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Introduction

Tauric Chersonesos is one of the prominent Ancient Greek centres on the north coast of the 
Black Sea (Map 1). It is situated near Sevastopol, a city in the Crimea, Ukraine, which was 
a closed military territory during the Soviet Union period and is closed for international 
research now, after it was occupied in 2014. During a short period when it was open, I 
succeeded in visiting it and fell in love with it at once. Labyrinths of half-ruined walls and 
long streets, columns and slabs looking down to the sea from high precipices – this landscape 
is somewhere that calls you back time and time again, and to think of eternity. Indeed, I did 
return several times during the course of my research, as I believed there was some deeper 
reason for me to be there – as I can see now only too well, when this city is distant and closed 
for me again.

Founded by the Herakleians, with a small group of the Delians, Chersonesos was the only 
Dorian city in the region. This fact is reflected in many events and phenomena of its history 
and culture; it concerns especially its religion, related to all aspects of the private and public 
lives of the population. 

A thorough study of the religious outlook of its inhabitants allows us to understand the 
circumstances of the series of historic events, both in the polis itself and the Black Sea north 
region in general. Founded on a peninsula (‘chersonesos’ in Greek) settled by the local tribes 
of Tauri (‘Tauric’ was the name both of the city, and of the peninsula for many years, until the 
latter obtained its ‘Crimean’ label in the 16th century), it came through many challenges and 
trials in its history. A significant role in these events was played by the ‘barbarians’ – Tauri and 
Scythians – who settled near or far from the city and its chora. 

From the moment of its foundation, Chersonesos showed all the features of an autonomous, 
democratic polis. It experienced its apogee in the second half of the 4th and in the 3rd century 
BC (Map 2), occupying vast territories over the Herakleian Peninsula in the north-west of the 
Crimea, including Kerkinitis, Kalos Limen, and other centres. An increase in the military threat 
from the barbarians led to contemporary economic and social crises in the polis; in the 2nd 
century BC there were land losses in the north-west of the peninsula and a resort to assistance 
from the Pontic Kingdom. Chersonesos was a dependant of the Bosporan Kingdom until the 
end of the 70s BC, when it obtained the rights of eleutheria only after the unsuccessful Roman 
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campaigns of Pharnakes II. Then, the city became one of the Roman Empire’s strongholds. 
The Roman garrison, formed of Moesian forces, was located here from the middle of the 2nd 
to the third quarter of the 3rd century. This fact allowed Chersonesos to improve its political 
and economic position, ultimately becoming a centre for the spreading of Roman politics and 
religion across the Tauric Peninsula. 

Depending on their different historic developments, each polis obtained its own peculiar 
ideological situation which influenced not only public religious life, but also the religious 
outlook of each separate family or individual. The comprehensive study of the peculiarities of 
the cults of the gods of the Chersonesan polis will reveal the religious life of this Ancient Greek 
centre at various stages in its development. 

Religion, with its many related traditions and customs, was the basis of the cultural life of 
ancient populations. Therefore, the worship of the gods within the pantheon of the polis 
was a determinant for the community’s consolidation, while the beliefs surrounding these 
deities were significant for the reasoning of real events of civil life. Ideology reflected the 
peculiarities of the political, economic, and cultural development of the population. Religious 
beliefs and related religious rituals were an integral part of a person’s life in antiquity. The 
civic community worshipped a significant number of gods and heroes. Additionally, it was 

Map 1: Black Sea region in Ancient times.
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Map 2: City plan of Chersonesos (after A.I. Romanchuk).
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allowed to conduct the cults of other gods in families or religious unions. A polis religion 
of Chersonesos, i.e. an ideology and common cultic activities accepted by the citizens and 
their family members, differed from polis religions of other Ancient Greek centres in certain 
peculiarities. It was the same at its core: a belief in the strengths of many gods, vested with 
certain functions, and activities directed towards the worship of these deities. Fixed rituals 
were performed to solicit the favours of the gods, some of whom were believed to be more 
supportive, or even to be patrons of the polis.

Our sources for the study of polis cults are several, including written, epigraphic, images 
of gods and their attributions on coins, in sculpture and reliefs, as well as the architectural 
details of temples and archaeological remains. Other cultic findings, especially those coming 
from dwellings, are regarded in this present study as evidence for family cults. Cultic objects 
from burials reflect the beliefs and notions of the deceased’s family about the afterlife. Some 
of them testify to beliefs related to mystery cults – with their secret rituals, and hopes for a 
better afterlife than the uninitiated.

After more than 100 years of study of the cultic monuments from Chersonesos, significant 
steps in the description of its religion have been made. However, the issues of polis cults 
at the initial stage of the functioning of the city, those cults performed in families and in 
religious unions, as well as everyday religious activities, remain understudied. Today, there 
is a need to develop such an approach in the identification and study of traces of religious 
life in Chersonesos that looks at typical and peculiar features in the religious beliefs of its 
population within the dynamics of its development as a part of Ancient Greek world.  

Due to the traditional Soviet period historiography, almost all the peculiarities in religion 
were perceived as a result of barbarian influence. The root of such an approach was to be 
found in the preference of ‘local’ to ‘foreign’, which was to be expected from scholars of that 
period. In this present study, the peculiarities of the religion in Tauric Chersonesos will be 
viewed in the context of the development of Ancient Greek religion, and possible reasons for 
their origins will be determined. Traditionally, religion in Chersonesos was studied by looking 
at the cults of individual gods, Here, for the first time, an attempt is made to describe pre-
Christian religion in the city in a more thematic way, including polis ideology and the beliefs 
of the inhabitants. 

Accordingly, the religion of Ancient Greek Chersonesos in this work will be studied in a social 
dimension, i.e. it is considered important to ascertain who were the adherents of each cult, 
which religious groups performed this or that ritual, and how wide was their circle. Sacral 
findings will be analysed using an approach combining archaeological, sociocultural, and 
religious studies. Such an approach will also enable us to determine the criteria of referring 
the sources to cults of polis or of family, and thus it will become possible to trace the 
tendencies of development in time of cults performed by the whole community, and to view 
the evidence for family cults by each assemblage, with the aim of obtaining information on 
house sanctuaries and the sets of gods worshipped there. It is also of interest to understand 
the reasons for conservativeness of religious life in a family based on Chersonesan evidence. 
Analysis of notions peculiar for mystery cults, and related to the hopes for a better afterlife, 
can allow the identification of those sources indicating that in certain historic periods there 
were participants in specific mysteries among the habitants, and perhaps indicate their social 
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positions. Significant attention will be paid to the data from the necropolis, offering the 
possibility of studying the variety in family religion within each period. 

This research was undertaken over many years and passed through several stages of 
development, being improved, taking in new data, involving numerous discussions and 
different approaches. Many of ideas proposed here were presented and discussed at numerous 
conferences and meetings of the Ancient Greek Archaeology Department of the Institute of 
Archaeology (the National Academy of Sciences, Ukraine). Thus, I am much obliged to my 
colleagues and advisors, especially to Prof. A.V. Buiskykh and Prof. A.S. Rusiaieva, whose 
opinions, support, and valuable advice were always important for me.

I will always owe a profound debt of gratitude to Prof. V.M. Zubar, my scientific advisor, 
starting from the period when this book was at dissertation stage, always generously sharing 
his knowledge, experience, and numerous books from his personal library and photographic 
archive. Perhaps most important of all, and something I  greatly miss since his sudden 
departure, was his belief in me and in the success of my work.

My thanks are also due to Prof. J.C. Carter (The University of Texas at Austin) and Prof. K. 
Rabadjiev (Sofia University ‘St Kliment Ohridsky’) for providing me with some necessary 
literature during my research, which helped in combining the two necessary aspects of my 
research literature, home and foreign, which, due to the Iron Curtain, existed independently 
of each other and even now are hardly available for both sides.1 Inaccessibility also relates to 
the region in which Chersonesos is situated; fortunately, the basis of this work was completed 
before the Crimea became closed off from international research.

1 The divided scholarly traditions of Ancient Black Sea studies were mentioned recently (Braund 2018: 10).
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