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PREFACE
My dissertation is about the cult of the Thracian Hero through a religious syncretism
analysis with other deities and heroes in the Western Black Sea region. My first
interest about this subject was the depictions of the specific motif all over the Black
Sea area and the resonance it had to other population other than the Thracians. I am
interested to find out the reasons the lining population in the Western Black Sea basin
adopted the specific motif and by extension the cult of the Thracian rider in their
cultures. As far as the chronological frame of this study, it begins with the earliest
archaeological finds of the Thracian Hero in Perperikon dated in the Hellenistic
period (early 4th century B.C) until the 4th century A.D. when the cult stopped
practicing and the sanctuaries located in ancient Thrace area and Moesia province fell
into decline and abandoned. However, it is important to mention that the motif of the
Thracian Hero was used four centuries later first by the Bulgarian khans and then by
the Christian church. Furthermore, after the examination of the most important and
representative monuments and the inscriptions concerning the Thracian Hero’s cult,
my purpose is to find out if the horseman is an iconographical convention for a god or
a hero-messenger to the gods. In addition, I am going to examine the issues of how
did this religious syncretism with nearly every Greek, Roman and other Eastern
deities function and how did the worshippers who set up a thank-offering or made a
vow in hope of well-being, or individuals who erected a grave monument, perceive
this deity. Even though there are more than 3000 monuments bearing the image of the
Thracian Hero the cult remain rather obscure. I hope with my work to contribute to
shed light into this mysterious cult that dominated the area of the Western Black Sea
area for more than eight centuries.
The subject of this master is divided in five chapters. In the first chapter there is
outlined general information about the term of the Thracian Hero, the chronological
frame, the three basic categories the votive and funerary reliefs divided and the most
important sanctuaries located in the Western Black Sea area. In the second chapter
there is a comprehensive analysis about the Nature of the Hero and the connection
with the cult of the Heroised Dead based on the examples of Melsas, Rhesus and
Zalmoxis. The third chapter focuses on the religious syncretism between the cult of
the Thracian Hero and other important deities worshipped in the same area. In the
10

fourth chapter there is the religious syncretism with Thracian local heroes and how
the worshippers believed their ancestors passed into the immortality after their death.
The last chapter records the results and the conclusions about the cult of Thracian
Hero through the religious syncretism with other deities and Heroes, explaining why
the specific motif dominated the religious life of the population.
I would like to express my gratitude to my supervisor, Assistant Professor of Classical
Archaeology Manolis Manoledakis, for his useful observations and advices during the
course of my dissertation. Furthermore, I would like to thank Ioannis Xydopoulos,
assistant professor of Ancient Greek History, for his useful and constructive
consultation. In addition, I would like to thank personally Georgia Aristodemou,
academic associate at the School of Humanities (IHU), because without her support
this study could not have been completed in time. Moreover, I am more than grateful
for the assistance my colleagues Christophoros Arabatzis and Konstantinos
Moschakis offered me during my work in this paper. In conclusion, this dissertation
would not have been completed without the constant support of my family and
friends.
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CHAPTER I
1.1 Introduction
The gods of the Thracians as described by Herodotus in his fifth book “Ηζηνξίαη”
were Ares, Dionysus and Artemis. The Thracian kings however preferred to worship
Hermes because they claimed that he was their ancestor and by extension their right to
rule was divine 1. However, the archaeological finds and especially the votive reliefs
discovered in the ancient Thrace region show that without any doubt the most
important deity for the Thracians was the famous Hero Rider (fig.1). Even today the
scholars failed to explain sufficiently the reasons that one of the greatest historians in
antiquity neglected to mention the most important god of the Thracian people. Maybe
the main problem is the variance between the writings of the ancient Greeks and
Roman authors and the actual archaeological finds which are the testimonies of the
Thracian religious life 2. None of the above deities worshipped in Thrace3 and
described in Herodotus’ book had so many votive reliefs like the Thracian HeroRider, fact which testifies the importance and the central role of the Horseman’s cult
not only into Thracian’s religion but also to the others lining in the area 4.
The cult of the Thracian Horseman or Thracian Hero or Heros Equitans 5 as it is also
known, is a conventional term to reflect a distinctive iconography of a horseman
which was widespread in the Black Sea region and the Balkan Peninsula; notably in
Thrace, Asia Minor, Macedonia, Scythia and Lower Moesia during the Roman times.
The notion was first introduced by A. Dumont in 1836 as “le cavalier Thrace”
applying to votive tablets or reliefs found in the area of ancient Thrace (map.1)6. The
scientists and scholars soon adopted the term and today the horseman is connected
with at least 3000 archaeological artifacts discovered, not only in the area of ancient
Thrace but also in other areas like Greece and Rome. The archaeologists have
1

Herodotus, “Ιστορίαι”,Book 5.7.1
D. Boteva 2002, p. 817
3
According to Herodotus the geographical boundaries of the Kingdom of Thrace were the Euxine
Pontus to the East, the Aegean Sea to the south and Danube River to the North (4.99.1-2), Strymon
River (5.23.1) and mount Disoron to the West (5.17.2).
2

4

Σαμοιράκησ Α. 1963, p.204.

5

Boteva D. 2011,p. 85
Dumont A. 1882, p.70.

6
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discovered marble or stone relief plaques, statues and statuettes made by marble or
bronze all connected with the cult of the Thracian Hero 7.The dimensions of the relief
plaques vary but the most typical size is 30-40 cm wide and 20-30 cm high. In the
majority there is usually a frame surrounding the relief and an arch on the top of the
plaque8. On the scene it is depicted a rider on a horse, usually turned to the right and
rarely to the left, wearing chiton and a waving cape-chlamys9. The horse is galloping,
walking or standing. The majority of the scholars accepted the idea of G. Kazarow
and V. Hoffiller to classify the motif of the Thracian Rider into three basic
categories10;
I.

Type A The Rider is presented on a walking or standing horse, usually facing
a woman behind of an altar and a snake-entwined tree (fig.2).

II.

Type B The horseman galloping and attacking a boar usually accompanied by
a dog (fig.3).

III.

Type C The horseman returning from hunting, carrying a deer. In addition,
there are many variants, and for many scholars the type C is considered as a
subtype of type B. (fig.4)

There is no strict geographical or temporal pattern in the distribution of these types.
However, Dumont’s decision to call it Thracian was probably based on the fact that
more than 2000 of these finds were discovered in 350 locations in Thrace and
neighboring areas that was inhabited by Thracians or was under Thracian influence 11.
The variety of the depictions of the Thracian Horseman along with the extended area
the archaeologists have discovered the same motif is an undisputable proof that the
Rider was probably one the most important figure of the religious culture in the
western Black Sea basin 12. The Rider was not only a specific Thracian phenomenon
but had an important and highly respected place in the religious life of the whole
population living in the region; Greeks, Romans, Scythians, Thracians. Unfortunately,

7

Boteva D. 2011,p.85
Dimitrova N.2002, p. 209
9
Σαμοιράκησ Α. 1963, p.205.
10
Boteva D. 2011, p.95.
11
Dimitrova N. 2002, p.210
12
Boteva D. 2011, p.85
8
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the Thracians left no written source and this fact makes the effort of the scholars and
archaeologists more difficult in order to understand and interpret correctly the cult of
the Thracian Horseman expressed in the memorial monuments discovered in the area
of the Western Black Sea 13.
Fortunately one third of these monuments have inscriptions. The inscriptions are
either votive, which covers about the two thirds of the samples, or funerary. The usual
typical form of the inscriptions is below the relief, written in Greek or Roman
language which is an undeniable proof that not only the Thracians worshipped the
Rider but also Greeks and Romans. However, there are examples especially on the
funerary reliefs that a part of the inscription is located on the top of the relief and
continues below the image of the Thracian Hero (fig.5). The form of the inscriptions
is more often presented with the following way; the name of the deity in the dative,
followed by the names of the people who dedicated the monument if it is a votive
relief or the name of the deceased if it is a funerary relief in the nominative. In the
second case before the name of the dead is preceded the inscription “Dis Manibus” or
“Θενῖο Καηαρζόληνηο” and followed by typical funerary-epitaphial information or the
word “εὐρή”14. The straightforward meaning of the inscriptions on the Thracian
Horseman monuments not only provides the scholars with a trustworthy way to verify
the identity, iconography and cult of the Thracian Hero but in addition they are the
only credible evidence to distinguish the votive from the funerary monuments 15.
The majority of the monuments are dated to the Hellenistic and Roman period. The
motif of the Thracian Horseman is present in all the sanctuaries located in the
provinces of Thrace and Moesia inferior from the 2 nd century B.C., when the region
was not a part of the Roman Empire, until the 3rd century A.D. All the sanctuaries are
located generally in high places like hills, mountains and slopes and quite close to a
mineral spring or a river 16. Very often there was also a cave close by where the rituals
connected with afterlife and the chthonic nature of the Thracian Hero performed by
the clerics and the worshippers. The whole sanctuary usually had an enclosure, a
fenced area. Inside there was the altar in front of the temple (fig.6). In addition, it is

13

Boteva D. 2011, p.86.
Σαμοιράκησ Α. 1963, p.205
15
Dimitrova N. 2002, p. 209-210.
16
Boteva D. 2011, p.92.
14

14

interesting that other deities17 were also worshipped in the same sanctuary along with
the Thracian Hero. Based on the number of archaeological finds some of the most
important sanctuaries of the Thracian Hero in the Western Black Sea region are
located in Glava Panega, Slivnica, Pernic, Batkun, Dyadovo, Kallatis, Messimbria,
Histria, Tomis and the area of Galata(map 2)18.
However, the cult of the Heroised Dead was existed long before that period, back to
8th century B.C or even earlier. The most ancient representations of the Hero-Rider
are dated back to 5th century B.C. and have clear influences from Macedonia and Asia
Minor but all of them were bronze, silver or gold material (appliqués, coins and gold
rings). It was not until the 3rd century B.C. that the Horseman started to appear in
marble or stone slab reliefs. The swift to the material is possibly a product of the
cultural interactions between Thracians and Greeks. After the ages of co-existence
there was a fusion in the motif of the Hero. The Thracians adopted the Greek marble
artwork in their religious life and dedicate votive reliefs to their god. It is only natural
that in the early representations the Thracian horseman motif lacks the well-built
structure and feature that can be seen in later depictions 19.

17

Asclepius and Hygieia, Apollo, Dionysus, Sabazios, Cybele, Artemis-Diana are only some of the
deities that shared the same temple with the Thracian Hero.
18
Other sanctuaries of the Thracian Hero in the Western Black Sea region are located in; Draganovec,
Plastina, Ljublen, Pascalevec, Trancovica, Brestnica, Liljace, Ezerovo, Kran, Lozen.
19
http://bnr.bg/en/post/100136992/archeologists-discover-one-of-the-earliest-representations-ofthracian-horseman
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CHAPTER II
The Thracian Nature of the Hero
2.1 The Heroised Dead
Even though the existence of so many archaeological finds (reliefs, statues, rings,
coins) there is no inscription, written source or any other historical record to testify
the identity of the horseman. There is no safe way for the scholars to say if it is a
depiction of a God or a demigod or even a heroised dead who is the intermediate
messenger “άγγεινο” between the mortals and immortals20.
It is known by the Homeric poems that the tradition of the heroised dead existed in
Greece from the 8th century B.C. It is even possible that it was a tradition that started
during the Mycenaean era and continued the following years as the cult of the dead 21.
According to Farnell the offerings and sacrifices to the dead are a clear indication for
the existence of the cult of the dead and its practices. It was probably a rite which
ghosts were called up and questioned about the future 22. However, the ancient Greeks
were not accepting the possibility that a common mortal could become immortal or
even a god. Only Greek heroes who were offsprings of a god like Hercules, Achilles
and Dioscouroi could overcame the levels of humanity and became half gods and half
ghosts after their death. All the above heroes are very much related with the
foundation of major ancient Greek colonies in the Black Sea; Heraclea Pontica, Island
of Achilles and Dioscourias (map 3).
Furthermore, many other heroes are linked with the foundations of colonies in the
Black Sea area were also worshipped as gods after their death. The myth of the local
Hero-God usually has a divine origin but it can also come from as an offspring from a
human heroic type. A characteristic example is the case of Autolycus, a hero from
Thessaly and a member of the Argonauts. According to the tradition Autolycus and
his brothers Flogius founded the city of Sinope on the Southern coast of the Black Sea
where the two brothers were worshipped as gods after they died. It is known from
Strabo that there was a statue of Autolycus, probably above his grave, which after the
20

Σαμοιράκησ Α. 1963, p. 205.
Nillson M.P. 1967,p.378-383
22
Farnell Lewis R. 1996, p. 26-27.
21
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conquest of Sinope was carried away by Lucullus to Rome. Ancient sources also
mention a famous oracle of Autolycus in the city of Sinope 23.
It is obvious that in the cult of the Heroised Dead the local hero is ascended and can
wield divine powers of healing, predicting the future, protecting people from natural
disasters and enemies. The practice of the hero founder worshipped as a god was
widely spread all over the Black Sea area. The followers that participated in the
heroised dead cult used to connect the Hero with specific places and regions (the tomb
of the Hero or a mountain, cave, fountain) and used that place as a sanctuary. In
addition, they used to give the Hero an epithet that declared the name or the quality of
that region 24. In the Greek tradition the Heroised dead was usually depicted with a
horse or sometimes on the horseback, an image that fascinated the Thracians because
they were famous horse breeders. The archaeological finds testify that even from the
Hellenistic period they adopted and modulated the cult in their religion and their
heroes25.

23

Manoledakis M. 2010, p.564-570.

24

Burkert W. 1993,p.428
Dimitrova N. 2002, p.227

25
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2.2 The Heroised Dead Melsas
Σhe cult of the eponymous Hero Melsas is an excellent example to confirm that the
cult of the Heroised Dead connected with the foundation of a city was also attested in
the Western Black Sea basin. Melsas, according to the ancient written sources, was
the legendary Hero founder of the Doric colony Mesembria, modern Nessebar, in the
Western Black Sea coast. Strabo in his book refers to the city as “the city of Mena” 26.
Mena is a word of combination: The first part is the founder’s name Melsas and the
second is the Thracian word for city27. Strabo is not the only one accepting Melsas as
the legendary founder of Mesembria. Nicolaus of Damascus28 and Pseudo Symeon in
his book “Chronography”29 also support the same theory, even though these
testimonies were written many centuries after the foundation of Mesembria.
The origin of the unusual name Melsas is not clearly verified. Based on the
information from the written sources mentioned above, the majority of the scholars
accept that the Hero founder of the city was of Thracian origin. Nevertheless, it is
difficult to examine with certainty the mythical versus the real nature of Melsas and to
conclude if he was a real person or just a figment in the mind of the citizens 30.
The earlier archaeological evidence confirming the cult of the Heroised dead Melsas
is mainly attested on the coins minted in Mesembria (fig.7) and dated to the 5 th
century B.C.31 On the obverse side of a silver diobol there is displayed the frontal
image of a head with a Corinthian helmet. On the reverse side there is depicted a
radiate wheel with the inscription “Μ Δ  Α” between the spokes32. In addition, the
theophoric name Melseon is preserved on inscriptions discovered in Mesembria and
Dionysopolis and dated to the 3rd and 2nd century B.C.33
Furthermore, the most interesting testimony about the cult of Melsas is attested on a
funeral grave stele epigram, discovered in the city of Mesembria and dated to the
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Roman period 34. On the stele there is a dedicative inscription to Melsas; “ἐλζάδε ἐγὼ
θεῖκε Ἑθάηε ζεὸο ὡο ἐζνξᾷο ∙ | ἤκελ ηὸ πάιαη βξνηόο, λῦλ δὲ ἀζάλαηνο θαὶ ἀγήξωο ∙ |
Ἰνπιία Νεηθίνπ ζπγάηεξ κεγαιήηνξνο ἀλδξόο, | Μεζεκβξία {²⁶Μεζεκβξία}²⁶ δέ κπ
{²⁶κνη}²⁶ παηξὶο ἀπὸ Μ(?)]έιζα θαὶ βξία ∙ | δήζαζα ἔηε ὅζα κνη ζηήιε θαηέρεη ∙ | ηξὶο
πέληε δὲ̣ [ε]ἴθνζη θαὶ δέθα πέληε. | εὐηπρεῖηε ∙ παξνδῖηαη”

35

. It is intriguing that the

deceased Ioulia daughter of Neikiou is represented as Hecate. Additionally, the
relatives choose to dedicate the grave stele to the Hero founder of Mesembria and not
any other Greek or Roman god something which proves that the cult of Melsas was
still remained in practice during the Roman period (2nd-3rd century A.D) 36.
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2.3 A Thracian Heroised Dead; The case of Rhesus
The cult of the Heroised dead and the beliefs about the immortality of the soul were
especially attracted to the Thracians. Both of them are clearly attested in the ancient
texts in the tragedy of “Rhesus” which is attributed to Euripides.
Rhesus according to Homer was the king of Thrace and son of king Eioneus. In later
writers Rhesus is identified as an offspring of the river-god Strymon and the muse
Euterpe, protector of lyric poetry. According to the myth Rhesus was raised by
fountain nymphs37. He fought on the side of Trojans and he was famous for the “white
as snow and swift as the wind” horses he had in his possession. In the book 10 of Iliad
Rhesus was killed in his tent by Diomedes and his horses were carried off by
Odysseus (fig.8)38.
In the tragedy of Euripides the muse Euterpe, Rhesus’ mother, declares that her son is
not going to die but rather continue his existence as “αλζξωπνδαίκωλ”, meaning take
the form of half human and half god. The muse also advocates that her son is going to
live in a subterranean cavern on mount Pangaion and become a priest or a prophet of
Bacchus;
My son shall not be laid in any grave
Of darkness; thus much guerdon will I crave
Of Death's eternal bride, the heavenly-born
Maid of Demeter, Life of fruits and corn,
To set this one soul free. She owes me yet,
For Orpheus widowed, an abiding debt.
To me he still must be--that know I well-As one in death, who sees not. Where I dwell
He must not come, nor see his mother's face.
Alone for ever, in a caverned place
Of silver-veinèd earth, hid from men's sight,
A Man yet Spirit, he shall live in light:
As under far Pangaion Orpheus lies,
Priest of great light and worshipped of the wise.
(Euripides, Rhesus 962-973).
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Other information about the cult of Rhesus comes from Philostratus. In his book
“Heroicus”39 he presents Rhesus as a hunter, warrior and horse breeder. Furthermore,
the author mentions that an altar on mount Rhodope dedicated to the demigod Rhesus
where wild animals offer themselves willingly for sacrifice. Moreover, Rhesus as a
local Thracian deity was considered as a healer and savior from the plague and
pestilence in the area of mount Rhodope. Furthermore, as a priest of Bacchus and
cousin of Orpheus it is only natural to assume that his mystic cult was perpetual
connected with the Orphic mysteries 40.
The myth of Rhesus and the Hero Equitans share many similarities. First of all they
have both healing powers and they share the same rare motif. They possess the nature
of warriors-killers and healers at the same time. In addition, the horse has an
important semiotic meaning for the both of them. Rhesus is described as a famous
horse breeder and master of beautiful horses. Furthermore, Rhesus is presented as
skillful hunter of wild animals and the Thracian Horseman in the votive and funerary
reliefs of type B is depicted also as a hunter of boars, hares and stags.
Another similarity between Rhesus and the Hero Equitans is the connection with the
world of the dead. Both deities are chthonic figures and generally associated with the
underworld (Rhesus as a cave dweller and the Horseman as leader of the dead) 41.
In addition, another similarity between the two cults is presented on a votive relief
discovered in a sanctuary of the Nymphs at Bourdara near Pazardzic (fig.9). Even
though there is a depiction of the Thracian Horseman, based on the inscription above
the scene “[θπξί]αηο Νύκθαηο”42 the relief is dedicated to the Nymphs. The relief is
0.22m high, 0.205m wide and 0.03m thick43 and is dated to the Roman period.
Unfortunately only a small part is saved. On the scene there is depicted the mounted
Thracian Hero, with a three quarter face and a beard, advancing to the right. Only the
head of the horse has been remained and the top of the tree. It is important to
remember that according to a version of the myth the nymphs fostered Rhesus as a
baby. 44
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Even though there is no inscription dedicated to them, the nymphs are also presented
in another votive relief discovered in Philippopolis. It is dated to the 3 rd century A.D.
today is displayed in the Plovdiv museum (fig.10) 45. The upper part of the relief is
destroyed and it is impossible to know if there was any inscription. On the right part
of the scene there is a male figure, probably the servant of the Thracian Rider,
depicted with full face. In front of him there is the Thracian Hero, mounted on
galloping horse and advancing to the right. The hero is depicted with a three quarter
face and he is dressed with chlamys and chiton. He is holding a deer in his low right
hand and the brindles with his left arm (type C.). Below the horse there is an animal
fight scene. A hound and a lion are attacking the deer. In front of the Rider, on the left
part of the relief, there are three female standing figures, probably the nymphs,
dressed with himation and veils over their head. Behind the nymphs it is depicted a
temple which is a clear indication that there was a temple in the area dedicated both to
the Thracian Hero and the nymphs.
Vasilis Liapis in his research makes another etymological approach to support his
argument for the identification of Rhesus as a Hero Horseman. According to Liapis
the origin of the word Rhesus (Ρήζος) is the word “ῆζνο” which according to the
Thracian culture means lord, an epithet that very often is addressed also to the
Thracian Hero. Liapis is admitting that the evidences are not currently available
enough for the association between the Hero Equitans and Rhesus. However, he
remarks that one day his hypothesis could be confirmed if the similarities and
parallelisms mentioned above are reinforced with other archaeological finds 46.
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2.4 The Immortal Heroised Dead; The Case of Zalmoxis
Another case of a Thracian religious culture connected with the cult of the Heroised
Dead and the belief about the immortality of the soul is the cult of Zalmoxis.
Herodotus in his fourth book “Ηζηνξίαη” writes about the cult of Zalmoxis and the
Thracian tribe Getae who believed that they were immortals 47.
The Getae tribe and Thracians believed that they could accomplishe immortality by
sending a messenger, chosen by lot every five years, to their god Zalmoxis. According
to their religious tradition the envoy was chosen in the following procedure; three
lances are held by men thereto appointed. Others seize the messenger to Salmoxis by
his hands and feet, and swing and hurl him aloft on to the spear-point. If he was killed
by the spears, they believed that the gods regard them with favor. If he was not killed,
they blamed the messenger himself, deeming him a bad man, and send another
messenger in the place of him whom they blamed. While the man was still alive his
countrymen charged him with the message (fig.11)48. That way the Getae believed
that the envoy did not die but he continued to exist as immortal next to Zalmoxis.
Later authors provide us with additional information about the Thracians. Pomponius
Mela describes them as savages who delighted offer their lives to meet with the dead.
The Thracians also believed that their souls do not perish and could even return after
their death. Other Thracian tribes believed that the soul was imprisoned inside the
human body and they welcomed death as a good fortune and freedom. They believed
that it was better to die rather than continue living because the soul was liberated after
their death 49. For this reason some tribes lament and mourn when new babies were
brought to life.
47

“Their belief in their immortality is as follows: they believe that they do not die, but that one who
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Referring to the god Zalmoxis, Porphyry from Tyre in his book writes that according
to the Greeks living in the area of Hellespont, Zalmoxis was once a slave of the
famous Pythagoras on the island of Samos who set him free. After his liberation,
Zalmoxis returned to his homeland where he built a banquet hall “Αλδξεώλ” where
only the best men 50 gathered. In this banquet he preached about the immortality of the
soul51. The Thracians lived simple hard lives and it was easy for Zalmoxis, who lived
among the wisest Greeks, to impress them with his talents as a seer 52 . He finally
managed to convince them that neither his guests nor their descendants would ever
die, but instead they would go to a place where they could live forever in absolute
happiness53. In the meantime during these teachings he constructed an underground
chamber and when it was finished he dwelled hidden from his countrymen for three
years. The Thracians mourned for him and at the fourth year he returned to them,
proclaimed that he resurrected and came back to them. According to Strabo he
became a priest and dwelt in a cavernous mountain which was sacred to his followers.
Zalmoxis was considered God’s representative on earth until he declared himself also
a god 54. He was included with the famous seers and healers of antiquity among
Trophonius, Amphiaraus, Musaeus and Orpheus 55. Moreover, concerning his cult the
high priest of Zalmoxis was also considered to possess great healing powers and he
was famous physicians56. Of course for the Greeks lining close to the Getae tribe, the
case of Zalmoxis was an exceptional example to prove their intelligent superiority
towards the Thracians tribes and stretch the boundaries between them as civilized and
the others as barbarians57.
It is only natural to assume that the Thracians unanimously valued voluntary death 58.
This is possibly the main reason the Greeks considered them as barbarians. It is
intriguing that some of the Thracian tribes, the Agathyrsoi for example were
considered as tribes with barbarism ethics and customs59. The information that the
ancient writers provide us about the religious beliefs of the Thracians concerning the
50
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immortality of the soul is also confirmed by archaeological data and epigraphical
evidence. In Northeast Bulgaria, the land of the Getae, the archaeologists discovered
an inscription in a Thracian tomb 60: “ἔλζα Γηλο ἀλέζεην Ρεζθνππνξενο Ἥξωη ὑπὲξ
δωῆο πειιόκελνο ηέθλνην Νύκθεο {²⁶Νύκθαηο} ²⁶ ηε θνύξαηο ζεαῖο εὐμάκελνο· ἐγέλεην
πνιπιάιαηνο ἥξωο ἀζάλαηνο. ἐλ δὲ Ῥόδνηζη ῥόδνλ ἐπηρεύζαηε”61.
Based on the inscription G. Mihailov believes that the deceased has become an
immortal hero. The heroised dead, just like the Thracian Horseman, became the envoy
to deliver the message to the gods and continue his existence among the gods or even
become a god himself 62. It is interesting that the grave monument is also a votive one.
It is certain that the tomb belongs to a Thracian aristocrat because the name “Γηλεο”
has a Thracian origin. The word “ἀζάλαηνο” have never been used in Greek grave
monuments. Only in “Anthologia Graeca” 12.294, Homer is referred as “ἀζάλαηνο
ἰζνο ἥρως”. Nonetheless, in this case the word “ἀζάλαηνο” is used to indicate the
significance of the dead as a hero equal to the gods which is totally different with the
heroised dead who became immortal hero like the Thracian Rider or the followers of
Zalmoxis and Rhesus63. In ancient Greece only the followers of the Pythagoreans and
those who had initiated to the Orphic mysteries believed that the human beings bore a
mortal body (Titan’s nature) and an immortal soul (Zagreus nature). According to
their doctrines, the participants of the Orphic mysteries experienced a ritual horrible
death. After their initiation they could understand the true meaning of life,
anticipating physical death when they could be truly liberated from mortal bondage
and expect a special treatment in the afterlife. They believed that in the underworld
they could experience some kind of apotheosis or redemption from the “wheel of
calamities”64.
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CHAPTER III
The Thracian Horseman: Religious Syncretism with
Gods in the Western Black Sea Area
In the previous chapter of the heroised dead I mentioned that the identity of the
Thracian Horseman is unknown. The majority of scholars agree that the deity
depicted as the Thracian Horseman is an advanced case of culture and religious
syncretism consolidated with the divine powers of almost every Greek, Roman or any
other deity in Asia Minor 65.This hypothesis derives from the magical powers and
attributes ascribed to the Thracian Hero by his followers and worshippers.
On the majority of the votive reliefs on the inscriptions the Thracian Rider is referred
as “ἥξωο, ζεόο, θύξηνο, πάηξηνο, παηξώνο, ζώδωλ, ζωηήξ, πξνπύιαηνο”. Sometimes
the epithets ἥξωο and ζεόο are combined together or used interchangeably. In
addition, on others votive reliefs is referred with different epithets; “ἀγξηνο,
ἀξρεγέηεο, ἐπήθννο, ζαπκαηνπξγόο, ἰζρπξόο, θαηαρζόληνο”.66 In Roman reliefs he is
addressed like “deus, augustus, donimus, invictus, sanctus” epithets that they are also
combined as; Deo Heroni, Deo sancto Herν67.
Some of the epithets mentioned above usually are attached also to Greek or Roman
gods; Zeus, Hera, Artemis, Dionysus, Hephaestus and Dioscouroi. Some of these gods
are also presented on votive reliefs of the Thracian Hero a fact that testifies without
any objection the religious syncretism of the Thracian Rider with other deities68.
Oppermann believes that “the Thracian Hero was a multifunctional god, a protective
deity with local character”69. An important fact to support his theory is based on the
many epithets ascribed to the Thracian Hero with a local Thracian character:
Ἀπιαξρελόο, Ἀπιωλείηεο, Γεξηελόο, Εεηλδξνπκελόο, Επκηδξελόο, Κελζίδξελόο,
Παιαδεηλελόο, νιδνβπζζελόο, νιδνθειελόο, νπΐηηιηλν, Βεξγηδελζήο, Βαζθηδηζίαο,
Βδήθνπξνο,

Βεηέζπηνο,

Βνπξθεηζίαο,

Κπξαίθλεο,

Ππξπκεξύιαο70.
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Οπηάζπηνο,

Ππξκπξνύιαο,

Many of these epithets are referring to places and landscapes where the cult of the
Thracian Hero was exceptionally popular. The most interesting thing is that between
the Greek gods and these Thracian epithets there is a special connection. In the
majority of the inscriptions saved on the votive reliefs these epithets accompany the
name of the god depicted as a Thracian Rider 71. The worshippers felt the necessity to
include Thracian religious elements to the Greek and Roman Gods in order to be
acceptable by everyone.
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3.1 Asclepius and Hygieia
The Thracian Horseman was primarily a healing deity and considered a savior
(ζώδωλ-ζωηήξ) something that explains the fusion with the Greek healing gods
Apollo Iatros, Asclepius and Hygeia. The strong connection between the Thracian
Hero and these specific Greek deities is attested on the inscriptions and the reliefs the
archaeologists had discovered all over the western Black Sea region and the Balkan
Peninsula. On a rectangular votive relief found in Krupac in Serbia (fig.12), there is
the depiction of two identical horsemen facing each other; the one is advancing to the
right and the other to the left. They are depicted with three quarter faces, mounted on
calm walking horses. The riders are holding the brindles of their horses with both
hands and they are dressed with chiton and chlamys. In between the two horsemen
there is a snake-entwined tree and an altar (type A). The relief is 0.25m high, 0.34m
wide and 0.04m thick and is dated to the Roman period probably around 2 nd-3 rd
century A.D.72
On the relief there is the inscription; “Ἀπόιιωλη θαη Ἀζθιεπηῷ Βεξαθειελνηο Γάηνο
Πξόθινπ εὐμάκε̣λνο ἀλέζεθε”.73 It is interesting that on the inscription there is the
name of only one person who dedicated the votive relief (Γάιος Πρόκλοσ) but he
decided to depict both healing gods as Thracian Horsemen and not follow the typical
form of “Type A” category. In addition, this relief excludes any possibility that the
dedicator wanted to depict himself as a heroised dead in the form of a Thracian
Horseman 74. It is only logical to assume that without the inscription we could not
understand the deities on the relief. The scholars could easily be confused by the two
horsemen and assume that there are displayed the Dioskouroi, not Apollo and
Asclepius. The relief is 0.25m high 0.34m wide 0.04m thick and it is dated to the 2 nd
century A.D and today is in Pirot museum in Serbia 75.
The inscription above the scene provides additional information regarding the cult of
the Thracian Rider as a healing deity. In general the dedicators of the reliefs usually
choose the words “εὐράο” or “εὐρήλ” or “εὐμάκε̣λνο” in order to adjure the deity, grant
them and their family with health and prosperity. It is interesting that for the
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Thracians, especially for the farmers and the stockbreeders, the Thracian Hero was
also considered a protective god for their animals and flocks. He was worshipped as a
“divine veterinarian” but unfortunately no votive or funerary inscription has yet
discovered to testify this aspect of his nature 76.Nevertheless, there are hundreds other
votive reliefs discovered in the Western Black Sea to testify the special bond between
the Thracian Hero and the Greek healing deities but the one found in Krupac is the
only with the depiction of Asclepius and Apollo together.
One of the most representative reliefs to confirm the religious syncretism between the
Thracian Hero and the cult of Asclepius and Hygieia was discovered in Izvorovo, near
Carasura in the Chirpan district area (fig.13). On the right part of the relief is depicted
the Thracian Rider in a three quarter face, mounted on a calm walking horse and
advancing to the right(Type A).He is clad with chlamys and chiton, holding the
brindles with both of his hands. In the center of the relief there is an altar and next to
it stands Hygieia depicted at a young age with full face, dressed with chiton and
himation. On the right hand of the goddess there is coiling a snake while on her left
hand Hygieia holds a phiale where she gathers snake’s venom for the medicine. On
the right side of the relief is depicted Asclepius standing, in a typical Este form. The
god is depicted bearded, clad with a heavy himation draped over his right shoulder.
Asclepius is extending an egg with his right hand to an entwined snake on a staff.
This depiction is rather unique because in the majority of the depictions Asclepius is
holding a patera instead of an egg. Furthermore, the specific votive relief is
particularly interesting concerning its measurements. The relief is now exhibiting in
the archaeological museum of Plovdiv in Philippolis and it is 0.305m high, 0.425m
wide and 0.045m thick77. Probably the sculptor in order to succeed a better image on
the depiction of the scene he decided to make a longer one compared to the typical
votive reliefs78.
A very interesting case is the votive relief discovered in Batkun in the sanctuary of
Asclepius. The god Asclepius is depicted mounted on a galloping horse, turned to the
right and holding a spear or a staff (Type B). Beneath the hooves of the horse is not
depicted one of the typical wild animals, a boar or a lion, but an entwined snake with
76
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a beard close to an altar (fig.14). Furthermore, it is intriguing that the snake is not
entwined on a tree like in the type A reliefs but on the Rider’s staff. Unfortunately the
top of the relief is severely damaged and the face of the god is not visible just like his
clothes. Furthermore, we cannot know if there was any inscription above the scene.
Nevertheless, it is clear that the sculptor tried to fuse the basic symbols of the two
deities, the Horse and the general motif of the Thracian Hero with entwined serpent
on the staff of Asclepius79.
Additionally, a group of votive reliefs that certifies the connection between the two
healing deities was discovered in the sanctuary of Asclepius αιδελόο in Glava
Panega of the Vraca region in Northwest Bulgaria. Totally there were discovered
more than forty votive reliefs with the depiction of the Thracian Horseman but I am
going to analyze the most important reliefs discovered in the area of the sanctuary
based on the inscriptions, confirming the religious syncretism between the two cults.
One of the most interesting votive relief based on the inscription below the main
scene is dedicated both to Asclepius and Aphrodite: “[Ἀζθιε]πηῷ θαὶ Ἀθξνδείηῃ
ραξηζηήξηνλ”80 (fig.15). The Thracian Rider is turned to the right, mounted on a calm
walking horse and holding a patera in his right hand (Type A). He is depicted with a
full face and he is dressed with chlamys. In front of him there is a standing female
figure depicted also with a full face, on the same height, clad in chiton, mantle and a
veil over her head 81. We can only assume that the female figure is Aphrodite and the
rider is Asclepius. Ιt is certain that they are equals, based on the same height the
sculptor decided to depict them. The relief is 0.20m high 0.20m wide and 0.035m
thick82. It is dated to the 3rd century A.D. and was discovered together with other
reliefs of the Thracian Horseman and numerous other dedications to Asclepius.
Among the votive reliefs discovered in Glava Panega there is one with an arched top
(fig.16) representing Asclepius as the Thracian Hero mounted on a galloping horse
and advancing to the right. The Rider is dressed in chlamys and chiton, depicted with
a three quarter face and he is holding a deer in his right low hand which is attacked by
a lion. The Hero is accompanied by the typical hound which is attacking the lion in
79
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order to protect the deer (Type C).On the scene of the relief there are also two
standing women in front of the Rider depicted with a full face. Their clothes are not
visible but probably they are clad with a veil on their head. In addition, a male figure
is also depicted behind the Thracian Hero, probably a servant. He is dressed also with
a chlamys and his face is depicted in three quarters.
Above the scene there is the inscription with the dedication to Asclepius
“ζ[εῷ] ἐ̣[πεθό]ῳ αιηνβπζε̣[ λῳ]”83 and below the inscription with the name of the
Roman dedicator praying to the god “Μᾶξθνο Λνύθην<ο> θηξθίηωξ εὐρήλ”. Below the
scene there is a frieze with a depiction of an animal’s fight scene. The relief is 0.425m
high 0.38m wide 0.04m thick84.
Additionally, another three votive reliefs of the Thracian Horseman discovered also in
the same spot. The first one is an arched top relief with the Thracian Rider mounted
on a galloping horse, turned to the right hunting a boar and accompanied with the dog
(type B). The Hero is dressed with the typical chlamys and he is holding a spear in his
right raised hand. In front of him there is an altar and the entwined snake on a tree 85.
Above the scene there is the dedicative inscription to Asclepius; “θπξίῳ Ἀζθιεπηῷ
αιδνθειελῳ” and below the inscription with the name of the dedicator “Φι(άβηνο)
Ῥνδνπηαλὸο ραξηζηήξηνλ”86 (fig.17). The relief measures 0.455m high 0.35m wide
0.075m thick87.
The second one is a rectangular relief (fig.18) with the Thracian Rider mounted on a
calm walking horse (type A). The Hero is depicted with a full face, dressed with
chiton and chlamys. He is holding the martingales with both hands and advancing to
the right. In front of him there is a female figure, probably a goddess, clad with
himation and depicted with a full face. Between them there is an entwined snake on
the tree and an altar 88. The inscription on the relief is “θπξίῳ Ἀζθιεπηῷ θαὶ Ὑγείᾳ
αιδήλνηο”89. Probably the Rider is Asclepius but Aphrodite in this relief is replaced
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by his daughter Hygieia. The relief measures 0.30m high, 0.33m wide, and 0.05m
thick90.
The third relief found in the sanctuary of Glava Panega is remarkably interesting
(fig.19). The relief is dedicated to the god Asclepius and Hygieia according to the
inscription above the scene: “θπξίῳ Ἀζθιεπηῷ αιδννπηζζελῳ θαὶ Ὑγείᾳ” and it is
0.52m high, 0.335m wide and 0.055m thick91. The relief has a pediment with acroteria
as a top. On the main scene Asclepius is depicted as the Hero hunter with full face,
mounted on a galloping horse and advancing to the right. He is dressed in chiton and
chlamys. He is holding a spear in his raised right hand and the brindles with his left
hand. Below the horse there is the hound chasing a boar near an altar. In front of the
Thracian Rider there is displayed a standing female figure, probably a goddess, with
full face, dressed in a himation and a veil over her head. Above the standing woman
there is a tree and an entwined snake on it.
Below the main scene there is a frieze with a depiction of four wild animals; a boar, a
doe, a bull and a deer running towards the relief’s right side. Some scholars suggested
the opinion that these animals offer themselves willingly for a sacrifice, especially
with the bull kneeling underneath the altar depicted on the upper side of the relief.
Based on this image the scholars see similarities and connection between Asclepius as
a Thracian Hero and the cult of Rhesus. However, other scholars express the opinion
of a depiction of an animal fight and nothing more 92.
The rest of the reliefs discovered in the sanctuary of Glava Panega have no dedicative
inscriptions to Asclepius or any other gods and they have none iconographical
dissimilarity with the reliefs mentioned above 93.
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3.2 Apollo
As it was mentioned above, apart from Asclepius the Thracian Rider assumed features
and characteristics of other Greek deities. Apollo was one of the prominent Greek
gods that is strongly connected and even acculturated into the Thracian Rider, not
only as a religious healing god (Apollo Iatros) but also as a solar deity. One of the
most interesting cases testifying the religious syncretism and the iconographical
convention between Apollo and the Thracian Horseman is the sanctuary of Apollo
Seulamenos at Trud in Plovdiv region. More than twenty votive reliefs dedicated to
Apollo and other gods, Asclepius for example, were discovered in the sanctuary. Not
all the reliefs have inscriptions and some of them are severely damaged. This is the
reason I am going to present the most representative and well preserved, based on the
inscriptions connecting Apollo with Thracian Rider.
One of the most well preserved votive reliefs is of type A with a triangular top
(fig.20). On the scene it is depicted the Thracian rider mounted on a calm walking
horse and wearing chlamys. In front of the Horseman there is an altar and an entwined
snake on the tree. The left hand of the Rider is not visible but in his right hand he is
holding a patera, making an offering to the snake. Based on this image of the Thracian
Horseman, and other with different gods, D. Boteva supported the theory that the
Rider is not the supreme divinity in the Thracian pantheon as traditionally claimed by
others scholars. According to Boteva the role of the lord of the universe and the
supreme god in the Thracian’s religious life was the serpent on the tree94. The relief
has a dedicative inscription to Apollo below the scene “Ἀπόιιωλη Εγνπιακελῳ” and it
is 0.26m high, 0.21m wide, 0.03m thick95.
Another votive relief discovered on the same spot, dedicated also to Apollo is
representing the Thracian Hero hunting a boar (type B). The relief has an arched top
and it measures 0.33m high, 0.29m wide and 0.45m thick96. On the scene the Thracian
Hero is mounted on a galloping horse, moving to the right, accompanied with a dog,
holding a spear to hunt down the boar. In front of him is the typical altar with the
entwined snake on the tree (fig.21). The most interesting about this specific relief is
that on the scene behind the Hero there is depicted another horseman on a galloping
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horse moving to the left. The scene give the impression of a hunting scene just like
the paintings in the Macedonian tombs in Vergina (fig.22) or the painting in the tomb
of Alexandrovo (fig.23).Furthermore, it is noticeable that the relief is very well
preserved and because of that we can see the details of the Hero’s curly hair technique
which is also applied to represent the mane of the horse on the front. The inscription
on the relief above the scene is “ἀ̣γα
̣ ζ̣ ̣ῇ̣ η̣ύ̣ρ̣ῃ̣ Ἀπόιιωλη Εγνπιακελῳ” and the name of
the dedicator below “Λνπθηαλὸο Γαίνπ εὐρήλ”97. The relief is 0.33m high, 0.29m wide
and 0.045m thick98. In addition, another votive relief of Type B dedicated to Apollo
also discovered in the same area. The only difference is that in the place of the boar
there is depicted a human warrior struck down by the Thracian Hero (fig.24). The
inscription is dedicated again to “θπξίω Ἀπόιιωλη” and the relief is 0.30 high 0.28
wide and 0.03 thick meters99.
The last representative votive relief discovered in the sanctuary of Trud and dedicated
to Apollo is different with the others mentioned above because it is not of the typical
Thracian Horseman representation. On the relief there is a standing male figure,
which through the inscription above “ζεῷ Ἀπόιιωλη ἐπεθόῳ”100 is identified as
Apollo. The interesting is that although the god is in a traditional iconography the
person who dedicated the relief “Μάμηκνο ἰαηξὸο εὐρήλ” felt the necessity to add a
horse next to the standing Apollo. It is like the dedicator Maximus felt that the scene
was incomplete without the horse 101. Of course there is also the opposite case. The
image of the Thracian Hero mounted, with no dedicative inscription to Apollo and
next to him there is depicted a lyre (fig.25). There are plenty votive reliefs discovered
in the sanctuary of Trud with the depiction of the traditional horseless iconography 102
but this only indicates that the worshippers were not satisfied and needed something
more. Probably this was the reason that drove them to adopt the Thracian Hero and
emerged him with the cult of Apollo. All the reliefs are dated to the Roman era from
the 1st to the 3rd century A.D.
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The religious fusion between the Thracian Horseman and Apollo is also testified on
votive reliefs discovered in other places. In the region of the ancient Greek colony of
Odessos was discovered a votive relief with the depiction of a mounted Thracian
Rider on a calm walking horse (fig.26). The Rider turns to the right, is dressed with
chiton and chlamys, holding a patera and in front of him there is an altar with a tree
and an entiwined snake (type A). On the inscription of the relief above the scene is
written: “[ζεῷ Ἀπόι]ινλη {Ἀπόιιωλη} [Καξ]αβα̣[ ζκῳ]” and below the name of the
dedicator “Πξνκαζίωλ Α[— — — — — — —] Ἀκύληωξ Μελ[— — — — — —] [— —
]ηεο Ἀξηεκ̣[ ηδώξνπ — —] [ἀλέζεθ]α̣λ̣.” 103
Unfortunately, the relief was severely damaged when it was discovered and big part
of the inscription is lost. It is 0.51m high, 0.44m wide and 0.15m thick 104.
Nevertheless, based on the remaining part of the inscription it is for sure a dedicative
relief to Apollo Καξαβαζκώ from Πξνκαζίωλ in order to honor his daughter or his
wife Ἀξηεκ̣(ηδώξνπ).
One of the most important aspects in the religious syncretism is the cult of Apollo
γεληθῷ represented as the Thracian Hero. On a votive relief discovered in Zornitsa
(fig.27), near the ancient Anchialos, below scene there was the inscription “γεληθῷ
Ἀπόιιωλη Ἀηίιηνο Οὐάιεο ζηξαηηώηεο ιεγ(ηῶλνο) [δʹ {²⁷ηαʹ}²⁷] Κ̣ι̣ (απδίαο) [— — — —
— — — — —]105 ”. The relief is 1.3m high, 0.52m wide, 0.115m thick 106 and based
on the name and the profession of the dedicator is dated on the Roman period,
probably around 2nd-3rd century A.D.
The relief has a top in the form of a pediment in the interior of which there is a
decorative rosette. On the scene below the pediment Apollo is depicted as a Thracian
Hero with a three quarter face, mounted on a galloping horse and advancing to the
right. He is clad with chlamys and chiton, holding a spear in his raised right arm (type
B). Below the horse there is depicted a hound chasing a wild boar. In front of the
Rider there is an altar with a tree and the entwined serpent on it. Under the main scene
there is a frieze with an animal’s fight scene.
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There are two theories about the epithet γεληθόο given to the god Apollo. The first
version is etymological and the epithet is connected with the words γενέηωρ, γελλήηεο
and γελέζηνο, epithets that used to glorify Apollo as a god of fertility and giver of
life107. The second theory is connected with the word γέλνο which is the word for
family. Apollo in this case is worshipped as παηξώνο which means father or leader of
the family 108. It is rather unusual to find the epithet παηξώνο next to Apollo but it is
possible that there was a local cult of Apollo γεληθόο in the Western Black Sea
region 109 because the same epithet is attested also in a votive relief discovered in
Gegend in Sliven. Furthermore, this theory is supported by the iconography of the
relief. The pediment’s decoration is a clear indication of a temple dedicated to the
god.
The second relief (fig.28) discovered in Gegend is 0.21m high, 0.17m wide and 0.04m
thick. It has an arched top and above the relief there is the inscription “Ἀπόιιωλ[η]
γελ[ηθῷ]”110. On the scene the Thracian Hero is depicted with full-face, mounted on a
galloping horse, turned to the right. He is holding the brindles in his left hand and a
stag in his right arm (type C). Below the horse a hound and a lion are attacking the
stag. The Hero is dressed in chlamys and chiton.
Similar to the Asclepius case and the entwined snake on the staff, the sculptor in this
case probably wanted to emphasize in the religious syncretism between Apollo and
the Thracian Hero based on the main symbols (lyre-horse) and epithets of each god.
In conclusion a very interesting element about the fusion between the Thracian Hero
and Apollo is that although all these votive reliefs do not have the same technique or
iconography the image of Apollo is not depicted different from any other typical
Thracian Rider 111.
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3.3 Dionysus
Another Greek god presenting a religious connection with the Thracian Horseman is
Dionysus. Generally Dionysus was one of the prominent Greek deities worshipped in
the Western Black Sea along with Apollo and Asclepius. A tell-tale sign is that the
Greek colony Dionysopolis was dedicated to him where he was worshipped as
founder and protector of the city. Furthermore, the Bacchic and Orphic mysteries took
place in the Greek colonies of the Northern and Western Black Sea region as attested
by written sources (Herodotus Book 2) and archaeological finds discovered in the city
of Olbia (bronze ritual mirror and bone graffiti plaques) 112.
One of the most interesting and well preserved votive reliefs was discovered in the
colony of Tomis, modern Constanta (fig.29). The relief is 0,47m high, 0.37m wide
and 0.07m thick113. It was discovered in 1962, in a pit dug while building a housing
complex114. Along with the relief the archaeologists had also discovered another
twenty three impressive archaeological finds: eight statues and statuettes, one
aedicula, thirteen reliefs and one altar with phantom traces of letters. Apart from
Dionysus who is depicted in two reliefs (but only one with the Thracian Hero), Hecate
is on the other six discoveries. Selene, Glycon, Nemesis, Tyche, Isis, Charites,
Asclepius, Cybele, Hermes, Dioscuri, Mithras are depicted once on different
archaeological finds and the Thracian Horseman is found on the remaining four
monuments. The treasury was buried outside the early Roman wall of the city and
within the Byzantine one. All the monuments are quite difficult to be dated with
accuracy. Probably they are dated from the late Hellenistic era to the Roman period 1st
-3rd century A.D.
The marble relief in the shape of an aedicula 115 with the depiction of Dionysus is not
in the form of the three typical types of the Thracian Horseman. The main figure in
the centre is not the Horseman but the standing Dionysus, depicted in a young age and
clad with chiton and chlamys. In addition, he wears boots on his feet and a crown of
ivy and vine leaves on his head, a typical ritual presentation of the god. He is holding
the ritual ζύξζνο in the left hand and a θάλζαξνο in his right hand. At his right near
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his feet, there is a nude male figure which is probably Priapus, son of Dionysus and
Chioni or Aphrodite in other versions of the myth. Priapus was a minor god of fertility
and protector of livestock. He is depicted bearded, holding fruits in his hands. He is
standing nude on a round base toward which a panther is advancing. In the superior
corner there is depicted a nude satyr facing to the right with ram feet, a beard and
horns. The satyr is picking grapes from a vine in front of him. In the lower corner of
the relief there is a depiction of the god Pan or Silvanus 116 with the fruit basket on his
head and a rod. The ritual fruit basket was called “ιίθλνλ” and it is a symbol of
Bacchic mysteries as is the “θαιινθόξνο”, the basket which also contained the
phallus. The ιίθλν was worn on the head of the priest of Dionysus or his prophet, like
Rhesus or Orpheus, and it was a symbol for the cradle of life. The epigram of the
Alexandrian poet Phalaikos during the reign of Ptolemy Philadelphus, describes
Euanthe dedicating to Bacchus a ιίθλνλ together with the entire apparatus of a
menade: tympana, tyrs, cymbals and ιίθλνλ worn on the head. The ιίθλνλ and the
round osier basket used in the cult of Dionysus are attested ichnographically 117.
The Thracian rider is depicted on the right upper corner of the relief. He is depicted
bearded with a profile face, mounted on a calm walking horse, holding the brindles
with both hands while advancing to the right. He is dressed with a girdled chiton and
chlamys. In front of him there is the typical altar with the tree and the entwined
serpent118.
The inscription on the upper margin “Γηνλύζῳ ἀγαζῇ ηύρῃ θαζεγεκνλεῖ” declares that
it is a dedicative relief to Dionysus θαζεγεκώλ. Below the relief there is the
inscription with the name of the dedicator “Ἀθπιεῖλνο Ἀξηεκηδώξνπ θαη’ εὐρὴλ
εὐηπρῶο ἐπ’ ἀγαζῷ”.The relief is probably dated to the Roman period, around 200250 A.D. because the term is widely used during the imperial period 119.
The mysterious cult of Dionysus Kathigemon is dated from the late Hellenistic period
and continued to the Roman times. It first started practiced in Pergamon by the
Attalids dynasty. It is intriguing that even though neither the cult of Dionysus
Kathigemon nor his iconographical type was widely spread outside the kingdom of
116
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Pergamon, both are attested in Tomis. The presence of the cult in the Western coast of
the Black Sea region clearly indicates the cultural and possibly the trade connections
between the region and the kingdom of Pergamon 120. Furthermore, the entire scene on
the relief is between two columns and below a pediment with acroteria which
indicates the existence of a temple to Dionysus Kathigemon in Tomis. In addition, it
is intriguing that the dedicator chose to fill the relief with a figure that had no direct
mythological connection with the cult of Dionysus like a maenad, Rhesus or Orpheus
for example. However, he decided to favorite the image of the Thracian Hero
something that proves without any doubt the assimilation of the two gods.
The Thracian Rider was an acceptable deity by all the population of the region:
Greeks, Romans and Thracians. It is perfectly logical to choose him over any other
deity connected with Dionysus. This theory is supported further by the four reliefs
found in the same dug pit (fig.30-33).On all the reliefs the Thracian Hero is depicted
mounted on a galloping horse, advancing to the right and dressed with chlamys and
chiton. On the first three reliefs it is clear that they are of type B but on the fourth
relief the right side is destroyed and it is inconclusive. Another difference between the
fourth relief and the other three is that the Rider is holding a spear in his raised right
hand in the first three but not on the fourth. In all the reliefs there is the typical altar
with the tree but not in all of them is depicted the entwined serpent. Additionally, it is
interesting that in the first relief the Hero is depicted with full face, looking to the
worshippers. On the other three the hero is depicted profile or with a three quarters
face. Unfortunately, none of the reliefs have any inscriptions on it.
Based on the stylistic differences121 and diversities in the details, for instance the Hero
is depicted with a bear on the fourth relief, between the four reliefs we can assume
that there were more than one workshop in the area of Tomis created the reliefs.
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3.4 Sabazios
A non Greek but closely related both to Thracian Hero and to the god Dionysus was
Sabazios. According to ancient tradition and ancient written sources there are two
versions concerning the cult of Sabazios in the Western Black Sea area (Thracian
territories and Moesia).According to ancient comedies of Aristophanes, Lucian and
Cicero but also based on Strabo, Sabazios was a Thraco-Phrygian god when he first
introduced to the Greeks122. On the other version of the myth according to Diodoros,
Plutach and John of Lydia Sabazios was assimilated with Dionysus. The Thracians
used to call the high priests of Dionysus “ζαβνί”123 and based on other written sources
Sabazios and Dionysus were fused into the same deity 124. Based on Diodoros the
orphic aspect of Dionysus was named Sabazios125.
Unfortunately, little is known about the cult of Sabazios. He was considered a god of
fertility, freedom, autonomy and he was known as the "shepherd of heaven". The
connection with Dionysus is based mostly on the mystery cult of their religion and
specifically their divine ability to grant with redemption their followers. Those who
had initiated into their “mysteries”, pass the tests and challenges of the Underworld,
gain the immortality of their soul and enjoy their afterlife in the Elysian Fields 126.
A marvelous marble relief that was discovered in the area of Philippopolis and today
is exhibited in the archaeological museum of Plovdiv testifies the functional
relationship between Sabazios-Dionysus and the Thracian Horseman. The relief is
almost rectangular, broken in two and it is 0.23m wide, 0.37m high and 0.03m thick
(fig.34).
On the upper scene the central figure is Sabazios, in his Phrygian form because of the
hat on his head. The god is displayed bearded, old aged with long curly hair and
dressed with rich garb. He is standing, his left foot is forward and under it there is
depicted a ram’s head. Sabazios is holding a scepter in his left hand. The scepter’s
122
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ending top is designed as a hand in the act of “benedictio latina”127. The right hand of
the god is raised and holds a round top object but it is not clear what might be
represented. Tacheva believes that it is a cone based on other Sabazios’
iconographies. It is interesting that Sabazios on the relief is accompanied by many
Greek gods and demigods, whose representations are arranged in two vertical rows.
Furthermore, the upper part of the relief has a frame which encloses the whole scene.
The frame is depicted in the form of a pediment with acroteria which is a sign for the
existence of a temple dedicated to Sabazios in the area 128.
On the left side of the relief from above to bottom there are depicted the bust of
Selene-Luna, Pan and Hermes-Mercury. On the opposite side, on Sabazio’s left, there
are the busts of Helios-Sol, Fortuna-Tyche and Daphne in the act of transfiguration.
Of course the pairs of the gods depicted are not chosen by luck. Luna and Helios are
symbolizing Sabazios as a supreme deity of night and day. Even if this is the first time
Tyche appears in a monument dedicated to Sabazios, the iconography of Tyche and
Hermes together was quite usual and typical on the reliefs dedicated to Mithras,
discovered at the Danube area. The last pair Pan and Dapnhe is quite interesting. The
first is connected of course with the cult of Dionysus and the second with Apollo. Of
course, Apollo and Dionysus were very closely connected based on the Orphic myth.
After the “ζπαξαγκόο” of Zagreus by the titans, Apollo buried the mangled remains of
his body under his sacred tripod in Delphi. In addition, when Apollo was absent to the
land of the Hyperboreans during the winter solstice Dionysus was the supreme deity
and the ruler in Delphi. Interesting enough is the fact that very few presentation of
Daphne had been discovered around the region of ancient Thrace. She is usually
portrayed as a female figure transformed into the homonym plant. Sabazios is
empowered with the divine powers of all these gods and demigods. As a consequence
this Thraco-Phrygian deity is described as a ruler of the world, protector of the plants
and animals, commander of life and death and master of people’s destiny during their
life and afterlife 129.
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The lower part of the relief has a scene of the Thracian hero mounted on a galloping
horse and riding to the right. The Hero is dressed with the typical chiton and chlamys
but an interesting addition is the Phrygian cap on his head. The object that he is
holding in his raised right hand is not clearly visible but surely it is not the typical
lance or spear of the type B. Probably it was a pine cone but we cannot be certain
because the monument is damaged on that spot. Some scholars believe that the
Rider’s hand is displayed in the “benedictio latina” gesture, enclosing the artifact in
his palm. Furthermore, the busts of Helios and Selene are present again on either side
of the Thracian Hero. The horse has a bridle and crest and the hero is accompanied by
the typical dog hunting the boar. The scene is completed with two female figures on
the right part of the relief. The woman closer to the Thracian Rider wears a long
himation, a veil and in her left hand there is a long holder. If the object is a torch then
probably the female figure represents a goddess, Hecate or Persephone, and not a
simple worshipper. The other female figure is depicted with her arms raised, unusual
for the Thracian’s Horseman reliefs, in the gesture of praying. Below the two females
there is a depiction of a bull with bent legs. Probably there was a dog or a lion
attacking the bull from behind and this was an animal battle scene, but the relief is
severely destroyed on the specific part. Unfortunately, there is no inscription saved on
the relief. Nevertheless, based on the representation of the Thracian Horseman and all
the details mentioned above the relief is dated to the Roman period, probably on the
first half of the 3rd century A.D.130
Another artifact attesting the religious connection between the Thracian Horseman
and Sabazios was discovered in the village of Krassen, in the Tolbukhin distict. It is a
masterful ivory hand (fig.35). The hand is 0.11m long and 0.015m wide at the wrist.
The artwork is visible on 360o view and it is a masterpiece of skill and attention based
on the anatomical details which the sculptor managed to chisel on it131.
The hand is skillfully sculpted right below the elbow and its ending is in acanthus
leaves. It is intriguing that at the base of the hand there is a hole, like a case in order to
attach the hand into a ritual staff. The fingers are in the familiar “benediction latina”
gesture, enclosing a nutshell for some scholars or a pine cone according to Tacheva.
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The pine cone is divided in two parts. The first one has a cover affixed to it by metal
hinge on the one side. The second part has a hole for fastening it on.
On the pine cone there is a sculpted open-work depiction of the Thracian Hero. The
Horseman is depicted mounted, galloping to the right. He is clad with chlamys
fastened on the shoulder with a clasp or maybe a round fibula. The sculptor preferred
to depict him in three quarters view instead of profile and with curly hair. He is
holding a spear in his raised right hand hunting down a bear, not the typical boar or
lion of the type B, lying flat on its back. Based on the iconography of the Rider and
the rest details depicted on the artwork, the ritual ivory hand of Sabazios is dated
probably to the 3rd century A.D.132
The hand is undeniably a typical religious symbol of Sabazios. There have been
discovered many others in the provinces of Thrace and Moesia. Specifically a pair of
hands made of bronze discovered in village of Touchenitsa 133 (fig.36) and another
bronze right hand in Geadnitsa 134 (fig.37). The difference between those three hands
and the one I analyzed above is that the cone with the representation of the Thracian
Horseman is missing. Some scholars express their theory that these bronze and ivory
hands were not votive sculpted artworks but they had a ritual use. The hole at the base
of the hand combined with the “benedictio latina” gesture lead to a conclusion that
they were placed on the top of ritual scepters carried by the high priests of Sabazios.
This theory is also supported based on the iconography of Sabazios and the scepter he
is holding on the relief discovered in Philippopolis. The fertility dispensing hand of
the god symbolized by the offering of the pine cone had eventually lost its symbolic
meaning but it still holds the characteristic gesture of offering 135. However, it is very
impressing that the priesthood of Sabazios preferred to incorporate a Thracian
Horseman than any other religious symbol into one of their most holy artifacts. In my
opinion they had chosen this symbol because it was simply the most acceptable to the
whole population living in the Western Black basin. Furthermore, the presentation of
the Thracian Hero was dominant in the region during this period.
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Archaeological evidence which proves the religious connection between the cult of
the Thracian Hero and Sabazios, this time not as Dionysus but rather depicted as
Zeus, is the stone relief that is exhibited today in the British museum (fig.38). It is
only natural that Sabazios as a supreme deity and ruler of the world to be assimilated
with Zeus, the supreme deity in the Olympian pantheon. The province that was
discovered the relief is unknown but according to Tacheva it could easily come from
the region of ancient Thrace. The relief was purchased in Istanbul on 1914 and
donated later to the British museum on 1920. The relief is 0.36m long, 0.34 high and
0.06m thick136.
On the relief there is a scene of a bearded Horseman mounted on a walking horse and
advancing to the right. In front of him there is the typical altar with the tree and the
entwined serpent. The Horseman is clad in a short –sleeved chiton and a flowing
cloak. There is a diadem on his head. In his right hand the god wields the thunderbolt
and in his left he is holding two spears. Near the snake on the tree there is a rare if not
the only depiction of a bird, specifically the image of an eagle, on the Thracian
Horseman’s reliefs. Furthermore, next to the altar on the right bottom of the relief
there is a crater. Above the scene there is the inscription: “Δπηύρνο Γη(ί) αβαδείω
θαη’νλίξνλ ραξηζηήξηνλ”. Based on the inscription the votive relief was a dedication of
Eutihos to Zeus Sabazios as a thank offering. On the relief the Thracian influence is
not only the image of Zeus in the form of the Thracian Hero but also the two spears
the god is holding in his right hand. The two spears is a religious symbol of the
Thracian goddess Bendis137.
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3.5 The Great God and Darzalas
One of the deities that connected with the Thracian Horseman was the so called Great
God of Odessos. The Great God was apparently the supreme deity worshipped in the
Greek colony of Odessos on the Western coast of Black Sea and firstly attested on the
coins minted in the city, silver tetradracms and other bronze coins (fig.39-41) 138.
Furthermore, the Great god was also depicted on terracotta figurines discovered in the
area of the ancient cemetery. Considering the stylistic information of the coins and the
terracotta figurines, combined with other funeral dedications discovered together in
the cemetery they are dated to the 3rd century B.C.139. We do not know the exact date
or period when the cult was invented but based on the archaeological finds it could be
traced back to the 4th century at the earliest 140.
On the reverse of a silver tetradrachm (fig.39) the great god is depicted as a standing
male figure, left profile, bearded and dressed in a long himation. He is holding a
cornucopia in his left hand and a libation bowl in his right. Behind the god on the
right side of the coin there is the inscription “ΘΔΟΤ ΜΔΓΑΛΟΤ” and in front of him
the word “ΟΓΖΗΣΧΝ”. Concerning the second word and the genitive form we can
understand that the economy of the city belonged to the people and by extension the
governmental system of Odessos was democracy. Below the god is the word
“ΚΤΡΑ” which refers to the name of a legendary magistrate141 responsible for the
liberation of the city by a barbarian tribe. On the obverse side there is the head of the
same deity wearing a head band. The silver coin is dated to the 2 nd century B.C. It is
generally accepted that on the other two bronze coins minted was presented exactly
the same god 142.
It is only possible that because of the coexistence of the Thracian, Greek, Scythian
and later Roman population in the area of the Western Black Sea there was
accomplished a cultural connection or even an imaginary community between all
these different people that designated the need to invent a common supreme deity
with a convenient image and powers for everyone.
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The association between the Great God and the Thracian Horseman is displayed on
the bronze coins. On the obverse of the two coins there is displayed the head of the
Great God. On the reverse side of the first coin (fig.40) there is the Thracian Hero
mounted on a slow pace walking horse (type A). The Hero is depicted bearded,
dressed in chlamys and kausia, advancing to the right. On the one hand he is holding
the bridles and on the other a rather unique object, the horn of abundance 143. This is of
course a clear indication to the silver tetradrachm coin analyzed above. Furthermore,
below the horseman there is the word “ΟΓΖΗΣΧΝ” and the monogram “A”. The
coin is dated to the 3rd century B.C.
On the reverse of the second bronze coin (fig.41) the Thracian Horseman is depicted
mounted on a galloping horse and holding a spear (type B). There is no sign of the
dog accompanying the Hero or any of the wild animals. The bronze coin is earlier
than the first one and is dated in the late 2 nd or early 1st century B.C.
About the connection between the Thracian Horseman and the Great God of Odessos
the scholars are divided into three different groups. The first one supports the theory
that the Great God on the obverse is the same with the one on the reverse, only
depicted as a rider but they reject any reference or identification with the Thracian
Hero or any Thracian influence at all. The scholars in the second group identify as the
same deity the Great God of Odessos and the Thracian Hero. The third group simply
supports the theory of fusion between the Thracian and Greek religious life in the
colony of Odessos. The supreme Greek god is influenced by the Thracian local beliefs
and as a consequence it was created the new identity of “ΘΔΟΤ ΜΔΓΑΛΟΤ”. This
theory is reinforced by the fact that around the Greek colony of Odessos there were
discovered many sanctuaries of the Thracian Rider 144.
Based on the coins minted in the city, it is not certain if the Thracian Hero was the
same deity with the Great god. However, recent archaeological research in Perperikon
brought to light new evidence about the cult of the Thracian Hero. Specifically, the
Bulgarian archaeologist professor Ovcharov managed to discover two fragments of a
ceramic urn with the depiction of the Thracian Hero, 300 meters away from the
sanctuary in Perperikon (fig.42). The depiction of the Thracian Hero is very primitive.
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The Thracian Hero is displayed on the one fragment with a full face and on the other
profile and he is advancing to the left, which is a rare. Based on the structure of the
ceramic urn the archaeologists believe it is dated in the early Hellenistic period and
more precisely from early 4 th century to early 3rd century145, which is earlier or at least
contemporary to the first bronze coin discovered in Odessos. Furthermore, the horn
of abundance that is depicted on the coin simply proves the religious syncretism
between the two deities.
The cult of the great God of Odessos prevailed in the religious life of the colony
during the Hellenistic period. It is possible that the cult had a local Thracian origin
and adopted by the Greeks when they colonized the Western Black Sea coast but this
theory is not easy to determine because the lack of enough archaeological evidence.
During the first period of the colonization the dominant deity was probably Apollo,
likewise the most colonies in the Black Sea area, and the Great god had a secondary
position among the deities worshipped in the city. The situation changed during the
Hellenistic years when the “Theos Megalos” became the patron deity of Odessos. We
are not aware the reasons why the cult became important during this period but a
possible military crisis and hostile conflicts could explain the swift in the religious life
of the city146.
The Great god of Odessos was primarily considered a “cthonian” deity and these
attributes are expressed by the ritual elements depicted in his iconography, the horn of
abundance and the ivy wreath leaves on the figurines. The “cthonian” identity of the
deity triggered the scholars to support the theory that he is connected with the Greek
god of the underworld Pluto and the orphic aspect of Dionysus. Apart from the image
the Thracian Rider presented on the coins, the Thracian influences on the cult of the
Great god are also attested during the Roman period. The deity as ruler of the
underworld is worshipped under a different name Darzalas or Derzelas147. The
meaning of the name is not clear but two facts are certain. First of all the name
Darzalas is without any doubt of Thracian origin and secondary based on an
inscription discovered in the city it is known that there was a temple dedicated to him:
“ ..εω....(.)ἀγνξαλ[νκή]ζαο θαὶ ἄξμαο πηζηῶο θαὶ γελόκελνο Θενῦ Μεγάινπ Γεξδαια
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λεωθόξνο ὑπὸ βνπιῆο θαὶ δήκνπ ηεηκῆο [ράξηλ]” 148.According to the inscription a man
who was called “λεωθόξνο” was elected by the local authorities (βνπιή θαη δήκνο)
and he was responsible to attend the needs required for the temple. Furthermore,
between Markianopolis in Moesia Inferior and Nicopolis ad Istrum there were
discovered votive reliefs dedicated to Darzalas. Specifically on one of these reliefs
there is the Thracian Horseman (type A). The Thracian Hero is depicted with fullface, bearded, wearing chlamys and mounted on a standing horse (fig.43). The
inscription on the relief is particularly intersting: “Θεῷ ἐπεθόῳ Γεξδεη Αἴιηνο Γηνγέλεο
ἱππηθὸο εὐμάκελνο ἀλέζεθα”149. It is a dedication to Darzalas from a Roman, probably
an officer in the army, named Ailios Diogenis who had taken a vow to make this
relief to honor the god 150. The relief is 0.155m high, 0.125m wide and 0.025m thick
and discovered in Metodievo in Preslav region 151. It is difficult to determine an exact
date when the votive relief was dedicated but it is definitely around the 1st-3rd century
A.D.
In addition, another votive relief with the depiction of the Thracian Horseman is
discovered in Zwischen Kaspican and Mogila area (fig.44). This time there is no
inscription connecting the Thracian Hero with Darzalas or the Great God of Odessos.
However, it is certain that these deities are linked on this relief by the horn of
abundance the Hero is depicted to hold in his right hand. The Thracian Horseman is
depicted full-face, bearded and mounted on a galloping horse. He is advancing to the
right and in front of him there is an altar without the typical tree and the entwined
snake. On the scene the Hero is accompanied by his dog chasing a wild boar (type B).
The relief is probably dated to the 3rd century A.D.152 and it measures 0.3m high, 0.25
wide and 0.04m thick153.
Contingent on the previous analysis the Thracian Horseman obtains as a deity the
same “chthonic” and “catacththonic” characteristics of the Great God and Darzalas.
As a consequence the Thracian Horseman was considered a leader and a guide of the
souls in the underworld, similar to “Δξκήο Φπρνπνκπόο”. This theory is supported not
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only by all the funerary reliefs discovered in the Western Black Sea but also by a
votive marble slab discovered in the ancient Greek colony of Callatis, modern
Mangalia154.
On the rectangular marble slab there is a frame surrounding the entire scene with the
three male deities (fig.45). On the left side of the slab there is the mounted Thracian
Hero on a calm walking horse, advancing to the right (type A). The Hero’s face is
depicted in three quarters and he is dressed in chiton, chlamys and an unusual ritual
cap on his head.
In front of the Thracian Rider on the right side of the relief there is Hermes and
Dionysus. Hermes is closer to the Thracian Hero and is depicted standing with full
face. Even though his clothes are not visible, Hermes iconography features all the
ritual symbol characteristics to certify his identity. He is wearing the ritual petasus hat
on his head and holding the caduceus in his left hand. Unfortunately it is not
distinctive if he also is wearing the talaria, the sandals with wings, on his feet. In his
right hand there is a ceramic vessel, probably a patera. Next to Hermes is depicted
Dionysus. He is dressed in a chiton cleaved to his left shoulder, and a wreath made of
ivy leaves on his head. He is holding the thyrsus in his left hand and a patera in his
right hand just like Hermes. Between Hermes and Dionysus there is an altar where
they perform the ritual ceremony of ζπνλδή-libation 155. Next to the Thracian
Horseman, on the upper left corner of the relief was probably depicted another male
figure that it could be a servant but unfortunately that part of the slab is destroyed.
The slab measures 0.16m high and 0.238m wide 156 and it is dated to the Roman
period around 2nd and 3rd century A.D.
The slab discovered in Callatis is the only one with the depictions of the Thracian
Hero with the two important Greek deities related with the underworld and afterlife.
Orphic Dionysus and Hermes psychopompos had a crucial role as savior deities in the
religious life of Greeks and their notion about the afterlife. According to their religion
both gods and by extension the Thracian Hero, were responsible to lead the soul in
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order to pass the challenges and the guards in the Underworld and gain access to the
Elysian field.
In addition, the chthonic powers of the Thracian Horseman are also attested in his
representation as a hunter (type B and C). The wild animal is a symbol for the decease
or even death. The Thracian Rider strikes down the decease-death (boar, lion, and
bear) with his holy spear and returns as a healer and victor of death 157. It is important
to mention that the chthonian nature of the Thracian Rider connects him with the cult
of Rhesus. The Thracian Hero is not any more a typical hunter but rather a hunter of
human souls just like Rhesus158.
Furthermore, Achilleas Samothrakis believes that the typical altar depicted on the
reliefs is used as a symbol for the relatives of the dead to offer sacrifices to the
Thracian Hero for the salvation of their relative’s soul159. The entwined snake is
interpreted from the majority of the scholars as a typical chthonic symbol 160 and from
others as a symbol for the soul of the dead 161. The tree next to the altar is also
interpreted with different ways. For some scholars it is a symbol of the tree of life and
the rebirth of nature 162 while for others is the sacred tree of the world or just a
depiction of a typical landscape on the relief’s background 163.
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3.6 Cybele- Mother of Gods
One of the most popular deities worshipped in the Western Black Sea region was
Cybele or the Mother of gods as she is also known. Specifically the cult of Cybele
was particularly popular not only in the colonies of Histria, Perinthus, Tomis, Kallatis
but also in Nikopolis ad Istrum and Marcianapolis as well around the region of
modern Serdica and Phillippopolis 164. Cybele as a deity is connected with many
Greek gods and other Anatolian-Balkan cults. Gaia, Hera, Rhea and Demeter are only
some of the Greek female deities which the mother of gods has a mixed reception 165.
Additionally Cybele is related with a vast number of other deities like Zeus,
Dionysus, Sabazios and Attis. In addition, Cybele has a special connection with the
cult of Dioscouroi. There are evidence that during the 2 nd and 1st centuries B.C in the
colony of Tomis there was hosted an important annual event with sacrifices to the
Mother of Gods and Dioscouroi166.
The origin of the cult of Cybele is probably Phrygian or Anatolian 167. However, soon
the cult of the Mother of Gods was spread to ancient Thrace and the colonies in the
Western Black Sea coast. Relics related to the cult of Cybele were discovered in the
colonies of Histria and Callatis which are dated to the 5 th and 4 th century B.C. In
addition, an important degree in honor of Cybele was discovered in Tomis 168 and is
dated on the 2 nd century B.C. With the presence of such an important deity in the area
was only a matter of time when the Thracians would adjust her image and cult into
their own religious life. This adjustment is well attested by the fusion of the Mother of
gods with the Thracian Hero and depicted on numerous votive reliefs discovered in
the area of Western Black Sea.
The only relic which features clearly all the ritual symbol characteristics of the
Mother of Gods with the Thracian Hero is the votive marble relief discovered in
Tomis (fig.46) and today is displayed in the Canarache collection in Bucharest. It is
certainly the best replica in the group of reliefs discovered in Tomis with the images
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of Cybele and the Thracian Hero 169. In addition, it is one of the most well preserved
reliefs ever discovered.
The relief was created in open work with a border which surrounds the main scene 170.
The top of the relief is in the form of a low pediment with a rosette decoration in the
interior, which is a clear indication that there was a temple dedicated to the Mother of
Gods and the Thracian Hero in Tomis. The relief was constructed by the sculptor in
such a way as the viewer has the impression of an aedicule.
On the main scene there is the depiction of the Mother of the Gods on the right side of
the relief. The goddess is presented full face, seated on a throne with a high back and
a stool. Cybele’s throne is in between two standing lions in full face. The Mother of
Gods is clad with a short-sleeved, girt chiton and a himation which covers her head
and passes under her right arm to also spread over her lap. The goddess is depicted
with thick hair frames and a triangular forehead. On her head she wears a turreted
crown, the ritual polos, which is almost in touch with the upper border of the relief.
She holds a tympanum-drum in her left hand and a patera in her outstretched right
one171.
On the left side of the relief there is the depiction of the Thracian Hero. He is
presented full face, mounted on calm walking horse, riding to the right (type A). The
Thracian Horseman is dressed with chiton and chlamys. He is holding a patera in his
right hand and the brindles of the horse with his left. Under the horse there is depicted
the dog accompanying the Hero.
Between the Thracian Rider and the Mother of Gods there is a rectangular altar and
the ritual tree, depicted with unusual extensive branches, and the chthonian entwined
snake on the tree.
Based on the iconography and all the religious characteristics displayed on the figures
of the Thracian Hero and Cybele, the relief is dated to the Roman period, maybe the
2nd -3rd century A.D., and it measures 0.45m high, 0.57m wide and 0.07m thick172.
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Another votive relief with the images of Cybele and the Thracian Hero was
discovered also in Tomis and today is displayed in the archaeological museum in
Constanta (Fig.47). The marble relief is 0.33m high, 0.52m wide and 0.11m thick.
Unfortunately it is severely damaged and only the left hand-side is preserved. It is not
certain if the relief was consisted by one or two separate aedicule and because of the
relief’s bad state there is lack of information for an exact date. More likely it is dated
from 2nd to the 3rd century A.D.173
The relief’s top is in the form of a pediment. On the left side there is an aedicule with
the depiction of two columns. The left column is decorated with a Corinthian capital
and probably the same decoration was existed also on the right but this part is
destroyed. Near the right column there is the depiction of a tree and the typical
entwined serpent on it 174. Between the two columns there is depicted the Thracian
Hero mounted on a galloping horse and advancing to the right. He is dressed with a
chlamys and a chiton. His right hand is raised but the spear is missing. Below the
horse there is probably a depiction of the dog chasing a wild boar (type B) but the
relief is destroyed also on that part 175.
On the right-hand side is another aedicule with the depiction of Mother of the Gods.
Cybele is flanked by two lions but only the one on the left is clearly visible. The lion
and the goddess are depicted in full face. Regrettably the face of the goddess is
destroyed and it is impossible to figure if there was the “polos” on her head. She is
clad with a long himation and a girt chiton with folds. A different element on the
iconography of the goddess is that her feet are visible. The hands of Cybele are
touching the lions but it is uncertain if she was holding the ritual tympanum and
phiale due to the eradication on the specific part. Yet the most interesting thing on the
relief is that Cybele even though is depicted seated on a throne the viewer has the
impression that she is standing. The sculptor managed to depict the dropped himation
of the seated goddess without being able to lend it volume 176. All the elements but
especially the two columns and the pediment on the relief reinforce the theory of a
temple of great importance in the city of Tomis dedicated to the Mother of Gods.
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Apart from Tomis there is another coastal Greek colony that is strongly related with
the cult of the Mother of Gods and the Thracian Horseman. Very important votive
tablets discovered also during the excavations in the city of Callatis, modern
Mangalia. The most interesting of this group is a 0.174m high, 0.275m wide marble
rectangular votive tablet (fig.48) which is exhibited today in the archaeological
museum of Constanta and it is dated to the 2nd-3rd century A.D.177
The scene on the table is framed by a border. On the right side of the scene there is the
image of the seated Mother of the Gods on a chair with a back. The goddess is clad
with short sleeved chiton and himation which is cast over her head like a veil and
envelops the shoulders and lap below the knees. The feet of Cybele are visible and
depicted as crossed. She is holding a patera above a blazing altar in her right hand
and probably a phiale in her left hand. The object is not visible and could also be a
ritual tympanum. Next to the altar there is the typical tree with the entwined serpent
on it178.
On the left side of the tablet there is the image of the mounted Thracian Rider on a
galloping horse, with a full face advancing to the right. The Hero is dressed in
chlamys and with his left hand is holding the brindles. His right hand is raised,
holding a spear. The Hero is accompanied by a hound chasing a wild boar.
The intriguing part of the relief is in the middle of the marble tablet, between the two
deities. Behind the blazing altar there is a depiction of Priapus, the son of Dionysus,
wearing the ritual ιίθλν, basket with fruits and a symbol for the cradle of life, on his
head.
On this magnificent relief the stone cutter not only takes up the greater part of the
field but also infringes on the border. Furthermore, it is particularly interesting
because it testifies the syncretism between the Mother of Gods, Dionysus and the
Thracian Horseman and the importance these deities had in the religious life in the
religious life in Callatis.
Another votive tablet with the image of Cybele and the Thracian Rider was
discovered in the hinterland of Callatis, in the Limanu area. The rectangular marble
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tablet is 0.48m high, 0.37m wide and 0.09m thick and it is displayed in the
archaeological museum in Constanta (fig.49). The Mother of Gods is depicted seated
on a throne with stool on the right side of the tablet. She is turned to the left and her
head is in a full face. Cybele is clad with a long chiton with sleeves, a himation and a
veil on her head falling on either sides of her face. Her left hand is the only visible,
touching her lap. Behind the goddess is depicted the typical tree with the crawling
snake179.
On the left side of the slab there is the Thracian Hero with a full face, mounted on a
walking horse and advancing to the right (type A). The Hero is dressed with chiton
and chlamys, holding horse’s brindles with both hands. Tacheva agrees with Scorpan
that the tablet is dated to the 3rd century A.D.180
The last votive tablet exhibiting in the Constanta museum that connects the two
deities was discovered in the hinterland of ancient Histria, in the Fintinele area
(fig.50). Although the slab is slightly damaged, the scene is quite clear. On the right
side of the marble tablet is the depiction of Cybele, seated on a throne with a back.
The head of the goddess is damaged but she was depicted with a full face. The
goddess is dressed with the typical iconographical clothing, chiton and himation. Her
left hand rests on her lap, holding a phiale and with her right she is holding the
brindles of the horse which the Thracian Hero is mounted on. The Thracian Rider is
depicted in a full face with his right hand raised, holding the spear and hunting a boar.
He is dressed with chiton and chlamys. It is interesting that the typical altar with the
tree and the entwined snake are missing. The tablet is 0.26m high, 0.33m wide and
0.043m thick and it is dated probably on the 3rd century A.D.181
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3.7 Artemis-Diana and Silvanus
Apart from the Nymphs and Cybele there is only one more female deity that it is
closely connected with the Thracian Horseman, Artemis-Diana. In the beginning of
my dissertation it was mentioned that according to Herodotus Artemis was one of the
deities worshipped by the Thracians with the name Bendis 182. Artemis-Bendis was an
ancient chthonian goddess of the moon, protector of wild animals, nature and hunting.
The cult of Bendis-Artemis was spread in Greece by the Thracians and it was
extremely popular in Piraeus (fig.51). Specifically in Piraeus there were hosted during
the month Thargelion the famous Bendideia, festivals with orgiastic character, in
order to honor the goddess and ensure her blessing and protection 183.The religion
syncretism between Artemis-Diana and the Thracian Horseman is attested not only on
a votive relief (fig.52) but also in an inscription discovered on a limestone altar
dedicated to Diana Totobisia (fig.53).
The limestone altar was discovered in Karataš in the Djerdap (Iron Gates) Gorge in
1981 and its measurements are 116 × 43 × 45 cm184. A part on the front side of the
base of the altar is broken and the surface of the altar is severely damaged and rough.
Nevertheless, based on the remaining inscription “Deo Toto|vitioni Aur(elius) |
Agathomi|nus (!) mil(es) leg(ionis) |5 IIII Fl(aviae) catarac(tarum) | stationis Di|aṇạe
honest(e) | votum libiens (!) | posuit ”185. According to the inscription during the 3rd
century A.D there was a roman fortress and a castle on the rocky, slightly lofty bank
of the Danube known as Karataš (Black Stone) 186 dedicated to Diana. The dedicator is
Agathomimus, a name that could be misspelled with Agathonimous, who was
probably either Greek or of Thracian origin 187. It is clear that the altar not only was
dedicated to Artemis-Diana but also testifies that the goddess is strongly related with
the cult of the Thracian Hero.
Another altar, dedicated to the Thracian Hero this time, was discovered at Svilengrad
in south-central Bulgaria and now is displayed in the City Museum of Veliko Turnovo
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(fig.54). On the altar there is the inscription: “Heroni Totoithian.[o] | Ἥξωη
Σωηνηζηελω̣[ η]188.”As it was mentioned above the Thracian Hero was often referred in
Latin inscriptions as: deus and heroni and sometimes combined as: Deo Heroni, Deo
sancto Heroni189. Very often the Thracian Hero was also accompanied by local
Thracian epithets like Aulousadas, Avlonites or in this case the epithet totoithian. This
specific Thracian epithet is presented on a monument dedicated to Artemis-Diana
discovered in Hotnitsa near Veliko Tu˘rnovo (Nicopolis ad Istrum) with the
inscription: “Dianae | Totobi|sie (!) pos(uit) | C. Valer| ius Dot|[us(?)]190”.
The religious syncretism between Diana totobisia and the Thracian Heroni
totoithian[o] is quite clear. The two deities are linked under the same religious epithet
and belong to the same cult sphere. The difference or better the variety of Toto-ithi- /
Toto-viti- / Toto-bisi- are easy to account for by the usual alternation θι / ηι / ζ in
Greek and th / ti / s in Latin tradition of the Thracian name. In any case all of them
have the same root. In addition, the same phenomenon is attested on other Thracian
epithets like Εβειζηνπξδνο, Εβεξζνπξδνο, Εβειζνπξδνο, Zbelth(i) urdos, Zbeltiurdos /
Zbelsurdos, Svelsurdos, Zberturdus for example191.
Totobisios according to many scholars is a compound word .The first part derives
from the latin doto or the Greek verb “δίδωκη” which means “to give” and the second
from the word “-βηζπο / -βεηζπο (-βηηνο, -bita, -vitho, -vitu), Gr. θῖηπ, a word for plant
shoot. By this meaning Diana is a goddess of nature, production, accouchement and
vegetation. Furthermore, Gerasimova believes that the element “–ithia” in the word
could mean love-giving god/goddess192.
The second monument that testifies the religious connection and syncretism between
Diana and the Thracian Hero is the rectangular votive relief discovered in the
sanctuary of Glava Panega (fig.52). The sanctuary was dedicated to the healing god
Asclepius. However, many other deities apart from Asclepius and Hygieia were also
worshipped in the same sanctuary. It is intriguing that the only element all these
deities have in common is the image of the Thracian Hero.
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The relief is 0.18m high, 0.21m wide and 0.03m thick 193 and is dated on the Roman
period 1st-3rd century A.D. The scene is surrounded by a rectangular frame and on the
right side there is the image of the Thracian Hero depicted with full face, bearded,
mounted on a calm walking horse and advancing to the right (type A). He is dressed
in chlamys and chiton. He is holding a phiale in his right hand while his left hand is
not visible. In front of the Hero, in the middle of the relief, there is depicted an altar.
The tree and the entwined snake are missing from the scene.
On the left side of the relief there is depicted a female figure full face, dressed in a
short dress. She is holding a long torch in her left hand and a phiale above the altar in
her right hand 194. It would be almost impossible to identify with certainty the female
figure if there was not the inscription below the scene: “Sal]daecaput [eno velenis
L(ucius)Naevius Probus:vet(eranus) posuit Silvano et Dianae v(otum) s(olvit)l(ibens)
n(uminibus) p(osuit)”195. Based on the iconography and the long torch the female
figure could be easily mistaken with Hecate or Persephone, deities that usually
depicted holding one or two torches. But according to the inscription we can only
assume that the goddess on the relief is Artemis-Diana. The name of the dedicator and
his profession is inscribed also on the relief “L(ucius)Naevius Probus:vet(eranus)”196.
The dedicator was in the Roman army. He was a veteran officer probably wealthy due
to his economical status to dedicate such an explicit votive relief to Diana, Silvanus
and the Thracian Horseman.
Apart from the schematic faces the Thracian Hero and Diana displayed on the relief 197
an additional and very important element is the name of the god Silvanus presented on
the inscription. Even though the god is not depicted on the scene the dedicator chose
to include this deity for a reason. Silvanus was originally a Roman god of forests,
fields, agriculture, hunting and boundaries and his origins cannot be traced
with certainty. The actual name of the God derives from the latin word sɪlˈveɪnas
which means woods. He is a god of the nature just like Diana and the Thracian Rider.
Although he is not presented on this relief the typical iconography of Silvanus has
many elements in common with the Thracian Hero. Silvanus was represented as an
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old bearded male deity most of the times but there are occasions that he is depicted in
young age and without a beard. His other symbolic characteristics are: the falx
(gardening sickle), a dog and the pine represented as a tree, branch or cone (fig.55) 198.
The god most of the times presented alone but occasionally is depicted with the
company of female deities that have some relation with the nature and the protection
of the forests Diana and Nymphs199. Furthermore, the cult of Silvanus is related with
the Thracian Hero not only with this specific relief or the common iconographical
elements but also by other votive reliefs discovered in the Western Black Sea region.
Three more votive reliefs with a dedicative inscription to Silvanus and the depiction
of the Thracian Hero had been discovered in the sanctuary of Glava Panega all dated
to the Roman era.
The first one (fig.56) is 0.27m high, 0.215m wide and 0.04m thick200. It has a
depiction of the Thracian Horseman with a full face, mounted on a calm walking
horse and advancing to the right (type A). He is dressed in chlamys and chiton and he
is holding a patera in his right hand. The tree, the altar and the snake are missing on
this relief. The relief is broken on the left and on the right side. On the inscription
below the scene it is written the dedication to “Silvano”. The second relief (fig.57) has
an arched top and based on the inscription above the scene is dedicated to “Silvano
sancto”. The Rider is depicted as a hunter in three quarters face, mounted on a
galloping horse and dressed in a chlamys. His right hand is raised and he is holding
the spear. Below the horse there is the dog chasing a wild animal, either a boar or a
lion (type B). This part of the relief is destroyed and the animal is not clearly visible.
The relief is 0.32m high, 0.24m wide and 0.02m thick201.
The third relief is also of the type B but is severely damaged (fig.58). It has an arched
top and it is 0.255m high 0.23m wide and 0.03m thick202. The only difference with the
other reliefs is that the accompanied animal is a lion and not a dog and there is an altar
on the right corner, below horse’s hooves. On the inscription is written “Silvanu (sic)
Salt (e?) capu[teno]”203. In addition, there were discovered fragments of other reliefs
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in the area Lijace near Vraca, connecting the cult of Silvanus with the image of the
Thracian Hero. The reliefs unfortunately are in a terrible condition and only the name
of the deity Silvanus is saved by the inscription 204.
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3.8 Dioscouroi and Epona
The cult of the twin demigods Castor and Pollux or Dioscouroi as they are also known
has its origin in ancient Sparta and the Peloponnese region in Greece 205. However,
due to the second wave of the colonization from the 6 th and 5th century B.C. was
spread quickly in the Black Sea basin. The cult of Dioscouroi soon became very
popular all over the Black Sea area. It is indicative that a Greek colony in the Eastern
Black Sea area was named “Dioskourias”, after their legendary founders and
protectors. The colony of course was built very close to ancient Colchis, where the
Argonauts travel to get the Golden Fleece and the twins Castor and Pollux took part
on the expedition.
The Dioscouroi were worshipped as the protectors and saviors of sea-voyages, guests
and as the patron gods of horsemen and races. Furthermore, they had a chthonian
nature due to the fact that they were worshipped as the combination of immortal and
mortal nature, a fact as important to their cult as their association with horses 206. In
their typical iconography they were depicted as a pair of naked youths, sometimes
with traveler’s cap and cape and a horse or abbreviated horse-head by their side
(fig.59). They were given many epithets like: ζενί κεγάινη, Άλαθηεο παίδεο,
Ακβνύιηνη, ώηεξνη, Αθεζξίνη, Λάπεξζαη.
Because of its very nature as twin horse gods, the cult of Dioscouroi was only natural
to have close relation with the cult of the Thracian Hero. As protectors of the sailors
and sea voyagers they were worshipped especially in the coastal colonies of the
Western Black Sea basin. I mentioned above that the cult of Dioscouroi was one of
the most prominent in the city of Tomis from the 3 rd century B.C., closely related to
the cult of Cybele and by extension to the Thracian Horseman 207.
In addition, in Tomis together with the relief of Dionysus and the other four reliefs
with the image of the Thracian Hero 208 there was also discovered another marvelous
sculpted artwork (fig.60). It is a statuary group of the twin demigods from which only
the one part is preserved together with his horse 209. On the basis of the group there is a
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dedicative inscription to Dioscouroi “[Γ]ηνζθόξνπο θηίζη[αο ηῆο πόιεωο ηῇ θπ]- ιῇ
Βνξέωλ ἀλέ̣[ζεθελ — — — — — — — —] ․․νο Ἀζθιεπηωδ̣ [ ώξνπ — — — — — — ]”
and is dated from late 2nd to early 3rd century A.D210. According to the inscription
the demigods Castor and Pollux were considered as the legendary founders of Tomis
something that explains the fact that their cult was extremely popular in the city211.
Furthermore, the cultural connection between the Thracian Hero and Dioscouroi is
empowered by archaeological evidence discovered in the provinces of Moesia and
Thace. More specifically a votive relief was discovered in Pestera near the Pazardzik
region with an inscription written in Greek: “ζενῖο Γηνζθόξνηο Απγαδωλ ὑπὲξ αὑηνῦ
θαὶ ηῶλ ἰδίωλ εὐρήλ”212. The votive relief has an arched top and it is 0.2m high,
0.173m wide and 0.03m thick213. It is dedicated to the gods Dioscouroi by Ασγάζων
who was either Greek or can also be defined as a Thracian 214. According to the
inscription the dedicator pray to the gods Dioscouroi, not demigods which is quite
surprisingly, to protect him and his family.
On the scene of the relief (fig.61) the Thracian Hero is depicted as a hunter, with a
three quarter face, mounted on a galloping horse and advancing to the right (type B).
He is holding the spear in his raised right hand and he is clad in a chlamys and chiton.
Below the hooves of the horse there is a lion which according to Boteva the wild
animal is not the companion of the Hero. Boteva classifies the specific relief in a
special category under the name “Rider engaged in single combat against a lion”
where the lion is hunted down by the Thracian Rider 215. On the right corner there is an
altar but the tree, the snake and the dog are missing from the scene 216. The relief is
dated to the Roman period and it is very interesting that a great number of votive
reliefs of the Thracian Hero discovered in the same region near Pestera and five of
them belong to the same the category217.
The last monument related to the religious syncretism between the Thracian Hero and
Dioscouroi is a votive tablet discovered in Augustae (Harlec) in the Orjahovo area
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(fig.62). The tablet is 0.41m high, 0.24m wide, has a triangular top, and it is divided
in two different parts. On the upper part there is displayed the Thracian Hero full face,
mounted on a galloping horse and advancing to the right. His clothes are not visible
but he was probably dressed in a chlamys. In his right hand he is holding a patera and
in front of him there is the usual altar with the tree and the entwined snake.
On the lower part of the tablet there is displayed a female figure flanged by two
horses. According to Opperman and based on the iconography, the female figure is
the cultic goddess Epona 218. The goddess is depicted full face, embracing the two
horses with her hands. Epona is clad with a himation and a veil over her head. The
cult of Epona is strongly related with the twin demigods Castor and Pollux because
Epona as a deity was the patron goddess of mares and foals 219. In my opinion the two
horses could easily be a symbolism of Dioscouroi. The cult of Epona was spread in
the Western Black Sea basin due to the Celtic invasions in the area during the 4th and
the 3rd century B.C. It is certain that her cult attracted particularly the Thracians
because of the connection with horses, not only an important but also a sacred animal
for them. As a consequence the Thracians and probably the Greeks adopted and
emerged in time her cult into their religious life something which is attested on the
relief. During the Roman period the cult of Epona was prominent in the military
Roman pantheon because of the cavalry squadrons 220.
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CHAPTER IV
The Thracian Horseman: Religious Syncretism with
Heroes in the Western Black Sea Area
I mentioned in my dissertation that the Thracian Hero according to Opperman was a
protective deity with a local character. Because of his dominance in the religious life
of the people living in the Western Black Sea basin the Thracian Rider was not simply
a common motif that assimilated the divine powers of nearly every Greek and Roman
god but something much more. All scholars studying ancient Thrace agree that the
Horseman represents the rulers or members of the aristocracy221. These Thracian
kings and aristocrats were worshipped as Heroes after their death and eventually some
of them like the case of Zalmoxis became gods. The place of their tomb was usually
where the worshippers dedicated their offerings. The tomb was sacred and sometimes
a temple was also built above it to honor the protective Hero. This cult of the mortal
Heroised Dead passed from the one generation to the other, something which was
particularly convenient for the aristocrats and rulers because they promoted their title
to their divine origin ancestors 222. As a consequence the number of local Thracian
Heroes increased rapidly through time and every region had its own local Thracian
Hero and protector 223. This is the reason Dumont notes that the correct notion should
be in plural form “Thracian Heroes-Riders”224. The monuments of the Thracian Hero
with local epithets are thousands and they are both votives and funerary. In my
dissertation I am going to focus on the most popular epithets: Karabasmos, Perkos and
Manimazos, describe and analyze an indicative example for each local Hero.
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4.1 Hero Karabasmos
The epithet Karabasmos is probably the most popular connected with the cult of the
Thracian Hero. It is a characteristic epithet that it was spread in the whole Western
Black Sea basin, especially in the area around ancient Odessos. In addition the epithet
Karabasmos is connected not only to the Thracian Rider but also above to Greek
gods, as it was mentioned 225.
A very interesting votive relief dedicated to the Hero Karabasmos and one of the most
well-preserved discovered in the area of Odessos (fig.63) 226. The marble relief is
0.55m high, 0.48m wide and 0.10m thick. It is dated around the 2 nd century A.D.227
and is displayed today in the archaeological museum of Varna 228. The scene is
surrounded by a rectangular frame which on the left and right side is sculpted as
columns. Above the main scene there is the inscription dedicated to the god; “Ἥξωη
Καξαβαζκῳ ραξηζηήξηνλ” and below the scene the twenty one names of the dedicators
who are gathered by a priest named Numenius; “ζνηλεῖηαη νἱ πεξὶ ηὸλ ἱεξέα Ννπκήληνλ
Εήληδνο | Ἀπειιᾶο Μελάλδξνπ, Γηνλύζηνο Ἐπηθξάηνπο, | Μέληππνο Ἕιιελνο,
Ἀγαζήλωξ

Μεηξνδώ||ξνπ,

Ἕιιελ

{Α}

Ἁξπαιένο,

Αἰαληίδεο

Ἀξηεκη|δώξνπ,

Ἀξηεκίδωξνο Ἱεξωλύκνπ, Καιιη|ζζέλεο Ἀξηεκηδώξνπ, Ἀληίθηινο Εωππξί|ωλνο,
Ἐιεπζείληνο Ἐιεπζεηλίνπ, Εωΐινο Ἑξ|καθίινπ, Αἰαληίδεο Μελάλδξνπ, Εωππξίωλ
Ἀ̣[ λ]||ηηπάηξνπ, Ἕιι<ε>λ Υαηξένπ, Ἡξόηεηκνο Ἀξηεκηδώ[ξνπ], | Ἀξηεκίδωξνο
Γεκεηξίνπ, Εωππξίωλ Ἀξηεκηδώ̣[ ξνπ], | Ἀληίθηινο Ἀγαζήλνξνο, Αἰζρξίωλ Ξελάλδξνπ”.
On the left margin of the relief it is written the name “Ἀπνιιώληνο Ἀπνιιωλίνπ” and
on the right the name “Ἀγαζήλωξ Ἀληηθίι<ν>π” 229.
On the scene of the relief the Thracian Hero is displayed with a three quarter face
mounted on a calm walking horse, turned to the right (type A). He is holding the
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brindles with both hands and he is dressed with chlamys and chiton. In front of him
there is an altar decorated with a bull and behind the altar it is depicted the bust of a
male figure. The male figure is holding a tray with fruits on his head so it is definitely
connected with the cult of Dionysus. He could be either Pan or a satyr because his feet
are not visible or even Priapus, wearing the ritual ιίθλν on his head. In addition, the
choice of the animal is not by chance because the bull was one of the sacred animals
sacrificed to Dionysus during the Bacchic and Orphic mysteries. On the right corner
of the scene there is a Herma. The Hermai were sculpted stele with a head, usually the
head of Hermes by whom it derives the name, above a plain on which male
genitals may

also

be

carved

at

the

appropriate

height.

It

was

used

for “apotropaic” function and were placed at crossings, country borders and
boundaries as protection,

in front of temples,

near

to tombs,

in the

gymnasia, palaestrae, libraries, porticoes, public places, at the corners of streets and
on high roads as sign-posts, with distances inscribed upon them230. Between the
Hermai stele and Priapus there is the typical tree and the entwined snake on it.
It is intriguing that on the scene all the figures are connected with the Orphic cult and
the afterlife. Furthermore, the columns on the sides of the scene indicate that there
was a temple in Odessos dedicated to Hero Karabasmos where the sacred mysteries of
Dionysus took place. It is possible that the priest Numenius was the high priest in the
temple and the dedicators written below are the members of a thiasos who had
initiated the Orphic mysteries231.
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4.2 Hero Perkos
Another local Hero connected with the cult of the Thracian Rider in the area of Galata
is the Hero Perkos or Perkonos. The specific area of course had been part of the chora
of Odessos at least since the 4th century B.C.232
In the Petrabana locality which is located 1.5 km south of Galata was discovered a
votive relief with a dedication to the local Hero Perkos (fig.64). The relief is 0.48m
high, 0.38m wide and 0.075m thick and is dated from the 2 nd century B.C. to the 1st
century B.C.233 Below the relief there is the inscription “Ἥξωεη Πεξθωλεη Μέλαλδξνο
Ἀκύληνξνο”234.
On the right part of the scene it is depicted the Thracian Hero with profile face,
mounted on a calm walking horse, advancing to the right. He is dressed with chlamys
and chiton and his right hand is in the benedictio latina gesture. In front of the Rider
there is an altar and behind it a female figure dressed in a himation. Her right hand is
raised in a gesture of praying. Above the female woman, who is probably a goddess,
there is a tree and an entwined serpent on it.
The name of Hero Perkos is related with the cult of the Thunder god and derives from
the Greek word θεξαπλόο. According to a Latvian variant form perkauns or else
peraunus is the word for thunderbolt and quite similar to the Greek word. According
to a theory peraunus was replaced by the rhyming Keraunos 235.
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4.3 Hero Manimazos
The epithet of the local Thracian Hero Manimazos is also very popular and it is
presented not only in the area of Odessos but also in Tomis. An indicative example
about his cult discovered in Tomis and is today displayed in the archaeological
museum of Bucharest (fig.65). The relief is 0.41m high, 0.32m wide and 0.06m thick.
It is dated to the first period of Roman occupation around the 1 st century A.D.236 and
is divided in two parts237.
The top of the upper part is broken and we cannot know if there was any inscription.
Fortunately the scene on the relief is intact. On the right side there is displayed the
Thracian Horseman with profile face, mounted on a calm walking horse, turned to the
right. The Hero is clad with chiton and chlamys, holding the brindles with both hands.
In front of him there is a standing female figure dressed in a himation and a veil over
her head. She is holding a patera in her right hand over an altar decorated with a wild
animal, probably a stag. Behind the altar it is depicted the tree with the entwined
snake238.
On the lower part of the relief there is an anaglyph boat with a mast. On the boat there
are displayed two standing figures, looking the front, with their arms raised. On the
inscription below the scene it is written; “εὐρὴλ ἥξωη Μαληκάδωη Γηνζθνπξίδεο
Ἀξίζηωλνο ἀλέζεθελ”239.
On the matter of the boat of the lower part there are three theories. The first one is
connected to the profession of the dedicator Dioscouridis, probably he was a sailor. In
the second theory the relief is funerary and the boat has a symbolic character. It is
used by the deceased Dioscouridis in his final journey of the dead in the afterlife. The
third theory is the most interesting one. The standing figures on the boat are
Dioscouroi, protectors and saviors of sailors in danger. This theory is finding a ready
acceptance by the name of the dedicator which could involve the twin demigods
bearing the same name 240.It is important to remember that the cult of Dioscouroi was
particularly popular in the Greek colony of Tomis. Based on this hypothesis the
236
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religious syncretism between the Hero Manimazos and Dioscouroi as sea deities and
saviors of sea voyagers is quite obvious 241.
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CHAPTER V
5.1 CONCLUSSION-RESULTS
Nearly two centuries after Dumont for the first time coined the term “Thracian
Horseman”, today the cult of the Thracian Hero remains rather obscure and it has
interpreted in many different ways despite the great number of the monuments
bearing his image 242. Of course the fact that the Thracians left no written records
toughens up the work of the archaeologists and scholars to shed light into this
interesting and mysterious cult.
Despite the many interpretations and problems we are able to conclude many
interesting elements concerning the cult of the Thracian Hero The theory about the
religious syncretism between the Thracian Horseman and nearly every Greek, Roman,
Thracian and Eastern deity in the Western Black Sea area is accepted by all scholars.
Ivan Venedikov makes a representative description about the variety of his divine
powers: “the Thracian horseman appears with the attributes of nearly every GraecoRoman deity, ranging from Aphrodite's shell to Ares' helmet, from the Sun's radiate
crown to Asclepius’ serpent staff, from Apollo's lyre to Silvanus's saw, to name only a
few”243. The cult of the Thracian Hero adopted by people of different ethnicities
(Thracians, Romans, Greeks) living in the Western Black Sea region because they felt
the necessity to have a common religious figure connected with all the divine powers
of their religious life. This fact is proved by the names of the dedicators written on the
inscriptions of the reliefs; names of Thracian, Greek, Roman origin and also
Romanized individuals244.
Moreover, in my opinion the most important element in Thracian Hero’s nature is that
he is moving between the world of mortals and immortals, the very essence of life and
death. He bears both the solar aspects of Apollo and the chthonian Orphic nature of
Dionysus-Sabazios. He is a healer and a savior and at the same moment a hunterkiller and a protector of justice. The people knew that they could never become gods.
This was hubris and could evoke the wrath of the gods, known as λέκεζεο in the
242
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ancient world. This is exactly the reason they needed a mortal Hero who passed the
challenges of the underworld and gained access to the world of the immortals. The
mortal people wanted to maintain the hope that there is a better life for them after
their death and simultaneously the Thracian Hero became the symbol of hope. A
symbol for all the population living in the Western Black Sea basin to preserve their
faith and through him to believe that they could also enter into the world of the gods
and live forever.
Furthermore, based on the iconography of the votive and funerary reliefs, we can
understand that the Thracian Hero even though he was the most popular religious
figure in the Western Black Sea area he was not the supreme deity in the Thracian
pantheon. This is clearly attested in the votive relief discovered in Tomis, dedicated to
Dionysus kathigemon and many other reliefs where the Thracian Hero is depicted
much smaller than the other deities. According to Boteva the chthonic serpent had
probably the highest level of divinity and it was the Lord of the Universe 245. This
theory explains the fact that in the majority of the reliefs there is an altar between the
Hero and the Serpent or the other deities. The Thracian Rider was the human envoy to
the gods. He had the holy duty to deliver mortal’s prayers to the gods and for that he
needed the altar. Moreover, this hypothesis explains the dedications to lesser gods like
Dioscouroi or the Nymphs who are depicted as the Thracian Horseman 246.
Additionally, the arched top form of the votive reliefs is not a simple technique but it
has a further symbolical use. It is connected with the form of the mounded graves of
the Thracian aristocracy and kingship known as tumuli (fig.66). There are more than
15000 tumuli discovered in modern Bulgaria which proves the strong connection
between the arched top reliefs and the funerary customs of the Thracians. In the
interior of the tumuli the dead aristocrat was buried together with his horse. This is a
clear indication that the Heroised dead practiced in the area. The deceased was
transformed into the Thracian Hero, the mediator to the gods and by extension the
tumuli was not a simple tomb but automatically upgraded into a εξών, a sanctuary
where the worshippers could offer sacrifices and offerings 247.
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Based on the archaeological finds the cult of the Thracian Hero was practiced from
the early 4th century B.C. until the 3rd century A.D. and it was one of the most
prominent in the Western Black Sea region. Only the reliefs bearing the image of the
Thracian Hero overcome the 3000. The same image is also presented in other
important archaeological finds like rings, coins, statues and statuettes, appliqués,
sarcophagus. This proves that the Thracian Hero was without any doubt the most
popular religious figure in the area. It is interesting that even the cult of the Hero had
stopped practicing the motif survived through the ages until today. It was first adopted
by the Bulgarian khans and then by the Orthodox Church.
The famous Madara Rider is located in the north-east of Bulgaria, near the village of
Madara (fig.67). The relief was cut in a vertical rock at 23 m height and is dated to the
8th century A.D. It measures 2.6 m in height and is 3.1 wide at the base. Based on it
was constructed as a triumph sign during the reign of the khan Tervel and his
successors. On the scene it is depicted a human size Rider, mounted on a calm
walking horse, turned to the right. On the scene there is also a dog and a wooded lion.
The Madara Rider was included in the World Cultural and Natural Heritage List at the
World Cultural and Natural Heritage Committee session of 1979 in Luxor, Egypt 248.
In conclusion, 1000 years earlier the Church had done all in its power of burying
Thracian alters, and erasing the “pagan” names, but it couldn’t change, or eliminate
the culture and rituals. Today the Hero is worshipped under a new name and
iconography249 (fig.68). The image of St. George on a galloping horse, slaying a
dragon is attested everywhere all over the Christian world. It is intriguing that today
St. George is one of the most important in Bulgaria and the region of Thrace in
Greece. Furthermore, the Christians attribute divine and healing powers to St. George
quite similar with the powers attributed to the Thracian Hero 250.
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5.2 Image-Figure Catalogue
Cover photo; Statue of the Thracian Hero in Bulgarian Academy of Sciences
Archaeological Institute with Museum.
1. Statue of the Thracian Hero in the Archaeological museum of Varna.
2. Votive Relief of Type A discovered in Odessos.
3. Votive Relief of Type B in Plovdiv museum.
4. Votive Relief of Type C in Plovdiv museum.
5. Votive Relief with inscription above and below the scene.
6. Plan and Reconstruction of the sanctuary near Pernik.
7. Silver diobol minted in Mesimbria with the inscription “ΜΕΛΑ”.
8. Red figure situla with the death of Rhesus by Lycurgus painter (360 B.C)
9. Votive relief with the inscription “[θπξί]αηο Νύκθαηο” discovered in Burdapa.
10. Votive relief dedicated to the Nymphs, discovered in Philippopolis.
11. Sacrificing ritual to Zalmoxis.
12. Votive relief with the depiction of Asclepius and Apollo discovered in Krupac.
13. Votive relief with the image of Thracian Hero, Asclepius and Hygieia.
14. Votive relief with the image of Asclepius as the Thracian Hero.
15. Votive relief dedicated to Asclepius and Aphrodite.
16. Votive relief with the inscription “ζ[εῷ] ἐ̣[ πεθό]ῳ αιηνβπζε̣[ λῳ]”.
17. Votive relief with the inscription “θπξίῳ Ἀζθιεπηῷ αιδνθειελῳ”.
18. Votive relief with the inscription “θπξίῳ Ἀζθιεπηῷ θαὶ Ὑγείᾳ αιδήλνηο”.
19. Votive relief with the inscription “θπξίῳ Ἀζθιεπηῷ αιδννπηζζελῳ θαὶ
Ὑγείᾳ”.
20. Votive relief with the inscription “Ἀπόιιωλη Εγνπιακελῳ”, discovered in
Trud.
21. Votive relief with the inscription “ἀ̣γ̣αζ̣ ̣ῇ̣ η̣ύ̣ρ̣ῃ̣ Ἀπόιιωλη Εγνπιακελῳ”.
22. Painting in the tomb in Vergina with the depiction of the royal hunt.
23. Painting in the tomb in Alexadrovo with the depiction of a hunting scene.
24. Votive relief dedicated to Apollo with the inscription “θπξίω Ἀπόιιωλη”.
25. Votive relief of the Thracian Hero with a lyre discovered in Lozen.
26. Relief with the inscription“[ζεῷ Ἀπόι]ινλη {Ἀπόιιωλη} [Καξ]αβα̣[ ζκῳ]”.
27. Votive relief of the Thracian Hero dedicated to “Ἀπόιιωλ γεληθῷ”.
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28. Votive relief discovered in Gegend dedicated to “Ἀπόιιωλ γεληθῷ”.
29. Votive relief discovered in Tomis dedicated to Dionysus θαζεγεκώλ.
30. The first relief of Thracian Hero discovered in Tomis.
31. The second relief of Thracian Hero discovered in Tomis.
32. The third relief of Thracian Hero discovered in Tomis.
33. The fourth relief of Thracian Hero discovered in Tomis.
34. Votive relief discovered in Philippopolis and dedicated to Sabazios.
35. Hand of Sabazios with the depiction of the Thracian Hero on the pine cone.
36. Bronze hands of Sabazios discovered in Touchenitsa.
37. Bronze hand of Sabazios discovered in Geadnitsa.
38. Votive relief dedicated to Zeus-Sabazios in British mueum.
39. Silver tetradrachm with the image of the Great God of Odessos.
40. Bronze coin with Thracian Hero on the reverse and the Great God of Odessos
on the obverse.
41. Bronze coin with Thracian Hero galloping on the reverse and the Great God of
Odessos on the obverse.
42. Fragments of the urn discovered in Perperikon with the image of the Thracian
Hero.
43. Votive relief with the inscription “Θεῷ ἐπεθόῳ Γεξδεη Αἴιηνο Γηνγέλεο ἱππηθὸο
εὐμάκελνο ἀλέζεθα”.
44. Votive relief discovered in Zwischen Kaspican and Mogila area.
45. Votive relief with the depiction of the Thracian Hero with Hermes and
Dionysus discovered in Kallatis.
46. Votive relief with the image of the Thracian Hero and Cybele discovered in
Tomis.
47. Votive relief with the image of the Thracian Hero and Cybele discovered in
Tomis.
48. Votive relief with the image of the Thracian Hero and Cybele in the
archaeological museum of Constanta.
49. Votive relief discovered in Kallatis, in the Limanu area.
50. Votive relief discovered in Histria, in the Fintinele area.
51. Votive relief dedicated to Bendis made in Athens around 400-375 B.C.
52. Votive relief dedicated to Diana and Silvanus.
53. Altar with the inscription dedicated to “Diana Totobisia”.
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54. Altar with the inscription dedicated to “Heroni Totoithian”.
55. Relief with the depiction of Silvanus.
56. Votive relief with the image of the Thracian Hero and inscription “Silvano”.
57. Votive relief with the inscription “Silvano sancto”.
58. Votive relief with the inscription “Silvanu (sic) Salt (e?) capu[teno]”.
59. Relief with the typical presentation of Dioscouroi.
60. Statuary group with the image of Dioskouroi discovered in Tomis.
61. Votive relief with the inscription“ζενῖο Γηνζθόξνηο Απγαδωλ ὑπὲξ αὑηνῦ θαὶ
ηῶλ ἰδίωλ εὐρήλ”.
62. Votive tablet dedicated to Epona discovered in the Orjahovo area.
63. Votive relief dedicated to Hero Karabasmos discovered in Odessos.
64. Votive relief dedicated to Hero Perkos, discovered in Petrabana locality.
65. Votive relief dedicated to Hero Manimazos, discovered in Tomis.
66. Plan of the mound (tumulus) with the rectangular temenos near the village of
Isperihovo.
67. The Madara Rider.
68. The Christian Icon of the Thracian Hero.Saint George.
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5.3Map Catalogue
1. Map with the Thracian tribes and Towns.
2. Map with the most important Sanctuaries of the Thracian Hero.
3. Map with the Greek colonies in the Black Sea.
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5.4 Images-Figures

Figure1.Statue of the Thracian Hero in the Archaeological museum of
Varna251.

Figure 2.Votive Relief of Type A discovered in Odessos252.
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Figure 3.Votive Relief of Type B in Plovdiv museum 253.

Figure 4.Votive Relief of Type C in Plovdiv museum 254.
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Figure 5.Votive Relief with inscription above and below the scene 255.

Figure 6.Plan and Reconstruction of the sanctuary near Pernik256.
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Figure

7.Silver

“ΜΕΛΑ”

diobol minted
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Figure 8.Red figure situla with the death of Rhesus by Lycurgus painter (360 B.C) 258.
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Figure 9.Votive relief with the inscription “[θπξί]αηο Νύκθαηο” discovered in
Burdapa259.

Figure 10.Votive relief dedicated to the Nymphs, discovered in
Philippopolis260.
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Figure 11.Sacrificing ritual to Zalmoxis261.

Figure 12.Votive relief with the depiction of Asclepius and Apollo discovered
in Krupac262.

261
262

http://touristinromania.net/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/zamolxes-2.jpg
Opperman M.2006, Tafel 14

82

Figure 13.Votive relief with the image of Thracian Hero, Asclepius and
Hygieia263.

Figure 14.Votive relief with the image of Asclepius as the Thracian Hero264.
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Figure 15.Votive relief dedicated to Asclepius and Aphrodite 265.

Figure 16.Votive relief with the inscription “ζ[εῷ] ἐ̣[πεθό]ῳ
αιηνβπζε̣[ λῳ]”266.
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Figure 17.Votive relief with the inscription “θπξίῳ Ἀζθιεπηῷ
αιδνθειελῳ”267.

Figure 18.Votive relief with the inscription “θπξίῳ Ἀζθιεπηῷ θαὶ Ὑγείᾳ
αιδήλνηο”268.

267
268

Opperman M.2006, Tafel 33.
Opperman M.2006, Tafel 17

85

Figure 19.Votive relief with the inscription “θπξίῳ Ἀζθιεπηῷ αιδννπηζζελῳ θαὶ
Ὑγείᾳ”269.

Figure 20.Votive relief with the inscription “Ἀπόιιωλη Εγνπιακελῳ”,
discovered in Trud270.
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Figure 21.Votive relief with the inscription “ἀ̣γ̣αζ̣ ̣ῇ̣ η̣ύ̣ρ̣ῃ̣ Ἀπόιιωλη
Εγνπιακελῳ”271.

Figure 22.Painting in the tomb in Vergina with the depiction of the royal
hunt272.
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Figure 23.Painting in the tomb in Alexadrovo with the depiction of a hunting
scene273.

Figure 24.Votive relief dedicated to Apollo with the inscription “θπξίω
Ἀπόιιωλη”274.
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Figure 25.Votive relief of the Thracian Hero with a lyre discovered in Lozen 275.

Figure 26.Relief with the inscription“[ζεῷ Ἀπόι]ινλη
{Ἀπόιιωλη} [Καξ]αβα̣[ζκῳ]”276.
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Figure 27.Votive relief of the Thracian Hero dedicated to “Ἀπόιιωλ γεληθῷ”277.

Figure 28.Votive relief discovered in Gegend dedicated to “Ἀπόιιωλ γεληθῷ”278.
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Figure 29.Votive relief discovered in Tomis dedicated to Dionysus θαζεγεκώλ 279.

Figure 30.The first relief of Thracian Hero discovered in Tomis 280.
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91

Figure 31.The second relief of Thracian Hero discovered in Tomis 281.

Figure 32.The third relief of Thracian Hero discovered in Tomis 282.
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Figure 33.The fourth relief of Thracian Hero discovered in Tomis 283.

Figure 34.Votive relief discovered in Philippopolis and dedicated to Sabazios 284.
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Figure 35.Hand of Sabazios with the depiction of the Thracian Hero on the pine
cone285.

Figure 36.Bronze hands of Sabazios discovered in Touchenitsa 286.
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Figure 37.Bronze hand of Sabazios discovered in Geadnitsa 287.

Figure 38.Votive relief dedicated to Zeus-Sabazios in British mueum 288.
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Figure 39.Silver tetradrachm with the image of the Great God of Odessos 289.

Figure 40.Bronze coin with Thracian Hero on the reverse and the Great God of
Odessos on the obverse 290.
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Figure 41.Bronze coin with Thracian Hero galloping on the reverse and the Great God
of Odessos on the obverse 291.

Figure 42.Fragments of the urn discovered in Perperikon with the image of the
Thracian Hero292.
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Figure 43.Votive relief with the inscription “Θεῷ ἐπεθόῳ Γεξδεη Αἴιηνο Γηνγέλεο
ἱππηθὸο εὐμάκελνο ἀλέζεθα”293.

Figure 44.Votive relief discovered in Zwischen Kaspican and Mogila area 294.
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Figure 45.Votive relief with the depiction of the Thracian Hero with Hermes and
Dionysus discovered in Kallatis295.

Figure 46.Votive relief with the image of the Thracian Hero and Cybele discovered in
Tomis296.
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Figure 47.Votive relief with the image of the Thracian Hero and Cybele discovered in
Tomis297.

Figure 48.Votive relief with the image of the Thracian Hero and Cybele in the
archaeological museum of Constanta 298.
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Figure 49.Votive relief discovered in Kallatis, in the Limanu area 299.

Figure 50.Votive relief discovered in Histria, in the Fintinele area 300.
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Figure 51.Votive relief dedicated to Bendis made in Athens around 400-375 B.C.301

Figure 52.Votive relief dedicated to Diana and Silvanus 302.
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Figure 53.Altar with the inscription dedicated to “Diana Totobisia”303.

Figure 54.Altar with the inscription dedicated to “Heroni Totoithian”304.
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Figure 55.Relief with the depiction of Silvanus305.

Figure 56.Votive relief with the image of the Thracian Hero and inscription
“Silvano”306.
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Figure 57.Votive relief with the inscription “Silvano sancto”307.

Figure 58.Votive relief with the inscription “Silvanu (sic) Salt (e?) capu[teno]”308.
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Figure 59.Relief with the typical presentation of Dioscouroi309.

Figure 60.Statuary group with the image of Dioskouroi discovered in Tomis 310.
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Figure 61.Votive relief with the inscription“ζενῖο Γηνζθόξνηο Απγαδωλ ὑπὲξ αὑηνῦ θαὶ
ηῶλ ἰδίωλ εὐρήλ”311.

Figure 62.Votive tablet dedicated to Epona discovered in the Orjahovo area 312.
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Figure 63.Votive relief dedicated to Hero Karabasmos discovered in Odessos 313.

Figure 64.Votive relief dedicated to Hero Perkos, discovered in Petrabana locality314.

313
314

Opperman M.2006, Tafel 2
Opperman M.2006, Tafel 2

108

Figure 65.Votive relief dedicated to Hero Manimazos, discovered in Tomis 315.

Figure 66.Plan of the mound (tumulus) with the rectangular temenos near the village
of Isperihovo 316.
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Figure 67.The Madara Rider 317.

Figure 68.The Christian Icon of the Thracian Hero. Saint George318.

317
318

http://bulgariatravel.org/data/media/011_001_Arheologicheski_rezervat_Madara.jpg.jpg
http://stgeorgekeene.nh.goarch.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/NewStGeorgeIcon.jpg

110

5.5 MAPS

MAP 1.Map with the Thracian tribes and Towns 319.

Map 2.Map with the most important Sanctuaries of the Thracian Hero 320.
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Map 3.Map with the Greek colonies in the Black Sea 321.
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