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BOSPORAN CAVALRY DURING THE WAR OF MITHRIDATES 111 (VIII)
WITH ROME, 45-49 A.D.!

The history of the Bosporan kingdom dur-
ing the first centuries A.D. was sated by war. In
spite of this fact, only one coherent narrative zibout
any military campaign fought by the Bosporan
army in which cavalry played an essential role
has survived from Antiquity. This is the descrip-
tion of the struggle for the throne fought between
the two brothers Mithridates III (VIII) and Kotys
in Tactitus’ Anmals (XII. 15-21). Hostilities be-
gan in A.D. 45, when Kotys, having secured the
support of the emperor Claudius, returned home
with a Roman army comprising not less than one
legion.? His rival was forced onto the Asian side
of the Cimmerian Bosporus and concluded an
alliance with Zorsines, the chief of the Siraces, a
Sarmatian tribe.

During the campaign of A.D. 45/46 the Ro-
mans ousted Mithridates from Bosporan territory.
During this period their main forces, led by the
general Didius Gallus, handed over the kingdom
to the possession of their ally. The rival king,
however, had no intention of laying down his
arms. He stirred up the Barbarian tribes in revolt
against his younger brother. Eventually Mithridates,
having banished the chief of the Dandarians, came
to rule the whole area on the eastern border of the
state. In A.D. 49 Kotys and some cohorts under
the command of Iulius Acvila launched a preemp-
tive attack on their opponent. One notes that in
the passage of Tacitus concerning the structure of

This work has been completed thanks to the financial
support of the institution “Open society. Fund of Assist-
ance” (grant No.NATO 75).

ZE S. Golulbttssowas, Severmoe Pricthermomoriee i
Rim na rubezte n.e. (The Northern Black Sea Coast and
Rome-at the Turn of the Christian Era), Moskva 1951, pp.

128 ff.; V. D. B Lawattsskiiij, @ riimskikh waiskakh rma Toa-

vricheskomn poliuestvove v [y, r.e. (Concerming Romean forces
on the Tauric peninsula in the 1% century A.D.), [in:] An-

tichnéya archeollgiy: i istoriya, Moskva 1985, p. 228; M.
B. Shchukin, Na rubezie er (On the turn of the Eras),
St.-Petersburg 1994, p. 205.

the allied army, apart from the Romans, only the
Bosporan forces, who were armed after the Ro-
man fashion, are mentioned in the narrative. Judg-
ing from appearances the allies did not pin great
hopes on their own forces in the forthcoming cam-
paign, for they had no horsemen which were ca-
pable of resisting the Siracian cavalry, either in
number or quality of armament. Successful mili-
tary action in the region of Lake Maiotis could
only be guaranteed if the support of the Aorsi,
who were hostile to the Siraces, could be en-
sured. Thus “it was agreed, that Eunones [king of
the Aorsi] would throw his cavalry upon the ene-
my, whereas the Romans will engage in the siege
of the cities” (Tac., Ann. XII. 15). The allied army
marched in the following formation: the Roman
and Bosporan military units were stationed in the
centre, whilst the Aorsi acted as the vanguard
and rearguard, always ready to take up the first
attack. Actually the same marching order is also
described some 90 years later by Arrian in his
work “Disposition against the Alans”, which con-
cerns events in A.D. 135, when this Sarmatian
tribe lauched a raid into the territory of the Roman
province of Cappadocia.® The recommendations
which the author glves can at the very least be
consldered to reflect the experience acquired by
the Bosporan arfiy In battles with their nomad
fieighbous.

According to Tacitus military action was
delayed until the allies reached the land of the
Siraces. Only then did Zorsines release his hostag-
es and recognized the authority of Rome. The
loss of the Siracian cavalry in turn forced the
capitulation of Mithridates. These events once
again emphasized the value of barbarian allied
cavalry when conducting largescale military op-
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erations on the borders of the Bosporan kingdom.
Previous rulers of the Bosporan state had under-
stood this lesson. It seems that Asandros (47-17
B.C.) had previously ceded some territory between
Gorgippia and Phanagoria to the Aspurgians.* The
Aspurgians were a tribal group belonging to the
Sarmatian Nomad world. What new element had
entered the sphere of warfare on the Bosporus
along with them?

A contemporary assemblage of cavalry arms
and equipment is depicted on the grave-stele of

Fig. 1. Gravestone of Matianes - Temryuk museum.

Matianes, son of Zaidares (Fig. 1), which was
found in the area of the mouth of the river Kuban
(ancient Hypanis).® It is a quite unique object, for
the gravestone was erected on his behalf by Queen
Dynamis “for the sake of his memory". This fact
suggests that the deceased had some special mer-
its and especially close links to the ruling house.
Most probably he was one of the chiefs of the
Aspurgians, who played an important role in the
events of the end of the 1% century B.C. It was

*Historiography of this question see: 8.J. Saprykim,
Aspuvgiiamee (Aspugians), “Sovetskaya arkheolegiya”, 2,
1985, p. 65 ff.
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during this period that Polemon, the protege of
the Roman general Marcus Agrippa, conducted a
military campaign against the Bosporan state.

Obviously the stele is not the work not of an
ordinary craftsman. The sculptor has recorded a
number of distinct ethnographic details in the dress
of the deceased. The warrior is shown clad in
high leather boots, and his horse is shown with a
crenellated mane and with a leather cover for the
tail. All these features place the equipment of the
deceased in an eastern Nomadic environment, for
they were not in common use within the territory
of Bosporan kingdom. Indeed the crenellated
mane, apart from the relief currently under exa-
fni-nation, is only observed on one other relief.®
Later on it is shown in the second century A.D.
tomb frescoes from Pantikapaion on the horses
used by the mounted opponents of the Bosporans.”
The nearest region to the Cimmerian Bosporus
where this feature can be observed is the Lower
Veolga, where it appears on the engraved figures
decorating a silver vessel coming from a tomb of
the 1% century A.D. found at the village of Kosi-
ka in the Astrakhan region.® The distribution of
earlier analogies to this feature is much wider,
stretching from Pazyryk as far as China® Horse-
fren’s high boots,'® and leather covers for the
herses® talls" are typical throughout the whole of
this area.

As far as we know the horseman shown on
the stele of Matianes stele is the earliest image of
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Fig. 2. Detail from the painting of Anphesterios’ tomb with the images of horsemen.

a cataphract in Bosporan art. The grave stele of
Athenaios is not quite as early, for it is dated to
the 1% century A.D. (Korpus bosporsiilh nadpi-
sei 332), and generally not later than the middle
of the century.’ On our relief the horseman wears
a short coat of armour with a cut at the bottom.
He holds the horse's reins in his left hand, and a
long spear in his right hand. It is raised upwards,
i.e. it is shown not in its battle position, when it
needed to be held by both hands, but in its march-
ing position, with a support, probably of basical-
ly wooden construction, attached to the horizon-
tal ledge of the saddle, which is quite precisely
shown. On the right side of the figure an unstrung
bow of “Hunnic” type together with a quiver for
the arrows is shown. Similar bows occur within
the territory of Bosporan kingdom at this time,
and likewise throughout the zone of the Asian
steppes.”® On the Bosporan frescoes and reliefs
they are always worn near to a quiver on the right
thigh.

It is interesting to note that a number of de-
tails shown in the image of the horseman from
the stele of Matianes are repeated on a fresco
from the Tamb of Anphesterios firam Pantilkapaion.
This fresco, dating to somewhere between the
end of the first century BC and the beginning of
the second century A.D., shows the departure of
ahorseman (Fig. 2). The warrior represented here,
besides a long spear, which his armour-bearer
carries behind him, is armed with a long sword.**
The fact that the shape of the sword is somewhat
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zhivopis'”...., p. 182, tabl. 51,,6.

reminiscent of a sabre is probably a due to distor-
tion on the part of the artist, who copied the fres-
co in 1877. The subject of the painting of Anphe-
sterios’s tomb and the conventions used by the
original artist are probably attributable to Sarma-
tian re-ligious concepts (travel in the next world)
and artistic traditions.*® It may well be the case,
therefore, that a representative of the Aspurgian
nobility was buried there. Probably he was not
the only noble Aspurgian who was buried in the
necropolis of Pantikapaion. It is interesting that
in the immediate vicinity of Anphesterios’s tomb
were two other burial monuments (the Tomb of
Alkimos and The 1891 Tomb) demonstrating
amazing similarity both in their architectural form
and in the style of painting. We may perhaps be
permitted to presume that this area of the Panti-
kapalon necropolis was occupled by members of
the Aspurgian nobility, who were elther included
in the structure of the ruling elite, or who per-
formed military service in the capital among the
king’s guards. The Aspurgians could furnish the
Bosporan army with units of armoured cavalry,
whereas the citizenry were only able to supply
light cavalry.

No dramatic changes can be observed in cav-
alry weapons or horse furniture as shown on fu-
nerary reliefs from Pantikapaion at the turn of the
millenium.*® As earlier a bow of “Scythian” type
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Fig. 3. Marble stele of the sons of Pantaleentes from Gergippia: 1 - general VieW: 2 - top reliek: 3 - fragment of the

bottom relief,
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with strongly recurved ears continues to be used.
Unlike bow of “Hunnic" type it is carried in a
gorytos on the left thigh, strung in the tense posi-
tion ready for shooting. On the other hand, the
occurrence of new elements of arms and equip-
ment can be noted on some monuments of this
period from cities close to the lands occupied by
the Aspurgians. The earliest find of a long sword
comes from a tomb of the first century A.D. from
the necropolis of Phanagoria."” The marble grave-
stone of Apollonios and Antipatros, sons of Pan-
taleontos (Fig. 3), from Gorgippia, dating to
around the end of the first century B.C.,"® is also
worthy of note. In the upper part of the stele there
is a relief showing a horseman with a bow of
“Scythian” type. A young warrior sits in a saddle
which has a forward saddle bow slightly bent
forward and decorated with a relief pattern. On
the bottom relief the same horseman holds the
reins of two saddled horses. The saddles, the ba-
sic elements of which could have been con-struct-
ed of wood'®, have vertical ledges with the slight-
ly convex surface of a pillow at the front and
back. The closest analogies for saddles of this
type are shown on representations of horses in
Parthian terracottas and on a relief of around the
turn of the millenium from the temple of Baal-
shamin in Sia.?® This type of saddle, with its so-
called “horns”, afforded a steady “deep” seat to
the rider and was connected with the increasing
of importance of armoured cavalry. It was impor-
tant for horsemen of this type to remain in the
saddle afier colliding with their opponent. In the
absence of stirrups the design of the saddle was
developed to perform this task. The projecting
ledges at the back of the saddle gave good stip-
port for the lower back and thighs of horseman.
A similar type of “horned” saddle was also
used by Roman cavalry somewhat later on. A
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reconstruction of a leather saddle from Valken-
burg (Holland) has shown the remarkably high
efficiency of the “horns”, which do not interfere
in the use of spear, sword or bow.? It is interest-
ing to note that the saddles which are represented
on the pedestal of a marble gravestone of the
second century A.D. from Gorgippia® (Fig. 4, 3)
corresponds practically completely with the recon-
struction mentioned above. The wooden frame-
work of stich saddles could be additionally strength-
ened with bronze plates to give the “horns” great-
er rigidity,2 The capabilities of the mounted warri-
orin cavalry combat increased dramatically. Hiecsuildl
feel confident enough in the saddle even without
stirrups.

A certain contribution to these developments
was also made within the territory of the Bospo-
ran kingdom, but at a somewhat later date. After
the second half of the first century A.D. most
Bosporan reliefs with images of horsemen dis-
play an original type of “deep” saddle with a
massive front part which finishes in rounded ledg-
es, which bend inside under the form of thigh.
They protected the bottom part of the warrior’s
trunk. The back of the saddle was furnished with
vertical ledges or a rear arch.* This rear arch is
shown in most detail on a fragment of a grave-
stone of the first or second century A.D. in the
collections of Temryuk museum (Fig. 4 -~ 4,5).
Perhaps a saddle with elements of a wooden
framework is being shown here. Its appearance
on the Bosporus is surely due to eastern influ-
ence.

I now return to our original theme, the Bospo-
ran war of 45-49 A.D. It would be reasonable to
assume that there was continuity in the political
inclinations of the Aspurgian nobility from the
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Fig. 4. Representations of saddles of the first and seeond eenturies A.-B:i 1
Suleiman; 2 - relief from the temple of Baalshamin in Sia; 3 - relief on the pediment of

tﬁéﬁﬁeﬁ%ffaﬁ‘ﬁgﬂfe%aa%tf% i
§Fﬁv€§{8ﬁs from B’F%é 83

4 - gravestone with an image of a horseman (Temeyuk museum); 5 - fragment of the same relisf (ShBWR in

times of Mithridates VI.Z They eould net %‘t!pr@ﬁ
the successor to his cause and the bearer of the
same name. As aresult the opponents of the rebel
Bosporan king, probably for the first time, found
themselves without armoured cavalry, and in a
dangerous military posmon in the steppes east of
the Azov coast. It is possible that the formation
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of the first units of the cataphracts from the ranks
of the Bosporan citizenry began soon after the
end of these military actions. This development
is reflected in the frescoes and grave reliefs from
the necropolises of Pantikapaion and other eities.

Thus, the events of the middle of the first een-
tury A.D. currently under discussion had dramatic
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consequences not only for the ethnic makeup on
the Northern Black Sea coast,?® because they
caused the movement of a number of Sarmatian
tribes, but also for warfare in the Bosporan king-
dom. Subsequently the use of heavy plate or scale

%M. B. Shchukin, Na rubezhe er, p. 206 ff.; T. A.
Gathewe v, Rannyaya istoriya alan (Early history of the
Alans), Vladikavkaz 1999, p. 130 ff.

armour, along with the appropriate set of weap-
ons, seems to come into widespread use among
the richer members of Bosporan society. Earlier
it was characteristic only for barbarians in Bospo-
ran service,
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