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Abstract: This article examines the phenomenon of the so-called royal tamga signs issued on stone
stelae in the Bosporan Kingdom in the 2nd and 3rd centuries CE. Tamgas were symbols commonly
used by Eurasian nomads throughout the first millennium BCE. The appearance of tamgas in the
northern shores of the Black Sea in the 2nd/1st BCE, followed by their adoption into the Greek epi-
graphic culture of the kingdom, represents an intriguing example of symbolic integration and another
step in the formation of Bosporan culture. Research on cultural interactions between the inhabitants
of the Bosporus has rarely focused on epigraphic material in its own right. Analyzing a small group
of public stone slabs that feature tamgas, this article contributes to existing studies on numerous
private funerary reliefs. Furthermore, the current work aims to incorporate several examples of stelae
with royal tamga signs into the growing interest in syncretism, which is occurring in other epigraphic
cultures of the Greco-Roman world. The case of the Bosporan Kingdom shows that such processes
can also occur in places where no literate culture had previously been firmly established.

Keywords: tamga signs; the Bosporan Kingdom; Tiberii Iulii; epigraphic culture; epigraphic mode;
stone stelae

1. Introduction

Combined with a movement away from Hellenocentric studies, postcolonial ap-
proaches offer a new outlook on approaches to cultural and ethnic identities in the ancient
world.! The postcolonial view has resulted in greater attention on the so-called periph-
eries, i.e., areas that are distant from the center of Greek culture. Additionally, it has
prompted questioning of dominant theories, such as Hellenization and acculturation, on
the interactions between Greeks and non-Greeks (Bilde and Petersen 2008, pp. 9-12). The
possibility of various forms of syncretism and cultural hybridization, as well as a challenge
to the concept of a permanently shaped ethnos focusing on the importance of gradual
“becoming” has formed as the subject of growing consideration.’

Despite appearing with some delay, these new approaches have also begun to gain
application in research on the regions of the northern Black Sea. They are used in analyses
of the influence of Greco-Roman culture on the local population and the development and
functioning of multi-ethnic societies. Worth highlighting are changes in the approach to
material culture from the northern shores of the Black Sea and its significance in assessing
cultural influences. Attention has been focused on the difficulties in determining an indi-
vidual’s ethnos solely based on artefacts, which are often more universal in nature, used
in burial practices.’> Another interesting example of a different approach is the study of
Greco-Scythian art from the northern shores of the Black Sea. By placing these beautifully
decorated artefacts in a local context and reinterpreting the applied iconography, previ-
ous researchers have demonstrated their cross-cultural character, which was primarily
influenced by social conditions (Meyer 2013).

Discussions about intermingling Greco-Roman with local cultures in the so-called
peripheries extend beyond material culture and can encompass various aspects of life.
“Global” phenomena, such as the spread of the Greek polis model and the associated specific
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lifestyles, art, religiosity, or diet, could lead to the development of distinct forms specific
to a given region. Vlassopoulos describes such phenomena, referring to globalization
and glocalization which are local syncretic forms of a globally occurring phenomenon
(Vlassopoulos 2013, pp. 19-25).

The abovementioned trends in the study of cultural interaction on the northern shores
of the Black Sea have, to a lesser extent, covered the issue of epigraphic culture. Therefore,
the main goal of this article is to take a closer look at the small group of inscriptions and
uninscribed stone stelae on which the so-called royal tamgas were placed. Tamga marks
were symbols that the Eurasian nomads used. The widespread distribution of tamga marks
on the northern shores of the Black Sea is associated with the migration of tribes such as
the Siraces and Aorsi in the 2nd century BCE. With the rising position of the Sarmatians,
the symbols found their way to the rich epigraphic culture of the Bosporan Kingdom,
complementing the official image of rulers from the Tiberii Iulii dynasty. Attempting to
locate the phenomenon of royal tamgas within the Bosporan epigraphic habit, linking them
to the epigraphic curve, reflecting on the epigraphic mode of these public stone stelae, and
presenting the significance of tamgas in the official image of local kings may supplement
research on the numerous private Bosporan funerary reliefs, which also provide an excellent
example of the development of local Bosporan culture.*

2. Studies on Epigraphic Cultures and the Origins of Their Glocalization

The case of the Bosporan Kingdom demonstrates the adaptation of Greek epigraphic
habits with local cultural features. This was the case when an epigraphic culture based
on Greek formats and conventions adopted many elements from the cultures of local
non-Greek tribes and incoming steppe peoples.’

The introduction of the concept of epigraphic habit by MacMullen (1982), which
referred to the Roman practice of creating commemorative inscriptions in stone, was a
pivotal moment in the study of the role of epigraphy in socio-political life in antiquity.
MacMullen examined this custom as it was practiced from the 1st century BCE to the
early 3rd century CE. He noted that its peak popularity did not coincide with periods of
Roman prosperity but occurred during the reign of Caracalla. In his work, MacMullen
emphasized that stone inscriptions differed from other forms of documentation, such as
papyri or ostraca. The analysis of this form revealed its significant symbolic importance
for communities, especially for influential groups such as property owners and officials.
MacMullen argued that symbolic rather than practical motivations shaped the changes in
the popularity of this custom, pointing to the elusive sense of audience.

Despite some criticism, subsequent researchers continued MacMullen’s line of thought.
They strived to identify specific factors that influenced the changing frequency of epigraphic
use and determine what could shape the sense of audience.® Initially, the researchers
focused mainly on Latin epigraphy, where “imperial trends” were more easily discerned.
In 1991, Alfoldy (1991) wrote an influential essay that significantly impacted research on
epigraphic culture. According to Alf6ldy, the epigraphic habit that MacMullen identified
was not a spontaneous phenomenon but was intentionally established and promoted by
the first Roman Emperor, Augustus. Alfoldy argued that what MacMullen called a “habit”
should instead be recognized as a full-fledged “culture” systematically promoted to confirm
and strengthen social order in the Roman Empire. Woolf (1996) further developed the
concept of epigraphic culture, suggesting that the Roman epigraphic habit was part of a
broader trend toward personal monumentalization, a response to feelings of rootlessness
and anxiety that resulted from increased social and geographical mobility in the 1st and
2nd centuries CE. In equally significant works, Meyer (1990, 2011) noted that the rise
and subsequent decline of Latin epigraphic production correlated with the desire for
Roman citizenship and the personal prestige associated with elite membership. After
the enactment of the Constitutio Antoniniana and the granting of Roman citizenship to all,
setting inscriptions became less attractive.
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Over time, the term epigraphic culture has gained significance, and it is often used
interchangeably with epigraphic habit to describe commemorative activities such as the
production of inscriptions on stone. Nevertheless, a clear distinction between the two
terms occurs only at times. Epigraphic culture typically encompasses a broader range
of practices related to epigraphy beyond stone monuments and may include various
writing practices specific to a particular community. In the context of research into Greek
epigraphic culture—or, as Bodel noted, epigraphic cultures—one cannot easily point to
any overarching trend in the Greek world (Bodel 2001, pp. 6-15). Naturally, in the eastern
Mediterranean, common phenomena such as the emergence or decline of democracies and
euergetism influenced the production of inscriptions. However, the decentralized nature
of the world of Greek poleis resulted in local solid trends, as evidenced by recent studies
focusing on the forms of epigraphic curves for individual regions, including the northern
shores of the Black Sea.”

As stated earlier, this study aims to present a specific aspect of dualism in the epigraphy
of the Bosporan Kingdom. This is illustrated by the example of the so-called tamga
signs, which can undoubtedly be viewed as a local, idiosyncratic phenomenon. However,
worth considering first is the context of the presence of such local features in the global
phenomenon of creating stone inscriptions in antiquity. Many languages other than Greek
and Latin found daily use in the Roman Empire. Several appeared in writing, while others
were only spoken. As a result, in most regions of the eastern Mediterranean basin, where
non-Greek forms of statehood previously existed (for example, in Egypt and Phoenicia),
non-Greek epigraphic cultures emerged, leaving numerous inscriptions in local languages
such as Aramaic, Phoenician, Hebrew, hieroglyphs, and others. These inscriptions belonged
to a broader literate culture that usually gave way to Greek writing or disappeared entirely.®

Moreover, the emergence of multilingual inscriptions, often in languages beyond Latin
and Greek, became a widespread phenomenon. For example, inscriptions from Palmyra
were recorded in Latin, Greek, and the local Aramaic dialect. Such inscriptions vividly
illustrate the cross-cultural processes that occur in a given territory (Parca 2001, pp. 71-72).
The concept applies to official inscriptions but perhaps even more so to inscriptions that
“ordinary” people created. In these inscriptions, as Parca (2001, pp. 64-68) noted, the
evolution of language and the emergence of new “local” formulations are evident.

The presence of another language in an inscription strongly suggests that its purpose
was to reach a diverse audience and that it was erected at the initiative of individuals or
groups of mixed identities. However, besides using bilingual inscriptions, individuals
of different ethnicities also found it natural to create inscriptions exclusively in Greek
and Latin. Several indicators can help identify merged features or the development of
local trends. In addition to the aforementioned linguistic modifications, one often-cited
factor includes onomastics, which, in itself, does not determine but may suggest ethnic
background. However, this is merely an indication because, as examples from the northern
shores of the Black Sea demonstrate, locally used names could result from the prevailing
fashion, mixed marriages, or the fact that the bearers of the names did not necessarily feel
the need to identify with one specific ethnic group.’

Therefore, when studying the local epigraphic culture, one can draw significant
conclusions by analyzing the iconography and form of the stelae and the context of their
erection. Certain stelae contained integral elements, such as signs or symbols indicating
affiliation with a specific ethnic or social group. For example, menorahs were placed in
several inscriptions from the Levant region alongside epitaphs or dedications written in
Greek, clearly indicating the practitioner’s adherence to Judaism (For example, IJO Syr.
7;10). However, it is worth emphasizing that this phenomenon was not limited to a specific
region. Rather, it was applied to individuals who travelled and influenced epigraphic
cultures in various parts of the Greco-Roman world. Examples include menorah epitaphs
and bilingual texts in Greek and Hebrew from the Bosporan Kingdom.'’

This section concludes with a new concept called the epigraphic mode proposed by
Bodel. According to this concept, factors such as the form of the inscription, its interaction
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with the environment, the precision and technique of execution, and the employed iconog-
raphy can determine whether a particular text is considered more or less epigraphic. In
presenting his considerations, Bodel (2023, pp. 14-34) focuses on Latin inscriptions. He
demonstrates that in certain cases, a painted text could exhibit a high level of the epigraphic
mode, for example, if it incorporated elements typically reserved for stone inscriptions
such as a painted border and text written in capital letters, as seen in popular tabulae ansatae
or certain inscriptions from Pompeii. This approach is particularly interesting, as it allows
for us to include the epigraphic mode concerning stone stelae from the Bosporan region
with discussion on the so-called royal tamgas, whose form, in certain aspects, resembles
typical inscriptions. Consequently, one may question why this form of communication was
chosen and what role it may have played in the self-presentation of Bosporan rulers in the
public sphere.

3. Tamga Signs and Their Spread across the Northern Shores of the Black Sea

As mentioned in the previous section, glocalization within the epigraphic cultures
of Mediterranean regions with well-established writing traditions, such as the Levant,
Egypt, and Asia Minor, was a frequently encountered phenomenon. However, local
populations lacking the literary tradition and epigraphic culture of one of the regions could
also influence the development of an epigraphic habit. This occurred in epigraphic material
from the northern shores of the Black Sea, particularly in those produced in the Bosporan
Kingdom, where, under the influence of Eurasian nomads (mostly Sarmatians), numerous
so-called tamga marks began to appear.

Tamga marks are symbols used by several peoples of the Great Steppe from ancient
times to the modern era. Initially, the marks appeared across the vast areas of Central
Asia. Over time, as the nomadic populations moved, the marks spread to neighboring
regions. The word “tamga” is of Turkish origin and was not used in antiquity. Therefore,
the symbols that the Sarmatians spread in the northern Black Sea regions from the 2nd/1st
centuries BCE are often described as “Sarmatian signs” (Capmarckue snaxn), “tamga-like
signs” (Tamroo6pasmsie srakm), or simply “tamga signs” (3naxu-tamrn).'!

There is an ongoing discussion about the original use of these symbols. At an early
stage, long before they reached the Black Sea, the symbols were used in various ways;
for example, in Central Asia, they were placed on rocks as petroglyphs (Yatsenko 2001,
pp- 105-6). One cannot rule out the initial religious or magical significance of the symbols.
Nonetheless, it should be emphasized that the application of these symbols evolved and
differed depending on the region and period (Yatsenko 2001, p. 27). Over time, tamga
signs associated with the Saka people permeated the Iranian world. The earliest signs
from Khorezm probably date back to the 6th century BCE. Then, they reached Sogdiana
and later Bactria (Weinberg and Novgorodova 1976). Boardman (1998) notes that certain
signs found on bricks or seals in Persepolis, Pasargadae, and Anatolia resemble those
on the northern shores of the Black Sea. These signs were used during the reign of the
Achaemenids, Parthians, and Sasanians.

However, the signs used on the northern shores of the Black Sea from the 1st century
BCE to the 3rd century CE likely served to mark ownership and indicate the clan affilia-
tion of the owner (Yatsenko 2001, pp. 22-23; Solomonik 1959, pp. 34-46). Tamga signs
penetrated and spread to the territory of the Bosporan Kingdom through the Sarmatian
tribes, which gradually moved westward from Central Asia. Due to limited archaeological
sources, there is a debate on the scale and course of this Sarmatian migration.12 However,
the appearance of tamgas in the Black Sea region should be linked to events in China and
Central Asia, where peoples such as the Xiongnu and Yuezhi conflicted.'®> The conflict
initiated population movements that contributed to the fall of the Bactrian kingdom in
the 2nd century BCE. Subsequently, this directly impacted the movement of Sarmatian
tribes, such as the Siraces and Aorsi, toward the Lower Don region in the 2nd/1st century
BCE. The elite of these tribes used the signs, which, with further migration, spread to the
northern shores of the Black Sea.



Arts 2024, 13, 95

50f21

Non-Greek elites placed the Sarmatian tamgas on various objects such as jewelry,
weapons, and stone sculptures and inscriptions. However, it should be emphasized that
in most cases, tamgas were later additions to the artifacts.'* The most common reasons
for placing tamgas were to indicate the ownership of an item or to mark presence in a
particular location. Religious matters were likely less significant. A prime example is the
stone lions from Olbia, covered with hundreds of various signs, made much later than
the lions were constructed. The stone lions from Olbia are a case of the so-called tamga
encyclopedias, i.e., groupings of several signs together (Solomonik 1959, Figures 41 and 42,
pp- 87-97). Another excellent example of the tamga encyclopedias, the slab from Panti-
capaeum, demonstrates the diversity of Sarmatian tamgas. Additionally, the slab is the
best example to illustrate the variety of symbols used by Sarmatian elites in the areas of
the northern Black Sea in antiquity (Dracuk 1975, plates XXXII-XXXVI; Solomonik 1959,
Figure 47, pp. 103—4). The slab, similar to the stone lions from Olbia, contains examples of
signs from diverse locations across the northern Black Sea coast, indicating the extensive
mobility of its owners (see Figure 1). Encyclopedias, however, were not employed to mark
ownership but were probably used to confirm presence at a meeting, to confirm an alliance,
or perhaps to mark territory (Yatsenko 2001, pp. 80-83). There are several possibilities
for categorizing tamga signs. However, the so-called royal tamgas are most important for
this work as they penetrated the epigraphic culture of the Bosporan Kingdom, serving as
integral parts of public stelae with and without Greek inscriptions.

Figure 1. The so-called encyclopedia of tamga signs from Panticapaeum. Roman times. After (Dracuk
1975, plate XXXII).
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The so-called royal tamgas can be linked to specific rulers (Yatsenko 2001, pp. 45-60;
Dracuk 1975, pp. 97-98). Such signs, like those of less significant elite members, could
be placed on jewelry, weapons, or stone stelae that were made earlier. However, the
importance of the signs lies in the fact that, in certain cases, one can determine that they
were created simultaneously with the objects on which they are found. Therefore, a sign
becomes an integral part of its corresponding object from the beginning. In forming the
epigraphic culture of the Bosporus, the royal tamgas of the Tiberii Iulii family form the
essential group among these types of signs. The royal tamgas appeared from about the
mid-2nd century CE to the first half of the 3rd century CE. They are discussed in detail
later in this article.

Before the creation of stone stelae with the royal tamgas came the minting of coins
with the tamgas of individual rulers. The oldest examples are from Queen Dynamis and
King Aspurgus who ruled over the Bosporus at the turn of the 1st century BCE and 1st
century CE." It was a tumultuous time characterized by upheavals and internal conflicts.'®
During this period, the Sarmatian tribes gained an advantage, leading to the appearance of
these signs (Halamus 2017, pp. 163-64).

One should emphasize that these tamgas began to appear at the beginning of the
formation of a new ruling dynasty. Aspurgus was the dynasty’s first representative and
likely the first to adopt the Roman name Tiberius Iulius Aspurgus, which is typical for a
Roman client. From then on, for the next three centuries, the rulers of the Bosporus adopted
tria nomina, starting with Tiberius Iulius and ending with the cognomen—the local name
of the ruler.!” Tamga signs on Bosporan coins appear infrequently, and later, Aspurgus’
successors used traditional monograms. Another example of someone placing a tamga on a
coin, although outside the Bosporus, occurred with the coins of Sarmatian kings Pharzoios
and Inensimes, coins which were minted in Olbia in the second half of the 1st century CE.
One of the coins was minted by Pharzoios (see Figure 2) whose sign is carried in the claws
of an eagle—a reference to the local Olbian iconography (Tokhtas’ev 2013, pp. 568-69).

Figure 2. (Not to scale) stater of King Pharzoios with an eagle holding a tamga sign. Struck ca.
50-75 CE, AV Stater, 8.28 g, 18 mm. Auction XIX Day 1, 26 March 2020, Lot 86. With kind permission
of Roma Numismatic Limited.

There is a fundamental difference between tamga signs used for marking territory,
for indicating participation in a clan assembly, for marking clan leaders, or simply for
indicating presence, and tamgas created on coins and inscriptions by rulers. When a coin
or an inscription was created, such a sign acquired an additional symbolic meaning: it
transformed into an element of the ruler’s title. This sign, placed on coins or stone stelae,
ceased to be solely a symbol aimed at other Sarmatians who used them. Its use as an
integral part of elements (coins or inscriptions) typical for Greek cities offered the sign a
more universal character, directing it to a broader audience.
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4. Stelae with Royal Tamga Signs of the Tiberii Iulii Dynasty from the Bosporus

The previous section, together with the next section, provides a detailed analysis of
the role and significance of royal tamgas in the Bosporan Kingdom. The Tiberii Iulii dynasty
began its reign over the kingdom toward the end of the 1st century BCE. The dynasty
traced its roots back to Mithridates Eupator, who, at the end of the 2nd century BC and after
the death of the last of the Spartocids, took control of the Bosporus. Both his granddaughter
Dynamis and Aspurgus who ruled after Dynamis used tamgas, although sparingly (see
Notes 16 and 18). A limited collection of stone slabs bears royal tamgas as an integral part
of the objects. These symbols can be divided into two groups: those with accompanying
Greek inscriptions and those solely featuring the royal tamga (uninscribed).'® A century
after king Tiberius Iulius Aspurgus and precisely during the reign of King Tiberius Julius
Rhoemetalces (131-153 CE), these stone stelae adorned with royal signs began to appear.
This practice continued with subsequent monarchs until the 230s CE. Individual rulers
used these symbols in their propaganda. However, it is plausible that the symbols also
resonated with a broader group of individuals, including family (clan) members and the
king’s inner circle.

Compared to other tamgas, these symbols are noteworthy for their complexity. The
base of an individual symbol features an “inverted trident,” with the upper portion poten-
tially including one or two additional marks. The dominant interpretation suggests that the
lower part of tamga was a shared feature distinctive of the Tiberii Iulii royal lineage, while
the upper elements derived from the maternal side of the sovereign or another dynasty
member (Yatsenko 2001, p. 46). According to Dracuk (1975, p. 65), the lower part of the
symbol (inverted trident) could be associated with Poseidon, reflecting attempts in the
propaganda of Bosporan rulers to trace their lineage back to this deity. However, Yatsenko
correctly observed that tamgas in this form were present in earlier times in Central Asia,
thereby dismissing a connection to Poseidon (Yatsenko 2001, pp. 50-51). Nevertheless,
despite arising from the traditions of the Iranian steppe peoples, these symbols represent
an aspect of the culture that flourished on the Bosporus. The royal symbols of the Tiberii
Iulii are found exclusively within the kingdom's territory or on artefacts directly linked to
its rulers.

Stone slabs with royal tamgas were discovered in several locations of the Bosporan
Kingdom. Almost all examples, except for two from Panticapaeum (Solomonik 1959,
Figures 2 and 5, pp. 50-52), come from the eastern (Asiatic) part of the kingdom, with the
majority originating from Tanais (CIRB 1237; 1241; 1248; 1249; 1250; 1251; Bottger et al. 2002).
Other findings originate from Hermonassa (CIRB 1053; Solomonik 1959, Figures 3 and 4,
pp. 51-52), Phanagoria (Kuznetsov 2008), and Khutor Krasnaya Batereya in the Kuban River
basin, about 65 km east of Phanagoria (Solomonik 1959, Figure 6, p. 54). As previously
mentioned, stone stelae with royal tamgas can be divided into two main groups: those with
accompanying Greek inscriptions and those with just the sign (uninscribed). Almost all
texts that accompany royal symbols are building inscriptions, describing the construction
or repair of walls, towers, and other structures. They can also be partially considered
honorific, typically with the aim of presenting influential people and their activities for the
city. The inscription from Hermonassa, dated 208 CE, informs about the construction of a
building by a certain Herakas, son of Pontikos, the chief translator of the Alans. It bears
the mark of Sauromates II (Figure 3 = CIRB 1053). Other building inscriptions come from
Tanais and bear the marks of Eupator (Figure 4 = CIRB 1241), Rhescuporis III (Figure 5
= CIRB 1248), and Ininthimaeus (Figure 6 = CIRB 1249 and Figure 7 = CIRB 1250). It is
worth mentioning another lost inscription from Tanais, dated 193 CE and presented by
Zenon, son of Zenon—the royal envoy to the city. On the inscription, according to the
surviving drawing, a dedication text to Zeus, Ares, and Aphrodite was present (CIRB
1237 = Solomonik 1959, Figure 12, p. 59). Besides the dedication, the inscription also
has honorific features, as it celebrates the victories of King Sauromates II over the Syraci,
Scythians, and pirates, enabling navigation through the Black Sea to Pontus and Bithynia.
In the lower left corner, a small tamga of the ruler was also present on the stone.
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Figure 3. Building inscription with royal tamga of King Tiberius Iulius Sauromates II, Hermonassa,
208 CE. CIRB-album 1053.

Figure 4. Building inscription with royal tamga of King Tiberius Iulius Eupator, Tanais, 163 CE.
CIRB-album 1241.
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Figure 5. Building inscription with royal tamga of King Tiberius Iulius Rhescuporis III, Tanais,
210-227 CE. CIRB-album 1248.

Figure 6. Building Inscription with royal tamga of King Tiberius Iulius Ininthimaeus, Tanais, 236 CE.
CIRB-album 1249.
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Figure 7. Building inscription with royal tamga of King Tiberius Iulius Ininthimaeus, Tanais, 236 CE.
CIRB-album 1250.

The function of the royal sign accompanying the Greek inscription is difficult to
determine definitively. One possibility is that it could have been used as an alternative to
the king’s titles. For example, the building inscription from Hermonassa does not reference
the ruler in the text. In this case, according to an interesting interpretation by Shkorpil,
the royal sign could have acted as an equivalent to the standard formula “BxotAebovTog
Baoréwg Tipepiov TovAlov Zaxvpopdtov @LAokxicapog kol @LAopwpxiov, eboePotc,”
which can be translated as “During the reign of King Tiberius Iulius Sauromates, pious
friend of Caesar and friend of Romans” (Shkorpil 1910, pp. 32-34). However, on other
inscriptions, despite the inclusion of the sign in the text, references to the rulers’ titles are
present. These include both elaborate “pro-Roman” formulas and single names of rulers
(CIRB 1248; 1251), which make finding a uniform pattern difficult.

The royal tamga placed on the inscription could but did not necessarily have to serve as
a substitute in the ruler’s titulature. Placed on the stela along with the text, it could increase
the audience’s reach and afford certain monumental features to the entire object. Two
identical building inscriptions from Tanais that mention King Rhescuporis III (211-227 CE)
are interesting examples supporting this thesis. The text informs about the repair of walls
and describes the king’s representative in Tanais and the chief of Aspurgians. On one of
the stelae, which is larger and made of marble, the inscription appears along with the sign
(CIRB 1248 = Figure 5), and on the other, which is smaller and made of limestone, only
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text is present (CIRB 1246). It is possible that the copy with the sign was placed in a more
exposed manner, with the aim of reaching a larger audience.

However, uninscribed stone slabs bearing the royal signs are a slightly different case.
The first category includes stelae carved or in the form of relief without additional elements
except for possible framing or decorations. These stones are most likely associated with the
construction activity that the Bosporan kings initiated, and the sign itself also played its
role in the official propaganda of the ruler. In this work, I include five examples, which, due
to the piety of execution and sizes, indicate a deliberate placement on the stone slab rather
than a random engraving. The earliest example is the sign of King Rhoemetalces found in
Tanais in a relief form (Figure 8). The next three are carved signs of King Eupator: the first
one is lost, and we have only a drawing (Solomonik 1959, Figure 6, p. 54); the second was
issued on the reverse side of an epitaph from Panticapaeum (CIRB 738 = Figure 9), the third
is now in Kerch, although its provenance is uncertain (Solomonik 1959, Figure 5, p. 53).
The last example in this subcategory is the carved sign of Sauromates II from Phanagoria
(Kuznetsov 2008 = Figure 10).

Figure 8. Stela with royal tamga of King Tiberius Iulius Rhoemetalces, Tanais, 131-154 CE. (Bottger
etal. 2002, p. 75).
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Figure 9. Stela with royal tamga of King Tiberius Iulius Eupator, Panticapaeum, 154-173 CE. CIRB-
album 738.

Figure 10. Stela with royal tamga of King Tiberius Iulius Sauromates II, Phanagoria, 173-211.
(Kuznetsov 2008, p. 48).
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The second subcategory belongs only to two examples of uninscribed slabs with royal
signs from Hermonassa (Taman), which are presented along with Victoria figures holding
wreaths above them. One of these slabs can have a connection to Tiberius Iulius Eupator
(Solomonik 1959, Figure 3, pp. 51-52 = Figure 11), while the identification of the second
is problematic due to the removal of the top part of the signs and their replacement with
an inscription dated to the 5th/6th centuries CE (Solomonik 1959, Figure 4, pp. 52-53
= Figure 12). Interestingly, on this slab, two signs appear next to each other, with the base
of one differing from the typical Tiberii Iulii “inverted trident.” This sign has only two
“legs,” which may indicate that it possibly belonged to a relative of the ruler or his son
(Treister 2011, pp. 314-15).!? The figure of Victoria/Nike was present in the iconography of
the Bosporus even during the time of Asander (second half of the 1st century BCE)” and
later during the reign of the Tiberii Iulii dynasty. An interesting example is the relief from
Panticapaeum, where Victoria hovers with a wreath over the figure of the man—perhaps a
ruler (Treister 2011, pp. 323-25). Therefore, these slabs should instead be associated with
honorific activity and may refer to military victories that the Bosporan kings achieved, as
in the case of the earlier-mentioned dedication with the sign of Sauromates II.

Figure 11. Stela with royal tamga of King Tiberius Iulius Eupator, accompanied by Victoria, Her-
monassa, 154-173 CE. (Solomonik 1959, Figure 3).

Figure 12. Stela with two unidentified royal tamgas, accompanied by Victoria, Hermonassa, 2nd
century CE. (Solomonik 1959, Figure 4).
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As previously noted, it is still unresolved whether the so-called royal tamgas were
used as signs identifying only one ruler or if a broader group of individuals could use them.
For example, Zavoikina (2003) considered the placement of these signs on stone slabs to
be a local custom from Tanais. He connected the practice to the activity of local dominant
clans, which is also visible on numerous lists of names (Zavoikina 2003).>! Moreover, this
form of syncretism would undoubtedly match the ethnic diversity in Tanais, which was
the most Sarmatized center of the kingdom (Halamus 2017, pp. 162-63). Nevertheless,
Yatsenko (2005, pp. 414-17) and Treister rightly rejected this interpretation, noting several
examples of royal signs issued on stone in other parts of the kingdom mentioned earlier.

The firm connection between this phenomenon and central authority also allows for
the appearance of characteristic belt buckles shaped as royal signs and made of bronze
and gold (Figure 13). Gold buckles made of thin foil found use in burials, while those
made of bronze most likely served as gifts from the rulers of the kingdom to their closest
commanders. Treister (2011) suggests that the Roman Empire influenced this practice, as
similar decorative belt elements appeared in Germania and Raetia. Among the signs visible
on bronze buckles, two are attributable to the kings Rhoimetalces II and Eupator, whose
signs we know from stone slabs. The rest could belong to other members of the royal elite
or to rulers who cannot be identified. Two signs were made next to each other on one of
the buckles, which may correspond to one of the honorific stone slabs from Hermonassa
(Treister 2011, pp. 326-27).

Figure 13. Bronze belt buckle with royal tamga of King Tiberius Iulius Eupator, 154-173 CE. (Treister
2011, Figure 2.1).

Buckles and belt endings with tamgas most likely originated in Panticapaeum. From
there, they spread throughout the kingdom and beyond. As a result, the signs were present
in the vast consciousness of the Bosporan society. Nonetheless, one should note that royal
signs on stone slabs, both with inscriptions and without, almost exclusively appear in the
territory of the so-called Asiatic Bosporus, which possibly relates to the aforementioned
higher level of Sarmatization of this part of the kingdom. Of the inscriptions outlined
earlier that appear with the royal sign, they were not issued directly by the ruler but
instead by the kingdom's elite members. Therefore, both the sign and the formulas with the
rulers’ titulature, predominantly found in Bosporan public texts, fit into a broader policy of
self-presentation of the kingdom’s ruling elite. Royal tamgas were universal symbols of
royal power, which the Bosporans and the steppe population surrounding the Bosporan
centers recognized.

5. Epigraphic Curve, Epigraphic Mode, and the Representation of the Bosporan Rulers

It was likely not coincidental that a new type of royal tamgas appeared during the
reign of Tiberius Julius Rhoemetalces. As it has been observed, the use of tamgas in royal
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propaganda in the Bosporus occurred together with internal transformations within the
kingdom (Yatsenko 2001, pp. 45—46). This may have been the case with the aforementioned
signs of Aspurgus and Dynamis, as well as those that appeared sporadically from the
second half of the 3rd century CE (Dracuk 1975, pp. 63—-64). The emergence of the Tiberii
Iulii family’s signs could be attributable to changes on the throne following the death of
Tiberius Julius Cotys II around 132/3 CE. In his Periplus of the Pontic Sea, Arrian (Peripl.
17) informs Hadrian about the Bosporan Kingdom in light of the potential need for an
expedition related to Cotys II's death. A brief mention in Historia Augusta (3.9.8) also speaks
of a dispute in the Bosporus and the eventual granting of the kingdom to Rhoemetalces.
However, no expedition was necessary, as the kingdom remained loyal to Rome. Arrian
further notes that the Bosporans continued to fulfil their duties, with a detachment from the
kingdom fighting against the Alans in Cappadocia in 136 CE (Arr. Alan. 3). Additionally,
in an inscription dated to 133 CE, Rhoemetalces honors Hadrian, calling him his ktistes
(CIRB 47).

These brief mentions may indicate temporary tension associated with the power
transition and suggest that Rhoemetalces came from a different branch of the Tiberii Iulii
family. Seeking new forms and mediums for self-presentation, the new ruler might have
expanded the use of the royal tamga beyond jewelry, coins, and belt buckles to stone stelae
resembling inscriptions, which played a significant role in the public space of the kingdom
at the time.

A connection may exist between the occurrence of royal tamga signs between the
realms of Rhoemetalces and Ininthimaeus (131-238 CE) and the epigraphic curve of the
Bosporan Kingdom.?” To highlight the integration of royal signs into the Bosporan epi-
graphic habit, one must consider two aspects. First, epitaphs were the predominant
category of inscriptions during the Tiberii Iulii dynasty. Although the funerary inscriptions
were mostly dated through palaeography; it is rather certain that their surprising popularity
surged in the second half of the 1st century CE. The number of epitaphs remained high
in subsequent decades (see Figure 14).”> Predominantly originating from Panticapaeum,
these inscriptions were typically laconic but almost always featured accompanying reliefs
depicting the kingdom’s inhabitants. Many of them portray riders and local warriors,
which, among other things, led Kreuz (2012, see Footnote 5) to recognize the inscriptions
as a local Bosporan phenomenon. Over time, the trend of erecting inscriptions reached
the Asiatic part of the kingdom, where, from the early 2nd century CE, alongside frequent
epitaphs, lists of names (mostly of thiasoi) and building inscriptions began to predominate
(see Figure 15).

Thus, the introduction of the first royal signs on stone slabs coincided with the peak
popularity of inscriptions in the Bosporan Kingdom. With the potential of this communi-
cation form being recognized, a stone stela with a royal tamga served as a clear message
for both “epigraphically literate” Bosporans and the surrounding Sarmatians who were
familiar with the symbols. As stated earlier, most of the stone slabs had a building character,
matching the trend in the Asiatic part of the kingdom, and included uninscribed slabs,
which were also thought to refer to typical stone inscriptions in form. Therefore, in my
opinion, royal tamgas appear on stone slabs (both epigraphic and uninscribed) associated
with building activities and military victories because these were the areas that provided
the ruler with the greatest prestige.

By employing royal signs on stone stelae, rulers addressed a broader group than the
Bosporan audience. Specific measures can be identified that were taken to enhance the
epigraphic mode of stone slabs and consequently make them resemble the commonly
occurring inscribed stelae (almost exclusively in Greek). First, the shape, size, and material
of the slabs matched those of standard inscriptions. Most of them were carved, with three
exceptions of the relief form (Figures 8, 11 and 12). Second, certain slabs were adorned
with decorative elements found in traditional inscriptions. For example, the tamga sign
of Rhoemetalces from Tanais was framed to highlight its epigraphic character (Figure 8),
and the slab with Eupator’s sign from Panticapaeum has decorative rosettes above it
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(Figure 9). Finally, it is worth noting that the uninscribed stelae were probably painted,
as was commonly the case with inscriptions. According to the description of the lost slab
with King Eupator’s tamga found in Krasnaya Batereya, remnants of red paint could be
seen in the recesses of the carved sign (Solomonik 1959, p. 54). Thus, the abovementioned
examples, which involve the enhancement of the epigraphic modality of these uninscribed
stone slabs, validate Shkorpil’s suggestion that the sign may serve a substitute function to
the text.

Bosporan Kingdom (50 years)
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Figure 14. Chart presenting epigraphic curve in the Bosporan Kingdom (1432 texts). Author: M.
Halamus.

Inscriptions from the Asiatic Bosporos by half—century

120

100

20

& S & & & & & & & & & &S S S S S
T\ %,\® S IS P LD P L. .S
S 5 S S D RO W 2D A P P O W PSS @O
")‘OVV”’)%’LW\%U@\’xg\,%\,Q\,%’» RN I A
TSI FFTSE ‘° SRR

W Decrees M TituliHonorarii W Epitaphs Dedications ® Other

Figure 15. Chart presenting epigraphic curve in the Asiatic part of the Bosporan Kingdom (444 texts).
Author: M. Halamus.
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One can view the inclusion of royal signs within the epigraphic culture of the Bosporan
Kingdom through the lens of enduring traditions. The reason for doing so is that the signs
illuminate the shaping processes of self-presentation and thus a form of consciousness
among local ruling elites. A notable example is King Ininthimaeus (234/5-238 CE) whose
tamga appears alongside three inscriptions (CIRB 1249; 1250; 1251). It is immediately strik-
ing that his royal sign is distinctly different from the royal tamgas that preceded it, lacking
the lower part, characteristic of the Tiberii Iulii, the “inverted trident.” Meanwhile, his title
found in the texts of the inscriptions is a typical combination of pro-Roman elements that
the rulers of the kingdom had employed for over two centuries (3 ccotAebovTog BaotAéwg
TiBepiov TovAiov TvivOipaiov @rokaioapog kol @Aopwuxiov, evoeRolg).

Despite persisting into the 3rd century CE, the importance of Roman propaganda likely
evolved for both parties. Tracing the political landscape of the Bosporan Kingdom during
the Third Century Crisis proves exceptionally challenging. Anokhin (1999) identifies King
Ininthimeus as the last of the Tiberii Iulii lineage. Highlighting the king’s official titulature,
Anokhin (1999, pp. 162-64) suggests that Ininthimeus originated from the dynasty’s
Sarmatian branch. Yatsenko (2001, pp. 55-56), who places greater emphasis on the tamga,
theorizes that Ininthimeus could have been a Sarmatian chieftain, which corresponds
with Dracuk’s (1975, pp. 63-65) view. The tamga, appearing as a single curved line and
thus diverging from the Tiberii Iulii tradition, is evident on the coins of later monarchs
such as Thothorses (285/6-308/9 CE). Intriguingly, a rare later inscription referencing
King Teiranus (275-279 CE) continues to display the traditional pro-Roman titulature
(Baorevovtog Baciréws TiRepiov TovAiov Tetpdvov @LAokxioxpog kKol @LAOpwWLKiOD,
evoefoig) (CIRB 36).

The account of Zosimus corroborates the altered political dynamics within the mid-3rd
century CE Bosporan Kingdom. He records the extinction of the royal lineage, leav-
ing governance to “worthless individuals” incapable of thwarting barbarian incursions
(Zos. 1.31-3). It is likely that Ininthimeus represented the first Bosporan sovereign outside
the Tiberii Iulii dynasty and merely adopted their official pro-Roman titles. In his analysis of
coinage distribution within the Bosporan Kingdom, Bjerg (2013, pp. 211-12) rightly notes
that, during Ininthimeus’ era, the pro-Roman titulature, prefixed with “Tiberius Iulius” to
the king’s name, became an essential aspect of royal depiction. Moreover, to ensure control
over cities and ports, any chieftain aspiring to the Bosporan throne had to align with the
longstanding tradition of self-representation. Ininthimaeus, similar to his predecessors,
used his Sarmatian sign while adopting the titulature of previous rulers, demonstrating
how, throughout the centuries, the pro-Roman titulature intertwined with the function of a
Bosporan ruler.

6. Conclusions

The so-called royal tamga signs from the Bosporan Kingdom and their use alongside
Greek inscriptions serve as intriguing examples of cultural interaction and a local trend
within a “global” epigraphic habit. Moreover, the application of these signs as inscriptions
effectively substituting a Greek text is also a noteworthy case of local specificity. This
phenomenon exemplifies an element belonging to the culture of Eurasian nomads, thus not
part of the Greco-Roman epigraphic tradition, penetrating the Mediterranean epigraphic
culture. These slabs cannot be considered “full-fledged” inscriptions since the “royal
tamga” is not any kind of textual script (non-epigraphic slabs were not included in the
charts presenting the curve). However, I believe they should be treated as an element of
the Bosporan epigraphic habit. Several factors support this view, such as the appearance
of the slabs during the peak period of Greek inscription production by the Bosporan
Kingdom's society and their form. Also relevant are the elements of the epigraphic mode
that were applied.

Inscriptions and uninscribed stone slabs with royal signs constitute a relatively small
group of public objects that the narrow elite of the kingdom or the ruler himself dis-
played. They should be considered an element and an essential complement to the local
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epigraphic habit, dominated by hundreds of private inscriptions—mostly epitaphs with
accompanying reliefs. Additionally, the royal tamgas were another of several elements that
composed the official image of the rulers from the Tiberii Iulii dynasty. This image took
shape over centuries, absorbing Pontic/Iranian (Mithridatic), Thracian, Greco-Roman, and
Sarmatian elements.”

As Gygax and Bodel noted, in a society where only a minority could read, the mere
presence of an inscribed stela, along with its iconographic message in public space, consti-
tuted an important element of official communication.”> Undoubtedly, the use of the royal
sign as an identifier and a text equivalent increased the “reach” of the message that the
stone was meant to convey, whether it spoke of building activity or achieved victories. The
royal tamga, appearing alongside the text alone or with wreaths and the figure of Victoria,
constituted a clear and recognizable signal for the Bosporan population that was familiar
with the epigraphic culture and for Sarmatian nomads.
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Notes

10

(Malkin 2001, pp. 1-28; Gruen 2011, pp. 251-76; 2020, pp. 1-41; Versluys 2015, pp. 144-67).

For a detailed description of the changes in methodological approaches to the history of the Northern Black Sea area in antiquity,
see Porucznik (2021, pp. 3-64).

For a general discussion, see Hall (1997, pp. 111-42) and Jones (1997, pp. 106-27). For the Black Sea area, see Petersen (2010),
Stolba (2011), and Porucznik (2021, pp. 91-95).

In his work, Kreuz (2012) presents more than 1200 epitaphs with reliefs from the Bosporan Kingdom. Certain features are only a
relief, as the text has not survived.

Among nearly 1600 inscriptions carved in stone and metal from the Bosporan Kingdom, there are only three Latin or Greek-Latin
texts and one Greek-Hebrew bilingual (Nawotka et al. 2020, Table 11.1, p. 217). For more on the quantitative aspects of the
Bosporan habit, see Halamus (2020, pp. 107-13).

For a detailed description of the history of research on the epigraphic habit in the Greco-Roman world, see Nawotka (2020,
pp. 1-30) and Bodel (2023, pp. 1-8).

See Nawotka (2020). For the Black Sea area, see Porucznik (2020) and Halamus (2020).

An example is evident in the complete disappearance of Phoenician inscriptions or the small number of non-Greek inscriptions in
heavily Hellenized Alexandria. See Gtogowski (2020, pp. 166-75) and Wojciechowska (2020, pp. 187-88).

Porucznik (2021, pp. 99-104); Braund (2008, p. 363); Stolba (1996); Herman (1990, pp. 357-60).

CIRB 736; 746; 1225. Additionally, see two examples of reliefs from Tanais and Phanagoria: Bottger et al. (2002, p. 61) and
Kuznetsov (2008, p. 15). Poczatek formularza.
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B There is a rich literature dedicated to tamgas, predominantly in Russian. See the monographs, primarily Yatsenko (2001), Dracuk

(1975), Janichen (1956) (in German), and Solomonik (1959). Additionally, see, for example, among the numerous articles, Kozlenko
(2018), Treister (2011), Olkhovsky (2001), Boardman (1998) (in English); Nickel (1973) (in English).

120 Treister (2021, p. 86); Olbrycht (2004, p. 336).

13 (Rostovtzeff 1922, pp. 97-98; Sulimirski 1979, pp. 80-86; Vinogradov 2003, pp. 217-23; Olbrycht 2004, pp. 323-32; Mordvintseva
2013, pp. 212-13; 2015, pp. 121-31; 2017, p. 279).

14 Examples of inscriptions with signs placed without a clear connection to an object from the Bosporan Kingdom are, for example,
the following epitaphs: CIRB-album 424, 529, 565, and 838.

15 Many scholars have debated whether the coins with the tamga of Dynamis were minted by her. The sign could also be a
monogram composed of the letters A, Y, M. However, it should be noted that this sign is found in the company of other tamgas.
See Bjerg (2013, pp. 179-80), Frolova and Ireland (2002, pp. 6-7), Yatsenko (2001, p. 30), Parfenov (1996, p. 98), Nawotka (1989,
pp- 328-29), Frolova (1978, p. 51), Rostovtzeff (1919, pp. 101-3).

16 This period is described in the monograph by Saprykin (2002). However, in his papers, Cogkun (2019a, 2019b) presents several
alternative and interesting ideas regarding the chronology of events in this period.

17

The first attested Bosporan ruler with Tiberius Iulius as a praenomen and nomen gentilicium is Aspurgus’ son, Cotys I (45/6-67/8 CE).
It is clear, however, that he could not have received this honour, as Tiberius died in 37 CE. Therefore, it must have been his father,
who ruled until 37/8 CE. See CIRB 69.

18 Examples of royal tamga with inscription are as follows: CIRB 1053 (Figure 3), CIRB 1241 (Figure 4), CIRB 1248 (Figure 5), CIRB
1249 (Figure 6), CIRB 1250 (Figure 7), and CIRB 1251. Additionally, the lost CIRB 1237 = Solomonik (1959, Figure 12, p. 59), might
have been another case. Uninscribed stelae with royal tamga are as follows: Bottger et al. (2002) (Figure 8), CIRB 738 (Figure 9),
Kuznetsov (2008) (Figure 10), Solomonik (1959, Figure 3, p. 51) (Figure 11), and Solomonik (1959, Figure 4, p. 52) (Figure 12).
Also, there is now one plate in Kerch (Solomonik 1959, Figure 5, p. 53) and one lost plate from Krasnaya Batereya (Solomonik
1959, Figure 6, p. 54).

9 A similar pair of tamgas also appears on several bronze buckles. See Treister (2011) and Solomonik (1959, Figures 84 and 85,
p. 134).

20 “Nike on the prow” was present on several of King Asander’s coins and was linked with his supposed naval victories. See
Saprykin (2002, pp. 73-75) and Gajdukevi¢ (1971, p. 326).

21 For the Bosporan thiasoi and list of names within the Bosporan epigraphic habit, see Halamus (2020, pp. 110-11), Harland (2014,
pp. 14-39), and Zavoikina (2013).

2 The onset and further development of epigraphic activity in the Bosporan Kingdom have been detailed in another publication.
See Halamus (2020).

23 Both charts presenting the epigraphic curves (Figures 14 and 15) are enhanced versions of those published in Halamus (2020), as
they incorporate newly found texts.

x To read more about how the Bosporan rulers shaped their Greek image over the centuries, see Dana (2021).

% Bodel (2023, p. 6); Domingo Gygax (2016, pp. 221-22). Additionally, both scholars indicate that the reach of a given inscription
was extended through its public reading aloud.
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