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Polis barbaron in the Black Sea area in archaic and classical periods

Guram Kvirkvelia

While describing the eastern Black Sea shores Pseudo-Scylax mentions "a
big barbarian town, from where Medea was" in the Phasis valley, within 180
stadia from its mouth (Ps.-Scyl., 81). Such an barbarian urbanistic formation does
not occur elsewhere in the Black Sea area in this periplus. Moreover, barbarian
towns are rarely mentioned by pre-Hellenistic Greek authors.

Xenophon's "Anabasis” is the most informative source about urbanistic
formations of the Black Sea area. Mentioning settlement met on his way from the
hinterland of Asia, being in the environs of Trapezus, in the milieu of the tribes
neighbouring to the Colchians, which were perhaps in genetical kinship with
these last, Xenophon distinguishes several types of the settlements.! Komze is used
most frequently, though the author uses some other definitions, as follows: polis,
polisma, and chorion. Thus, the town of the Drylai (V,2,27), and that of the
Mossynikoi, containing an acropolis and defensive system (V,4,15), are classified
as poleis. In some cases the names of the towns are given as well. For instance,
Gymnias - the capital of the Scythinoi (V,7,18), Mectropolis ~ the capital of the
Mossynikoi (V,4,15). The former is defined as méig oixovuévn xoi peydAn xal
eddaippwv (densely settled, big, and rich), being a residence of the ruler of the
country.

Polisma occurs among the Chalyboi (V,7,17). It seems to be a fortified
settlement. Chorion could be defined as a settlement of the same type, though in
V431 a polis and a chorion are used synonymously. Choria could exist
independently (V 4,31; V 5,2), but sometimes they are included in the complicated
defensive systems (V,5,23). One of the choria in the land of the Dryli represented
their capital at the same time (V,1, 3-7). Simultaneously in the country of Taochi

' Maukeaamse T. K. AnaGasuc Kcenodoura. T6. 1967, ¢. 53-54 (1a rpy3. 13.); Mukcnanse T. K. K uctopun
MectHoro Hacesnenua lOro-Boctoumoro [Ipudepiomopbs, MecTHble 3THO-MOJIMTHYECKHE OOBLEAHHEHHSA
[Mpuucpuomopea B VII-IV BB. 10 n.3. Marepuanst 1V BcecoosHoro cumnosmyma no JpeBHeid UCTOpUM
ITpuucpriomopsa. LixantyGo-Banu 1985. TGunucu, 1988, c. 197-198.
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34 Guram Kvirkvelia

there was a chorion that is not classified as a town by Xenophon and was devoid
of dwelling houses (IV,7,2), i.e. it represents a temporary shelter.

Noteworthy is the evidence of Urartian sources, namely reports about
campaigns organized by Sarduri Il in 750-748 and 744-742 BC.* Towns of Qulikha
are mentioned there, as well as a royal town of Ildamusa and castles of various
governors. In this case a differentiated classification is observable, which
correlates with the data preserved in "Anabasis".

Juxtaposition of data given by both Urartian sources and Xenophon allows
us to reconstruct a definite hierarchy of settlements: simple village type
settlements (xwun) — defended sites (néhopa, ywpiov) — towns (ndAg) — capitals
(untedmoAts) or "royal towns”.

As for other regions of the Black Sea area, Herodotus mentions the polis
Gelon in the country of the Budinoi (Hdt., IV, 109).

Thus, for the topic of our paper of great importance is the fact that a part of
settlements arisen in the indigenous milieu was interpreted as polei in the
urbanistic sense. What conclusions could be drawn out of the archaeological
materials? The regions of the south-east Black Sea area visited by Xenophont are
archaeologically unknown. That's why we are not aware of the type of
settlements defined as polis.

We have much more information about Colchis. At the same time, dealing
with the evidence given by Pseudo-Skylax, it should be noted that in spite of the
importance of mentioning by him of a local big town together with the Hellenic
towns in Colchis, he gives, regrettably, no hint neither on the structure, nor the
external appearance of this polis. The localization of the town is disputable either.

As a rule, téiig peyddn BdpBapov of Pseudo-Scylax is identified with Kutaisi
or Kutaia (Kuteuig, Kutaia) of later authors,’ and the distance given by him (80
stadia from the mouth, i.e. 35 km) is thought to be an error of the copyist.’ In the
vicinity of modern Kutaisi a series of settlements has been surveyed dated to the

2 Mesmxkuwsuwsm I, A, Ypaptekue kannonucnbic Haamien, Mocksa, 1960, c. 278-282.

MMoap. cm. Jlopakunannase O. /1. K soupocy o nepsom ynomunanui r. KyTanci B NHCBMCHIILIX
HCTOYHMKaX, MecTibie ITHO-TomTHYeCKHE oObeantchus [Tpuuepriomopoa 8 VII-IV BB. 10 1.0, Mateptans
1V Bceecotosnoro cumiosdyma 1o apesiicid ncropuun [puucpromopss. LixairyGo-Banu 1985, Tonmicn,
1988, ¢. 150-171; M. Huaase, U3 nctopun Toprossix Banmoortiowenuii apesucii Koaxuanl, Kagkascko-
OSIMIKHEBOCTOUHBII cOOpHuK, 1, TO1amcH, ¢. 93.

* T. C. Kayxunwssau, Ceeachus rpeueckux nucarencii o Ipysuu, 1. Téunuck, 1967, c. 36 (11a rpys3. 13.).
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Polis barbaron in the Black Sea area... 35

8"-5" centuries BC (Banoja, Chognari, Parnali, Godogani, etc.).” Regrettably these
settlements have not been yet fully excavated. On the territory of Kutaisi proper
archaeological excavations revealed traces of the 8"-5% century-settlement, as well
as remains of metallurgical workshop.’ But the available archaeological materials
revealed on the territory of Kutisi do not allow us to suppose the existence of a big
economic and political centre there, and this picture differs widely from the
evidence of Greek sources of the Hellenistic times’ (noteworthy is the fact that the
Hellenistic period is presented here in a very small scale). This contradiction
would be, possibly, solved in future by archaelogical study. Actually, none of the
settlements known to us could be defined as wéAw peydin BépBopov.

There exist several other opinions about the location of this town. Namely,
M. Inadze, mainly tending to the above mentioned point of view about the
identification with Kutaia, does not rule out that Pseudo-Scylax had ment some
other urbanistic centre, located on the Rioni bank, not far from the sea shores.®

According to another point of view, this big barbarian town was located in
the interfluve of the Pichori and Rioni, at the site of Namarnu, the location of
which corresponds with the distance given by Pseudo-Scylax.” This settlement
was found in 1968, though archaeological excavations were carried out there later,
in 1980-1984, 1986, and 1988. The settlement represents a system of artificial hills
surrounded by a ditch; the diameter of the central hill is 160 m; while the ditch
around it is 55-80 m wide. As for the diameter of the ditch surrounding the whole
system, it is 4-5 m wide. The central hill is surrounded by four hills of various
dimentions. Archaeological excavations revealed cultural layers dated from the
beginning of the Late Bronze Age throug'h the Early Hellenistic period. The
uppermost layer is dated from the early Christian period. In the layers of the
Classical period a significant amount of imported pottery was found (Samian

8 JNopaxunanuaze O. J1. Awruunsiii Mup u npesusas Konxuaa, TGunucu, 1966, c. 42-43 (na 1pys. a3.,

c pycck. u anra. pes.); lamkpeanase I'. A. Jlpesuue nocenenns Lentpansuoit Koaxuns, Tonaucu, 1982,
¢. 17-18 (na rpys. 13., ¢ pycck. pes.).

¢ Jlopakunannaze O. JI. Vk. cou., ¢. 42-44; Berdzenishvili D., Kvirkvelia G., Lanchava O., De
nouveaux matériels pour I'histoire ancienne de Kutaissi, Sur les traces des Argonautes. Actes du 6°
symposium de Vani (Colchide) 22-29 Septembre 1990, Paris, 1996, p. 338-339.

7 noap. cm. Jlopakunauuaze O. J1. K Bonpocy 0 niepsoM ynoMHHaHHH ...

& Muanze M. T1. T'peueckas konounsauus Boctouroro IpuuepoMopes. T6uauck, 1982, c. 21 (na rpys.
3., ¢ pycck. u ¢panu. pestome); Mnanze M. I1. [lpesnexonxnackoe obutectso. T6unucu, 1994, c. 59, cHocka
4 (Ha rpy3. 43., C pyCcCK. H aHrJ1. pes.).

® Tpuronua . O nokanusauumn "Boasiworo Konxuackoro ropona", [sernuc MeroGapu (Jpy3ss
NaMATHUKOB KynbTyphi, 33, 1973, c. 50-58.
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36 Guram Kvirkvelia

amphorae, shards of the black-glazed kylikes, scyphoi, etc.).” The excavated
dwellings represented plastered wooden constructions, characteristic of all
Colchian settlemnets of the pre-classical and Classical periods.

The planning, scale, and amount of Greek imports distinguishes this site
from a number of ordinary settlements of inner Colchis. This gives us ground to
qualify it as a redistributional centre via which Greeks had various contacts with
the Colchian world."

Namarnu is not considered to be the only site of this type in the eastern
Black Sea area. One can name the Pichori settlement (Gali District), occupying 10
ha, where the central hill is surrounded by two concentric circles consisting of
eleven artificial hills. Its central part is occupied by an artificial hill, surrounded
by eleven hills - sattelite ones - in two concentric circles. Each hill, as well as the
whole sysstem is surrounded by ditches. Archaeological excavations, carried out
since 1981, revealed 8 layers on the central hill, dating from the second half of the
3" millennium BC through the 4"-3" centuries BC."

In the opposite corner of the Colchian littoral the Namcheduri settlement is
situated. It represents a vast system of settlements covering some 100 ha,
Namcheduri proper being the centre of it. This last is located on the right bank of
the river of Ochkhamuri. The artificial hill was surrounded by a ditch and
palisade from the inner side of the ditch. In several sections of the palisade
rectangular towers were built in. The settlement functioned from the mid-2"
millennium through the 2™ century AD." It is thought that in the 7"-6" centuries
BC the Namcheduri settlement represented an acropolis of the vast settlement."

One can name a whole series of other settlements. One of them, namely,
the Qulevi settlement will be discussed later at this symsposium.

Y Tanyawsuan P., lManyausuas H. PannexpucTiHauckue namMaTHHKM Ha xosnmax Hamaphy, I'vpus, 111,

¢. 107-118 (11a rpy3. 3., C pyccK. M aurn. pes.).

" Kuvirkvelia G., Greek trade with indigenous societies of the northern and castern Black Sca
areas, Trade on the Black Sea in the Archaic and Classical periods: historical perspective of the Silk
Road. The 9* International Symposium on the ancient history and archaeology of the Black Sea
arca, 20-23 September 1999, Vani. Tbilisi, 1999, p. 55-56.

2 Bapamunze M. B. TIluuopckoc nocencuue, Tpusepiomopbe B VII-V BB, g0 H.3. Matcpuanst V
MexaynapoaHoro cnmnozuyma no japesteii ucropuu Ipuucpromopss, Bain-1987. Toumicu, 1990, c. 234-
239; Baramidze M. V., Djibladze L. V., Le site de Picori: chronologie et périodisation, Sur les traces
des Argonautes. Actes du 6° symposium de Vani (Colchide) 22-29 Septembre 1990, Paris, 1996,
p- 241-245.

¥ Muxkenamze T. K., Xaxyranwsusn J[. A. Jipesne-Konxiickoe nocencuune Hamucaypu, Towiucu, 1985.
Tamxke, ¢. 9; Jlopakunaunaze O. JI. Y uctokos apesHerpy3nHHckod unsuansaumu. TOuaucn, 2002, ¢. 137
(na rpy3. 13.).

14
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In a word, in the pre-colonial times a series of settlements arose in both
coastal and inner parts of Colchis, differing from others by their topography. This
could indicate a certain social and political differentiation of the local society, and
a kind of leadership of definite clans (O.Lordkipanidze)."”

The more eloquent is the picture for the classical period.

In the 6™-4" centuries BC Colchis reaches the peak of the development.
Good examples are represented by finds from Vani and Sairkhe. On the grounds
of these data problems of existence of the state and socially stratified society could
be successfully solved (O. Lordkipanidze). On the grounds of evidence preserved
in Strabo's "Geography" (XI,28), the definite administrative division of the
country is supposed.'®

The most eloquent is the situation archaeologically attested in the Vani
region."”

Besides Vani proper, settlements of the 8"-7" centuries are revealed in the
neigbouring villages of Dablagomi, Sulori, Mtisdziri, and Shuamta. All these
sites give one and the same picture: clay plastered wooden structures, typically
Colchian pottery shapes, and metal artefacts. Mainly the same traditions are
observed in the 6™-4™ centuries BC. On several settlements traces of iron pro-
duction are found. In Mtisdziri there were found remains of a wooden fortified
construction, dating from the end of the 5™-first half of the 4" century BC. It is
supposed, that this site served to control the communications leading to Vani.'®

Of great interest are aristocratic graves, excavated in Dablagomi and
Mtisdziri, differing from the Vani ones. On the background of the existed
redistributional system with the centre in Vani (principally observed on the
grounds of Greek imports), one can speak about the hierarchy of settlements and,
consequently, the hierarchy among the regional aristocracy.

Archaeological situation in Sairkhe seems to be the same. Here, as in Vani,
there were found graves of the representatives of local power, containing rich
inventory among which Greek imports are preserved.”” It is noteworthy, that

15 Jlopakunauuase O. J1. Vk. cou., ¢. 137.

¢ Jlopakunawumse O. . Jlpesnss Konxupa (Mud un apxeonorus), Towumucu, 1979, c¢. 56-59;
Jlopakunanuase O. J1. Y ucTokoB apesHerpy3vuHckoi unsunusaitud, 159-160; cp. Muaaze M. I1. K sonpocy
o ckentyxuax Konxuackoro uapcrea, Coobwenus AH I'pysun, XXV, 6, 1961, ¢. 783-789.

7" Toap. cm. Kvirkvelia G. La région de Vani aux VIII™-V*™ sjecles. — Le Pont-Euxin vu par les
Grecs. Sources écrites et archéologie. Paris, 1990. p. 253-256.

' Tawkpeanase I'. A. Jlpesuue nocenenns Llenrpansuoit Kosixuasl. T6unucy, 1982, c. 132-133 (na rpys.
3., C PyCCK. M aHr. pe3.).

¥ Hanupanie Jlx. Caupxc. Ipesneitnii ropoa I'py3uun. Toumucu, 1990 (na rpys. s3.).
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38 Guram Kvirkvelia

parallels with the Vani region are observed in the hierarchy of graves belonging
to the local elite. In the village of Itkhvisi there were discovered graves of the
representatives of aristocracy of the lower level.”

Thus, archaeological materials obtained in Colchis confirm the data preserved in
Greek literary sources (namely, in Xenophon, and Pseudo-Scylax) on the exis-
tence of some towns on its territory, and even definite hierarchy among them.

Of interest is archaeological evidence obtained in the northern Black
Sea area.

Archaeological sites of pre-Greek (pre-Scythian) period on the territory of
the forestal steppe zone of the Dnieper and Bug interfluve are represented by
open-type settlements, fortified settlements and burials (the last stage of the so-
called Chernoles culture and transitional Zhabotine stage).”' The settlements are
not of big scale. As a rule, they are located on the naturally defended places. The
nucleus of such settlements is composed of forfified sites with the diameter of 40-
100 m, surrounded by ditches, ramparts, and wooden walls. Chernoles settlement
is the most impressive one with the diameter of 1,5 km, surrounded by triple
lines of fortification,”” as well as the Subotovo settlement, on which tracess of
bronze production were revealed.”

From the 7" century BC onwards the situation drastically changed in the
region under discussion. In the Tyasmin and Ros basins, as well as in the
interfluve of the Ros and Irpen a series of settlements had appeared by the 6"
century BC. Usually their dimentions are limited to 6-20 ha. Though in the
valleys of each great river a settlement arose, oversizing the rest of the
settlements and characterized by a complicated planning.** This is the Matronino
settlement in the Tyasmin basin (occupying 200 ha), and the Trakhtemirov
settlement in the Ros basin (occupying 500 ha). In the Bug basin the Nemirov
settlement is distingushed, occupying 110 ha. The most impressive is the

2 Taromnase 10. Mrxsucckoe norpeGenne, Bectnnk ocynapeteentoro Mysea Ipysun, XXV-B, 1968,
. 31-46 (na rpys. 23.).

2 Mansnuckas B. A. Panneckudekue Kypranst 6acceiina p. Tacmun (VII-VI 88. a0 1..), Kucs, 1975, ¢. 56-
72; Tepenoxkun A. M. Knmmepuiinet, Kues, 1977, ¢. 204-205.

Z Memokosa A. . Kynbtypsl npeackudckoro nepuoaa B necocternioii soue. Apxeonorus CCCP, Cren
esponeiickoit yactit CCCP B ckudo-capmaickoe speMa. Mocksa, 1989, c. 24.

% TMasnenko 10. B. Panieknacosoii oGuiectso. 1'enesnce u nyti passutis, Kues, 1989, ¢. 219.

* Tletpenko B. I, IMpasoGepeswe Cpeanero Tpuancnposss B V-I1I 88. o 1.3, CAHU, suin. Bl-4, Mocksa,
1967, c. 9cn.; Ilerpenko B. T'. Jlokanbubie rpynnst ckudoodpasHoit kyinsTypsl B Jlecoctenn Boctounoii
Esponel. Apxeonorus CCCP, Ctenu espongiickoii uact CCCP B ckndo-capmarckoe Bpems. Mocksa, 1989,
c. 68-69.
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seettlement found on the right bank of the Dneiper, in the Vorskla basin. This is
the famous Belsk settlement, which covers the vast territory (4020 ha). The hight
of the ramparts reaches at places 7,5-9 m, while the depth of the ditches is 5,5m.
This very strong defended complex consists of three separate sites and nine
residential districts. The remains of a huge production is revealed. It is thought
that the population of the settlement reached 40-50 000. It is defined as a political,
economical and cult centre of the left Dnieper reaches. Some scholars identify this
settlement with Gelon mentioned by Herodotos.”

In the planning of some above mentioned settlements an acropolis is
distinguished. The defensive system consists of ramparts, ditches and additional
wooden constructions. On the large settlements special cult constructions had
been revealed (Matronino, Pastyrskoe, Trakhtemirovo, Belsk). Around these
very centres the most rich graves belonging to aristocracy were situated. Among
the grave goods there were found Greek items.

In the steppe zone of the Black Sea area, namely, in the lower reaches of the
Dnieper, by the end of the 5" century BC the first well-defended Scythian
settlement arose. It is thought unanimously that this settlement soon developed
into the production, trade and political centre of Scythia.** The Kamenskoe
settlement occupies 12 sq. km. From the steppe side the settlement was defended
by ramparts and ditches. In its south-eastern part the citadel was situated
covering ca. 30 ha. The most characteristic feature of the settlement are remains of
metallurgical production, connected with almost all excavated buildings.

By the beginning of the 5" century another scythian settlement arose in the
Don delta. This is the Elizavetovskoe settlement occupying ca. 55 ha. It is defen-
ded with a strong system of ditches and ramparts. More than 20 constructions
have been found on the territory of the settlement, represented by dugouts and
semi-dugouts.”’ It is supposed that this settlement had several functions simul-
taneously. It was: a) a large centre of wholesale in the Don delta; b) the central
settlement of the Don basin and north-eastern Azov sea area; ¢) an administrative

3 lIpamko B. A. Bensckoe ropouitie ckudckoit anoxu (ropon l'enonr). Kues, 1983.
% I'pakos b. H. Kamenckoe ropoauuie na Huxnem Juenpe, MHMA, 36, 1954,

7 Bpawmnnckuii M. B., Mapuenko K. K. Ctpoutensnbie komnnekcs Enusasetonckoro ropoauiua na Jlouy,
CA, 2, 1978, c. 204-220; Bpawnncknit K. B., Mapuenko K. K. EauzaBetoBckoe ropoauiie Ha Jony —
nocencHue ropoackoro tia, CA, 1, 1980, c. 211-218.
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centre of the same region, a seasonal, and maybe even constant residence of tribal
upper society; €) a shelter in the case of war. **

Summarizing the above said, we come to the conclusion that one part of
settlements existing in the indigenous milieu of the Black sea area, was perceived
by the Greeks as poleis. Of course no features of political and social organization
characteristic of pure Greek society, rather some features and peculiarities
expressed in their function as political and economic centres were meant. This is
well illustrated by archaeological data.

# Memokosa A. H. Ckndckne namarunku crenu Cesepuoro IpuueproMopuba. Apxeonorus CCCP, Crenu
esponeiickoii yacth CCCP s ckndo-capmarcxoe spems. Mocksa, 1989, ¢.61.
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