: a wreath
with different types of bands, and the subject matter, which could be recon-
structed as two pairs of animals.

“Millefiori” cup (Fig. 3.4). Vessels made in “millefiori” technique are very
rare in the North Black Sea region. The technique was fairly popular in the
period from the 1st century BC to the 1st century AD. The earliest examples are
simple in shape and their ornamentation frequently consists of such elements
as two-coloured, chaotic spirals. The Nogaj¢ik cup bears a close resemblance
to vessels from the Antikythera ship-wreck of the early 1st century BC.*°

Plate of faience (Fig. 3.1). Parallels to this small plate made of greenish-blue
faience have been found in Syria and dated to the first half of the 1st century
BC.4

Ungutarium. No examples of any similarity to the Nogaj¢ik vessel have
been found in the North Black Sea region. It is known that from the middle
of the 1st century BC fusiform ungventaria were replaced by ungventaria of
a bulbous type.*? Around the end of the 1st century BC and the beginning
of the 1st century AD fusiform unguentaria disappeared. So this item could
hardly be dated to any time after the middle of the 1st century BC.

OBJECTS OF LOCAL CULTURE

Bronze appliqués. These items are characteristic exclusively of the complexes
of the 2nd-1st centuries BC.#> They are well represented among the earliest
burials in the Mausoleum of Scythian Neapolis and in the Sarmatian graves
of the North Caucasus region.*

Silver ring with a cross. Such objects were found mainly in the Crimean
graves of the 2nd -1st centuries BC.%

Black-polished jug. It belongs to the North and Central Caucasus pottery of
the 3rd -1st centuries BC.%

“Mirror”. This object could not be used as a mirror because of the absence
of any plain surface. Perhaps it was a kind of ritual object. But its general
appearance evinces a similarity to mirrors of the so-called Bactrian type.
They were widespread from the Central Asia to the Dniester and the sug-
gestion that they were produced at Bactrian centres* is incorrect. Their local
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North Caucasus provenance is evident because of the multitude and variety
of versions of this mirror-type found in the Sarmatian graves of this region.*
Judging by such characteristics as the large disk and the low protuberance
in the centre, the Nogajcik item could be dated to the end of the 2nd - early
1st centuries BC.

Spiral bracelets. These items were fairly popular in the Late Scythian culture
in the 2nd and 1st centuries BC.

RARE OBJECTS

Some other objects are hard to date exactly. These are a plate made of faience,
a vessel of alabaster, four gold pendants with images of lions and horses, sil-
ver spoons of simple shape, objects of jade, etc.

Thus, the majority of grave goods belong to the 2nd century BC. However,
some objects, such as the ungventarium and millefiori cup would produce a
later date - but not later than the middle of the 1st century BC.

One more circumstance induces us to accept the early 1st century BC as a
reasonable date for the Nogajc¢ik burial. Simultaneously with the grave there
was a ritual pit dug in the centre of the kurgan mound. It was made at the
same depth as the grave and afterwards both constructions were re-covered
with a stratum of burned earth and a new mound. The ritual pit consisted
of two horse heads laid on the bottom and two sets of horse trappings with
a head-piece laid at the top of the pit directly beneath the burned earth (Fig.
3.5-6). Such sets are very specific artifacts. Usually they are dated to the 3rd
- 2nd centuries BC, but in some cases to the early 1st century BC.#

Thus, with all the data summarized, the complex of the Nogajc¢ik burial
can be dated with confidence to the early 1st century BC, to the time of Mith-
ridates Eupator, i.e. two centuries earlier than was formerly believed. For the
Crimea and for the North Pontic region generally this complex is not only the
richest grave, but, as regards its composition, it is almost unique. It is nearly
the only burial, which, on the basis of its components can be compared to
the so-called ritual hoards widespread in Eastern Europe in the 3rd - early
1st centuries BC.%
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