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Andrij Korčak

THE CULT OF SABAZIUS  
IN THE NORTHERN BLACK SEA LITTORAL:  

MONUMENTS AND THEIR INTERPRETATION

Abstract: A number of finds from the northern Black Sea littoral, dating from the first three centuries 
of the common era, have been attributed to the cult of the Thracian-Phrygian deity Sabazius, but hardly 
ever with complete certainty. The hypotheses put forward regarding the identification of these artifacts 
are interesting and substantiated in original ways. The article examines this assemblage, which includes 
hands in bronze and bone, rods of bone, tomb paintings, clay stamps, terracotta statuettes of followers of 
the cult, a fragment of a figure of a naked bearded man in a Phrygian cap, and an image of dancing men on 
an ancient Greek pelike. The geographical distribution of these discoveries is also analyzed. Based on this 
research it can be concluded that there is direct evidence for the spread of the Sabazius cult in the region 
in question, while some pieces, like a bronze hand from the Ukrainian steppe, bone hands and rods from 
Chersonesos, and a fragment of a statuette of a man in a Phrygian cap from Phanagoria, can cautiously 
be interpreted as indirect evidence of minor manifestations of the Sabazius cult in the northern Black Sea 
region, brought there by Roman soldiers from the Danube.

Keywords: cult of the god Sabazius, northern Black Sea littoral, Ukrainian steppe, Roman period, 1st–4th  
centuries CE

1. Introduction

The cult of the god Sabazius (Σαβάζιος, Σαβάδιος, Σαβάσιος, Σαβάνδος, Σεβάζιος, Σεβάδιος) 
appeared in ancient Greece in the fifth century BC. Aristophanes, for example, mentioned it in 
his comedies (Ar. Av. 874, Lys. 387, Vesp. 9, Thesm. 49 [578]). The Thracian-Phrygian origin of 
this deity is commonly accepted, but its origins — whether Thrace, Phrygia or Hellas — have 
aroused controversy ever since Roman times.1 One hypothesis calls for Sabazius to be a Thracian 
version of Dionysus.2

The cult had an orgiastic character. In the fourth century BC, the orator Demosthenes re-
ferred to how Sabazius was worshipped: “at night, he [the orator Aeschines in his youth] dressed 
those who were to be initiated in deer skins, poured them wine from craters, cleaned and wiped 
them with dirt and bran, and, lifting them up after cleaning, made them say: ‘I fled from evil,  
I found the best’... and during the day he led these beautiful groups of people through the streets, 
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1	 Mamraj 2012, p. 1; Milčev 1977, pp. 58–59. 
2	 Milčev 1977, p. 59; Perdrizet 1910, pp. 53–54.
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crowned with fennel and white poplar, clutching the snakes in his hands, waving them above his 
head, exclaiming: ‘εὐοῖ σαβοῖ’ and dancing at the same time: ‘Ὑῆς Ἂττης Ἂττης Ὑῆς’” (Dem. 
De cor. 259–260). The ancient Greek thinker Theophrastus living in the fourth century noted the 
following with regard to a superstitious man: “having seen a snake in his home, he calls Sabazius” 
(Theophr. Char. 16.4).

In the times of the Roman Republic and then Empire, Sabazius was identified with Jupiter and 
gained considerable popularity in Italy, the Podunavlje region in Serbia and Asia Minor as attested 
by multiple references to this cult found in the writings of ancient authors,3 dozens of epigraphic 
inscriptions and a multitude of sacred objects.4 In the northern Black Sea littoral, however, arti-
facts that could be associated with the cult of Sabazius in this region are few and almost all of them 
date to the Roman period. In some of the cases, the association with the deity is far from certain. 
The article examines a number of finds in the context of their tentative attribution to Sabazius in 
an effort to provide a new perspective on the issue of the possible spread of the cult of this god  
in the northern Black Sea littoral during the Roman period.

2. Bronze hand from the Ukrainian steppe

The object was purchased in 1900 by the Imperial Hermitage through the mediation of the Imperial 
Archaeological Commission from the otherwise unknown E. Migunova who declared that the 
statuette was found in the Katerynoslav governorate (Russ. “gubernia”) of that time.5

It is the right hand of a statuette made of bronze, 17 cm high. The fingers are folded in the 
benedictio Latina gesture: the index and middle fingers raised, the other two bent, the thumb set 
aside. A pinecone grows from the tip of the thumb. The hand is decorated with relief images.  
A woman is depicted lying down with a baby by her left breast and an eagle standing behind her. 
This image appears in a semicircle below the palm of the hand. Above it but under the thumb is 
a small table with three objects: a large vase (amphora), a branch of a tree (probably an oak) and 
a frog. A lizard is depicted above the branch. On the left, some unidentified objects can be seen 
on the finger and above the frog. Depicted on the back of the hand are scales under the index and 
middle fingers, a kerikeion (caduceus) and a snake, which twists its head over the two fingers 
bent to the palm. Then there is a turtle above the snake and below it, a number of objects that are 
difficult to identify. The surface of the artifact is pitted and stained brown in places. The hand has 
been dated to the third century CE. It is kept in the State Hermitage in St. Petersburg6 [Fig. 1].

Boris Farmakovskij, who first published this artifact, suggested an association of objects of 
this kind with childbirth. The image of the woman lting on the ground holding a small child was 
an indication of the object being offered to the deity by a woman giving birth.7 The apotropaic 
function of the hand is borne out by the various images of a lizard, a turtle, a frog, and a snake 
that are supposed to ward off the evil eye; hence their popularity on amulets.8 The same can be 
said of the images of a bird, a pinecone, an amphora, a branch, a kerikeion and scales,9 as well as 
the gesture of the hand itself.10 As for the other images, the ones near the little finger Farmakovskij 

3	 Mamraj 2012, p. 1.
4	 Vermaseren 1983; Lane 1985; Lane 1989.
5	 Farmakovskij 1902, p. 118.
6	 Farmakovskij 1902, p. 118; Kobylina 1978, no. 36; 
Vermaseren 1983, no. 59; bronze hands of this type have 
long been known and some of the first published repre-
sentations are found in catalogs from the turn of the sev-
enteenth century and the eighteenth; see, e.g., Molinet 

1692, p. 16, pl. 9, no. IX ; Begero 1701, p. 404; Recueil 
1762, pp. 176–177, pl. XLIII, nos I, II
7	 Farmakovskij 1902, pp. 119–120.
8	 Farmakovskij 1902, pp. 119–120; Jahn 1855, pp. 97–
100, pl. III; Lafaye 1896, p. 987, figs. 2887–2888.
9	 Farmakovskij 1902, pp. 119–120; Jahn 1855, pp. 97–
100, pl. III.
10	Farmakovskij 1902, p. 121.
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believed to be objects of the eastern orgiastic cults: the two sticks may be flutes, the object to the 
left of them is a syrinx (an ancient Greek longitudinal flute), below them are cymbals,11 while the 
shape on the other side of the syrinx is a lagobolon (a throwing stick for hunting hares).12 Three 
small cists placed below the images of musical instruments also have a cult function. The reliefs 
on the thumb above the vase and behind the oak branch above the frog are too poorly preserved 
to be easily recognized, but they are most likely images of perhaps a scorpion and a beetle, both 
of which also appear on amulets against the evil eye.13

Karl Dilthey and Christian Blinkenberg, writing in 1904, favored a direct association with the 
cult of Sabazius in view of the apotropaic character of these objects.14 Their opinion is supported 
by several examples of hand statues of this type. Busts of Sabazius are quite often found on the 
index and middle fingers from the palm side, as exemplified by the hand from the National Library 
in Paris15 or the finds first published by Karl Schumacher.16 The bust on the hand in the Antik-
ensammlung in Berlin17 may have originally been confused with Serapis due to the inadequate 
quality of the reproduction of the hand in the first drawing.18 A hand from the Archaeological 
Museum in Avenches (Aventicum) in Switzerland presents, in addition to a bust of Sabazius on 
the index and middle fingers from the back side (touching his head with his right hand), two 
other busts of Greek deities: Hermes in a petasos cap on the last two fingers bent to the palm and  
a goddess in a turret crown on the side, just below the thumb.19

While accepting the common opinion that hands with various additions are characteristic of 
the cults of various eastern deities, like Sabazius, Mithra, and Serapis, Don Lusthaus argued for  
a separate symbolism in their case,20 Regarding the find from Katerynoslav, the absence of an 
image of the god above the offering table led Farmakovskij to say that “there can be no doubt that, 

Fig. 1. Bronze “hand of Sabazius”, Ukrainian steppe  
(after Farmakovskij 1902, pl. XVI)

11	Farmakovskij 1902, pp. 120–121.
12	For images of these ancient Greek instruments, see  
Lenormant 1877, p. 627, fig. 708.
13	Farmakovskij 1902, p. 121.
14	  Blinkenberg 1904, pp. 100–109; Dilthey 1878, pp. 
45–46.
15	Babelon, Blanchet 1895, p. 460, no. 1064; Recueil 1762, 
pp. 176–177, pl. LXIII, nos. I, II; Vermaseren 1983, no. 10.

16	  Schumacher 1890, pl. XV; Vermaseren 1983, no. 71.
17	  Antikensammlung 2022.
18	Begero 1701, p. 404; Blümner 1889, p. 75, figs. 
75a–76b; Lafaye 1896, p. 985, fig. 2886; Vermaseren 
1983, no. 8.
19	Blinkenberg 1904, pls III–IV; Bursian 1867–1870, pl. 
XVIII; Meyer 1856, p. 49; Vermaseren 1983, no. 47.
20	Lusthaus 1947, p. 172.
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in general, all hands represent consecration to various gods”.21 However, the bronze hand from the 
Ukrainian steppe is the only object from the territory of Ukraine to be included in the Corpus of 
the Cult of Jupiter Sabazios (CCIS).22

3. Three artifacts from Chersonesus

In her study of objects hypothetically connected with a syncretic cult of Dionysus Sabazius from 
Chersonesos, dated from the fourth century BC to the third century AD, Tetâna Ševčenko singled 
out three artifacts that could be attributed with a high degree of probability to the Sabazius cult.23

First is a bone pommel in the form of a right hand,24 found in 1937 at the bottom of a water 
cistern.25 It bears no symbolic images and is decorated with a bracelet carved around the wrist  
and a ring on the finger. Here the fingers are straight and only the thumb is opposed to take perhaps  
a pinecone on its tip26 [Fig. 2]. Ševčenko concluded that the object could be related to other hands 
of Sabazius because of its similar size and the fact that it is hollow inside, hence could have been 
mounted on a processional staff.27 Citing parallels from the Danube,28 she associates the find with 
a vexillatio of the Roman army from Lower Moesia and Thrace staying in Chersonesus in the 
second half of the second century AD or first half of the third. She also suggests that this object 
was made in the first half of the third century AD for supporters of the Sabazius cult originating 
from the Danube area.29

Two bone rods with ends in the form of a hand holding a pinecone by the tips of the fingers 
were discovered in 189230 and 1908, respectively,31 during excavations of burials from the first 
centuries AD in Chersonesus32 [Fig. 3]. The fingers of these hands take on the same position as in 
the hand described above but with a pinecone held between the tips.33

Fig. 2. Bone hand, Chersonesus  
(after Belov, Strželeckij 1953, fig. 46)

Fig. 3. Bone rods, Chersonesus  
(after Ševčenko 2011, fig. 36)

21	Farmakovskij 1902, p. 119.
22	Vermaseren 1983, no. 59.
23	 Ševčenko 2011, pp. 257–264.
24	 Ševčenko 2011, p. 260.
25	 Belov, Strželeckij 1953, p. 80, fig. 46.
26	 Ševčenko 2011, p. 261.
27	  Ševčenko 2011, p. 262.
28	 Ševčenko 2011, pp. 260–262; Tačeva‑Hitova 1982, pp. 

286–289, fig. ІІІ.7.
29	  Ševčenko 2011, p. 263.
30	 Otčet 1894, p. 21, no. 13; Ševčenko 2011, p. 260, fig. 
36, b.
31	  Repnikov 1927, p. 158, no. 2582, fig. 13; Ševčenko 
2011, p. 260, fig. 36, a.
32	Ševčenko 2011, p. 261.
33	Ševčenko 2011, p. 261.
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Considering the place of the cult of Sabazius in the religious life of Chersonesus, Ševčenko 
notes: “Bone pommels and rods with images of a hand are... isolated finds that could be an echo 
of the holding of mysteries in honor of Dionysus Sabazios by a part of the population, apparently 
also limited by territorial origin. Sabazios fans of the cult... were natives from the Danube, who... 
could not be citizens and not play a role in the cults of the polis”.34

4. “Crypts of Sabazians” from Panticapaeum

Analyzing wall paintings from the Panticapaean burials, Mikhail Rostovcev singled out nine tombs 
forming a separate group, which he referred to tentatively as “crypts of Sabazians” (identified by 
the year of excavation: 1873, 1874, 1890 (1), 1890 (2), 1894, 1897, 1901, 1905, 1912).35 The images 
that drew his attention are painted on the unplastered clay walls of the burial chambers, in one of 
two colors, either red or black (rarely both), and in one case blue. The drawing of the figures and 
ornaments is in most cases linear. Ornamental motifs are very simple and are regularly repeated in 
all of the crypts.36 The careless and barbaric nature of these images, and the almost complete lack 
of any details or attributes make the interpretation of these figures much more difficult. 

In his interpretation, which is hypothetical, Rostovcev37 considers the clear distinction be-
tween a single human figure and similar but much smaller figures in crypts 1874, 1890 (1) and 
1905, to be a rendering of a god and his worshippers, the latter shown in an ecstatic dance to the 
accompaniment of a tambourine or a shield. The birds drawn nearby could be symbolic of their 
souls in a state of ecstasy.38 Rostovcev took this to be the god Sabazius, citing a drawing from the 
tomb excavated in 1901, where the figure is shown with what Rostovcev describes as a sharp beard, 
wearing a Phrygian cap, surrounded by vine branches and, perhaps, a cedar tree. The figure is 
drawn twice, on either side of a huge eagle.39 A relief on a bronze breastplate40 from Ampuria41 ap-
pears to be a parallel for this painting [Fig. 4]. Characteristic attributes, such as the mystical dance, 

Fig. 4. Painting from the “crypt of the Sabazians” in 1901,  
Panticapaeum (after Rostovcev 1913, pl. XCVII)

34	Ševčenko 2011, p. 264.
35	Rostovcev 1914, pp. 424–434.
36	Rostovcev 1914, p. 424.
37	Rostovcev 1914, p. 426.
38	Rostovcev 1914, pp. 427–428.
39	Rostovcev 1913, pl. XCVII; Rostovcev 1914, pp. 427–428.

40	Paris 1912, p. 456, fig. 50; Lane 1985, no. 85.
41	Ampuria (Latin), originally a Greek colony, later a Ro-
man city near the mouth of the Fluvia River in Spain. 
Empuriabrava is now located approximately in the same 
location.
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an eagle, the sun and the moon (double image of the deity from the crypt of 1901), vine branches 
(crypts of 1873, 1897, 1901), and birds (perhaps, pigeons), testify in favor of this interpretation.42 
For an explanation of the drawing of a bow in one of the tombs of 1890 and a deer from the burial 
of 1901 Rostovcev referred to Nikolaj Marr, according to whom the Svans (a sub-ethnic group of 
Georgians) called their god of hunting by the name of Sabazius.43

The image of an eagle in the crypt of 1901 suggested to Rostovcev a connection with images 
of a similar bird on funerary stelae from Tanais. These monuments were dedicated to an unknown 
deity with the epithet “God Almighty” (θεòς ὕψιστος), whom researchers have identified with 
Sabazius. The dedicants were members of a religious brotherhood, a synod (thiasos), which had 
the support of the authorities, hence Rostovcev considered the cult to be of an official nature.44

According to Lev El’nickij, the crypts date from the third–beginning of the fourth century 
AD.45 As for the association of these burials with the Sabazius cult, he was more moderate in 
his opinion: “they are ritual paintings, very closely related to those religious ideas that were 
cultivated by sects belonging to the mystical cults of ‘eastern’ deities”.46 Other possible iden-
tifications, in his view, included Cybele and Attis.47 The sect itself could represent “something 
similar to the synods of bucoles, dendrophores or doryphores very common in Asia Minor in 
the era of the late empire”.48 He was skeptical about the identification of Sabazius with God 
Almighty, citing Nikolaj Novosadskij, who argued that the epithet “θεòς ὕψιστος” was bestowed 
rather on the Judean Sebaoth, the Greek Zeus or the Phrygian Men. He also pointed out that the 
Tanaic or Gorgippian dedications to God Almighty make no mention of colleges of cistophores, 
kanephores, dendrophores, hierobacches, etc., which are typical of the cults of Cybele, Dionysus, 
and accordingly, Sabazius. Nevertheless, he does not completely reject the possibility of  
a relationship between the “crypts of Sabazians” and the dedications to God Almighty.49

Irina Levinskaâ was even more critical in this matter. She considers the cult of God Almighty, 
which was the most widespread in Tanais and Gorgippia, to have been formed under the influence 
of Judaism and in no way related to Sabazius.50

The main argument in favor of the identification of God Almighty with Sabazius was an 
inscription from the Serbian city of Pirot,51 published by Alfred von Domaszewski. Its text begins 
with the dedication: “ΘΕΩΕΠΗΚΟΩΥΨΙΣΤΩ…” (“To the God Who Listens, the Most High”), 
followed by a list of members of the association (“…ΤΟΚΟΙΝΟΝ…”). It ends as follows: “…
ΘΙΑ[…]ΣΕΒΑΖΙΑΝΟΣΘΗ[… ]ΤΟΥΤΑΣ”. However, Domaszewski supplemented the fragment 
“…ΘΙΑ[…]” with the syllable “σος”, giving the word θία[σος?].This was then taken as the basis 
of a hypothesis, picked up later by other researchers,52 presenting synods of Sabazius, θίασος 
Σεβαξιανός, who worshipped the God Almighty.53 Levinskaâ suggested that the word Σεβαξιανός 
could actually have been a personal name denoting one of the members of the association.54

Levinskaâ also criticized Franz Cumont’s assumption, based on the evidence of some ancient 
authors, that the worshippers of θεòς ὕψιστος engaged in a mixed Judeo-pagan cult of Sabazius 
Sebaoth that was active in Asia Minor in Roman times.55 Analyzing Valerius Maximus’s ac-
count of the praetor Gnaeus Cornelius Hispanus (ca. 179–176 BC) expelling the Jews from Rome  

42	Rostovcev 1913, tabs. XCVII–XCVIIІ; Rostovcev 
1914, pp. 429–430.
43	Marr 1911, pp. 759–774; Marr 1912, pp. 827–830; 
Rostovcev 1914, pp. 430–431.
44	Rostovcev 1914, pp. 430–431; Rostovcev 1918, pp. 
179–180.
45	El’nickij 1946, p. 107.
46	El’nickij 1946, p. 107.
47	El’nickij 1946, p. 108.

48	El’nickij 1946, p. 109.
49	El’nickij 1946, p. 109.
50	 Levinskaâ 1987, pp. 67–73.
51	  The territory was once part of Roman Upper Moesia. 
52	  El’nickij 1946, pp. 105, 109–110; Milčev 1977, p. 61.
53	  Domaszewski 1886, pp. 238–239. 
54	 Levinskaâ 1987, pp. 68–69.
55	  Cumont 1906, pp. 63–79; Kûmon 2002, pp. 18–19, 
95–98.
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because of “an attempt to corrupt Roman customs by worshiping Jupiter Sabazius” (Val. Max. 
1.3.2), she noted: “The message... is built on the one hand on the paretymology caused by 
the consonance of Σαβάζιος with Σαβαώθ and σάββατον, and on the other hand, the fact that  
the Jewish missionaries probably emphasized the supreme position of their God in every possible 
way, which naturally caused associations with Jupiter among the Romans”.56 The identification 
of the Jewish God with Dionysus in Plutarch (Plut. Quaest. conv. 4.6), which could have been 
quite possibly borrowed from an earlier source,57 also seems unconvincing. Levinskaâ also quotes 
Roman authors, namely Tacitus (Tac. Hist. 5.5) and John the Lydian (Lydus, Mens. 4.53), who 
already in antiquity indicated the fallacy of such approaches.58

The question of the identification of Sabazius with God Almighty, who was popular in Tanais 
and Gorgippia, remains open despite the fact that several researchers, among them El’nickij, 
Novosadskij and Levinskaâ, have now rejected it, seeing in the latter a Hellenized image of the 
Jewish God.

5. Clay stamps from the northern Black Sea littoral

Clay stamps for use on ritual bread or sometimes clay medallions are known from the territory of 
the northern Black Sea. One such stamp comes from Olbia, the rest were found in the Bosporan 
Kingdom. Irina Kruglikova dated these items to the third–fourth centuries AD and suggested that 
they may have had a connection with the Sabazian cult.59

The Olbia stamp, which was found in 1874 and has a diameter of 11 cm, bears the image of  
a peacock with head raised and turned back towards a bunch of grapes. Above the bird are a num-
ber of sacred plants, such as bunches of grapes, pinecones, pomegranate fruit, etc., all in enlarged 
scale. Closely spaced impressed dots run along the edge of the stamp, surrounding the compo-
sition.60 Another stamp with a similar image, half of which has been preserved, was discovered 
during excavations in 1902–1903. The back side with traces of a handle, attached in two places, 
resembles a loaf of bread in shape.61 A running deer with antlers in the shape of tree branches is 
shown on a stamp from Mt Mithridates in Kerch, found by Vladislav Škorpil in 1898; the diameter 
in this case was 9.5 cm. The animal holds a snake in its teeth, a sacred tree is depicted next to it, 
and below it there is a swan drinking from a kantharos. The background is filled with a scrolling 
ivy branch and an inscription of which only one letter, “Α”, remains. A row of rounded notches 
runs around the circumference of the stamp62 [Fig. 5: 3]. The images of a goddess with spread 
hands, their ends transformed into branches, accompanied by a bird in flight and two winged 
creatures, is carved on a stamp discovered in 1948 in Ilurat.63 A fragmented clay stamp was found 
in a layer from the third century AD at the excavation in Kimmerik in 1948. The object was not 
completely preserved, but it was established to have an oval shape, close to a circle. Its height is 
about 11 cm, width about 10 cm. A somewhat schematic image of a bird holding a snake in its 
beak appears on the flat side. Feathers are presented in the form of deeply immpressed triangles. 
The long legs end in three spread toes with deep round holes where the claws are. The head is 
not preserved. The downward zigzag line is probably a schematic representation of a writhing 
snake. Traces of the knob replacing the handle were preserved on the poorly smoothed and 

56	Levinskaâ 1987, p. 69.
57	Levinskaâ 1987, pp. 69–70.
58	Levinskaâ 1987, p. 70.
59	Kruglikova 1952, pp. 119–125.
60	Farmakovskij 1906, p. 185, n. 7; Kruglikova 1952, p. 
120; Tolstoj, Kondakov 1889, p. 101, fig. 140.

61	Farmakovskij 1906, p. 186, figs. 139–140; Kruglikova 
1952, p. 120.
62	Kruglikova 1952, p. 120, fig. 41, 3; Otčet 1901, p. 16, 
fig. 11.
63	Gajdukevič 1951, pp. 209–210; Kruglikova 1952, p. 120.
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uneven reverse of the object.64 The location of the find, a room where grain was stored and flour 
was produced,65 confirms the possibility of these stamps being used for decorating ritual cakes.  
Finally, two almost round stamps were found in 1872 at Phanagoria. One of them, with a diameter 
of 10–11 cm, depicts two fantastic creatures standing opposite each other: a bird-headed winged 
griffin and a horse (or panther) whose front legs turn into branches. Below the figures there is  
a vine growing out of a kantharos and a garland with ribbons at the ends, and above them  
a peacock drinking from a similar vessel. On the side is the fuzzy outline of a lizard. Traces of the 
broken handle are visible on the reverse side of the stamp. The second stamp, 8–9 cm in diameter, 
depicts a four-legged creature with a bird’s head and a coiling snake near its beak66 [Fig. 5: 1–2].

According to Kruglikova, the images of a bird, a pinecone, a grapevine, a deer, a snake,  
a kantharos, which resemble the images from the “crypts of Sabazians”, could speak in favor  
of a connection of these stamps with the cult of Sabazius.67 She also cites Demosthenes who speaks 
of cakes being presented to Sabazius (Demosth. De corona, 259–260).68

Fig. 5. Clay stamps and their impressions.  
1, 2 – Phanogoria,  
3 – Panticapaeum  

(after Kruglikova 1952, fig. 41)

64	Kruglikova 1952, p. 119, fig. 40, 1; Zeest 1950, p. 101, 
fig. 45.
65	Kruglikova 1952, p. 125.
66	Kruglikova 1952, p. 120, fig. 41, 1–2.

67	Kruglikova 1952, pp. 122–123.
68	Kruglikova 1952, p. 124.
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6. Evidence from the Bosporan Kingdom

Vladimir Blavatskij and Mariâ Kobylina associated with the cult of Sabazius whole and 
fragmentary terracotta figurines from the territory of Panticapaeum,69 showing either grotesque 
figures or worshippers with hanging legs and phalluses.70 One of them is depicted playing a double 
flute,71 another one holding a wreath in his right hand and a branch in his left one72 [Fig. 6]. Škorpil 
and later Kobylina also assigned to this cult a poorly preserved relief with a seated deity placed in 
the center, flanked by two figures. They both believed this to be an image of Sabazius surrounded 
by Hermes and an unknown goddess73 [Fig. 7]. However, Maarten Vermaseren rightly interprets 
the central deity in the sculptural composition as the Mother of the Gods, because the iconographic 
theme presented on the plate is very similar to the reliefs depicting Cybele in the company of 
Hermes and Cora or Hekate.74 In addition, Škorpil notes that three more artifacts representing the 
cult of the Mother of the Gods were found on Predtečenska Square in Kerch, which also yielded 
the described relief.75

In 1937 a fragment of a small terracotta statuette from the second century AD was discovered 
in the territory of Phanagoria; it represents a naked bearded man in a Phrygian cap with a toothed 
lower edge. The appearance, not entirely characteristic of Sabazius, prompted El’nickij to interpret 
the figurine “as an intermediate link between the Thracian and Asia Minor images of Dionysus 
Sabasios”76 [Fig. 8].

Fig. 8. Fragment of a terracotta 
statuette of Dionysus  
Sabazius, Phanagoria  

(after Kobylina 1978, no. 41)

Fig. 6. Terracotta statuette 
of the followers of the cult, 

Panticapaeum  
(after Kobylina 1978, no. 39)

Fig. 7. Limestone slab  
with relief, Panticapaeum  

(after Kobylina 1978, no. 40)

69	Škorpil 1911, p. 63.
70	Blavatskij 1964, p. 199; Kobylina 1978, no. 39.
71	Otčet 1914, p. 27, fig. 44; Škorpil 1914, p. 14, fig. 5.
72	Kobylina 1978, no. 39.
73	Otčet 1914, p. 30, fig. 52; Škorpil 1914, pp. 16–18, fig. 
6; Kobylina 1978, no. 40.
74	Vermaseren 1989, no. 566.

75	Škorpil 1914, pp. 17–18, fig. 9.
76	El’nickij 1946, pp. 97–98, 110–111, fig. 1; Kobylina 
1961, pl. Х.1; Kobylina 1978, no. 41.
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The presence of the image of dancing men on a late Hellenistic pelike77 from Gorgippia 
prompted Ekaterina Alekseeva to draw a parallel between this motif and the paintings of the 
“crypts of Sabazians”, and accordingly to associate the vessel with the cult of Dionysus Sabazius.78

7. Conclusion

A review of the finds from the northern Black Sea region that are tentatively assigned to the cult of 
Sabazius indicates that their identification is hardly ever unquestioned. There is instead a number 
of interesting and originally substantiated hypotheses. As for the bronze hand that is very probably 
an attribute of this Thracian-Phrygian deity, it comes from the territory of the Ukrainian steppe, 
but the circumstances of its discovery are actually unknown. There is in fact no direct evidence of 
the spread of the Sabazius cult in the studied region. Nevertheless, some of the listed artifacts (for 
example, the bronze hand from the Ukrainian steppe, the bone hand and rods from Chersonesos, 
a fragment of a statuette from Phanagoria) can be tentatively interpreted as indirect evidence of 
minor manifestations of this cult in the northern Black Sea region, brought there by the Roman 
army from the region of the Danube.
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