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THE FOUNDERS OF WESTERN PONTIC CITIES

by Krzysztof Nawotka

University of Wroclaw

The Greek cities of the western coast of the Black Sea knew both foundation myths and the phenomenon of the second
foundation, associated with the rebuilding of civic life after the invasion of Burebista, the king of the Getae and Dacian
tribes from 82 BCE to 44 BCE. In most foundation stories the ktistes is either a god (in the case of the city of Dionysopolis) or
a hero (in the cases of the cities of Kallatis, Tomis and Anchialos), and the stories date mostly to the Antonine age. The
story of Tomos of Tomis stands out owing to its wide acceptance among the local elite, while that of Melsas of Mesambria
may have never gained official acceptance: it was created in the late Hellenistic age, probably reviving a Thracian tale of
Melsas, perhaps a hero, known from early-third century BCE coins. The Melsas story is a prime example of cultural
transfers from the native population to Greek-majority Mesambria in the Hellenistic and early Roman ages.

INTRODUCTION

The conventional image of Greek colonisation sees a group of settlers from one polis, led by an
aristocratic ozkistes, undertaking a dangerous overseas voyage and founding an apoikia either with
the consent of the local population or through the use of force. Whether this was the case in the
Western Pontus, the area from Apollonia in the south to Istros in the north, remains unknown
due to a lack of adequate sources (Fig. 1). This area is conspicuously absent from the interests
of early Greek historians, while local inscriptions never record the word oixiotig.? The process
of setting up the Western Pontic cities has been reconstructed on the basis of archaeological
evidence and, in most cases, on much later literary accounts, from Strabo to Ps.-Scymnus and
the anonymous Periplus Ponti Euxini, with passing remarks from Herodotus, Aristotle, Memnon,
Ovid, Pliny, Aelian, Eustathios, Eusebius and the late antique and Byzantine lexica
(Erymologicum Magnum, Stephanus of Byzantium) (for references, see Nawotka 1997, 16—27;
Musielak 2003, 13—24). The colonial age of the western coast of the Black Sea has been dealt
with profusely by many modern historians, and this paper does not aim to add anything
further.? In the Western Pontus, perhaps more than anywhere else, interest in the founders of
local Greek cities and the etymology of their names is rarely attested before the Imperial period,
with most evidence dating to the Antonine and Severan age. This paper will review this
evidence, trying to establish whether anything in it reflects the authentic colonial tradition, what
patterns of foundation stories are detectable, what local strategies were used in promoting
foundation stories, and whether we can say anything about the role they played among the elites
of the Western Pontic cities. I shall begin with the ‘second foundation’, a phenomenon of the
early Imperial age which demonstrates how important the issue of foundation/refoundation was
to local elites hundreds of years after the Western Pontic cities were established for the first
time. There follows a section concerned with the foundation stories of Kallatis, Dionysopolis,
Anchialos and Apollonia, all being of a quite conventional nature, relating the names and
foundation stories to gods and major heroes of Greek mythology. The next two sections deal
with the well-attested cases of the purported founders of Tomis and Mesambria. The evidence

' For a striking difference between coverage in ancient authors of the Aegean and Pontic lands of historical

Thrace, see Damyanov 2015, 295-6.
?  For references on the colonial period in the Western Pontus, see the copious notes in Musielak 2003, 13-37,
with a few newer works quoted in Damyanov 2015.
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Fig. 1. The Western Pontic cities. Map by Joanna Porucznik.

for them comes from different periods, and the stories of the mythological founders of these two
cities vary in type. They will be juxtaposed since both were deeply anchored in the self-
perception of local elites, although reaching a different level of official recognition. An attempt
will be made to trace the development of the foundation myth of Mesambria over much of the
Hellenistic age, using a newly published coin and reassessing the existing epigraphic and literary
evidence. The last section sums up the discussion, trying to show what patterns of story-telling
are discernible in the Western Pontus and what local strategies were employed.

SECOND FOUNDATION

A phenomenon that could occur after the original foundation of a city is the ‘second foundation’,
known from two inscriptions from Istros which mention devtépa kticig (‘second foundation’)3 and
one from Kallatis which names a certain Ariston, the ‘second founder of the city’: devtepog kticTOg
106 moA06.4 The ‘second foundation’ was a historical event, surely preceding the earliest of these
inscriptions, ISM III 44 of 12-15 CE, by not much more than one generation, as the honorand is
the son of the second kiistes of Kallatis. Although both oixilw/oikiotig and xtilw/xtiomg (‘to
found/founder’) may refer to the setting up of a city, in the Hellenistic and the Roman ages, the
second term was used more often in the sense of building or re-building a city rather than
founding one (Leschhorn 1984, 3-5; McEwan 1988; Follet 1992). Bearing in mind the
calamitous destruction inflicted in the mid-first century BCE on Greek cities ranging from
Apollonia to Olbia by Burebista, the king of the Getae and Dacian tribes from 82 BCE to 44 BCE,

3 ISM 1 191 and 194. A broken inscription ISM I 227 has v xticw [- - -] (‘foundation’) (I. 4) unfortunately
without a meaningful context.

4 ISM 1II 45 of shortly after 15 CE. Another inscription (ISM III 44 of 1215 CE) calls him simply xtictog 10,
o 0G.
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and the ensuing shortage of population,5 the rebuilding of them in the following century is best
qualified as their ‘second foundation’ (Pippidi 1968; Nawotka 1997, 50; 2000, 33—4; Musielak
2003, 95—6; Avram 2003, 318). If this is so, an early third-century cE inscription from Olbia,
which refers to the ancestors of an euergetes named Kallisthenes, son of Kallisthenes, as the
person ‘whose ancestors were distinguished, known to the Emperors and founders of the city’
(mpoydvev £mionumwv Te Kol oeBOCTOYVOOTOY KoL KTIoAvTov TNV TOAw), may also refer to the
second foundation of this city (J[PE I? 42). It took place, it seems, about a generation after
Burebista’s invasion, and its date may have symbolically coincided with the activities of
P. Vinicius, the legate of Augustus in Thrace (Ivantchik 2017, 199—201). To the category
of ktistes, as a builder/rebuilder of a city, belongs an inscription from Odessos dated to the age of
Tiberius which reads: Onép thg Avtokpdropog / TiBepiov Kaicopog Oeob / Zefooctod viod toyng /
k1<i>o10v 100/ Kovod mepO<A>ov (‘to the good luck of the divine Emperor Tiberios Klaudios,
the founder of the new city walls’; IGB I* 57). It records the restoration in Odessos of a section
of the city walls by a local benefactor named Apollonios. The restoration was conducted after
regular civic life was re-established in c. 45/44 BCE after the destruction inflicted by Burebista.®
Apollonios is known from another inscription which contains a list of eponymous priests that
reads peto v kd&Bodov (‘after the return’). In this inscription, which commemorates the
restoration of the city walls, the honour of being the (second) ktistes went, however, to the Emperor.

FOUNDATION STORIES AND ETYMOLOGY OF THE NAMES OF KALLATIS, DIONYSOPOLIS,
ANCHIALOS AND APOLLONIA

The ‘second foundation’ apart, there is evidence referring to the names and original founders of the
Western Pontic cities. An attempt at explaining the etymology of the name Kallatis is recorded,
after an unknown source, by Stephanus of Byzantium: KdAlotic, moAiyviov €v 1§ TopoAiq 100
[Tovtov, Etpdfav €BdouN. ©g kdlobog eVpedn €okag tolg Beocpopoprokols (‘Kallatis, small town
on the coast of the Black Sea. Strabo in book VII. [Named so] because a basket was found
[there] similar to those used on Thesmophria®’).” Explaining that the name Kallatis, which in fact
was never spelled with a 6, as derived from kalathos, a sacred basket paraded around on
Thesmophoria, is a Greek pseudo-etymology applied to the name which is certainly non-Greek,
perhaps Thracian or Lykian.® Six series of coins from Kallatis bear the image of Herakles
inscribed as xtiotg.9 Kallatis was a Doric city, so the association with Herakles, whose cult is
well attested in this city, is not unexpected (M. Dana 2014, 136—7; Radu 2018, 13-15). On top
of that, Herakles was the divine founder of Pontic Herakleia, the metropolis of Kallatis, noted
for close ties with its Pontic colonies.’*® One may say, therefore, that Kallatis took over the
Herakleote foundation story. Herakles was the most popular mythological founder of Greek
cities from Libya to India;** among mortals he was rivaled only by his descendant Alexander the

5 A recently published inscription (Barbulescu and Buzoianu 2014), attributed with certainty to Istros (Avram

2015-16, 433) and relating to the situation at the end of the reign of Augustus, mentions general hardship
befalling the city and its diminished population: dAryavdpov/cov v oA k[o]i koo Tévto dobevoivia (1. 11-12).

6 IGBT? 46. About the list, see Nawotka 1997, 106—9.

Stephanus of Byzantium, s.v. KéAlotic. The reference to Strabo is wrong: he mentions Kallatis (7.6.1) as a
polis, in the context of Istros, Tomis and some small towns in the Western Pontus called polichnia in this passage.

8 See Nawotka 1997, 12 n. 19 for reference. Detschew 1957, 223—4, lists Kallatis among Thracian
names. D. Dana 2014 lists Kohog (s.v. 76) among Thracian names from Bithynia.

9  See Pick and Regling 1910, nos 290—6 and a coin in the American Numismatic Society collection listed in
Leschhorn 1984, 368, cat. no. 59.

' Menander Rhetor, in Spengel 1856, 358. Cf. ISM II 57, 1. 2—4: & BovA& [kod 6 ddapoc] / tog Beoktigt[ov Hpa] /
kAelog (‘the council and people of Herakleia founded by the god’). Herakles kriszes is attested also in coins of
Herakleia: Waddington, Babelon and Reinach 1908, nos 70-8. Leschhorn 1984, 367, cat. no. 58. On Herakleia’s
ties with Kallatis and other Pontic colonies, see M. Dana 2014, 136-7.

' Twenty-five foundations listed in Leschhorn 1984, 36772, cat. nos 53—77.

7
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Great, who was credited with founding 70 cities.’? Since Herakles appears as kziszes on coins from
Kallatis, he may be classified as the official founder of the city.

A third-century CE marble plaque with the Thracian Horseman in relief bears the inscription
“Hpwt xtiotn (‘to the founder hero’; ISM III 93). This is the only known example of the
Thracian Horseman being addressed as krszes,’3 yet it is not the only attestation of the
Horseman as a founder, since in Selymbria he was commemorated as archegetes (Leschhorn
1984, 373, cat. no. 90). Excluding the very unlikely identification of the Horseman with
Herakles, it may attest a parallel tradition attributing the founding of Kallatis to the Thracian
Horseman, or the word kzistes may simply be an honorific epithet afforded to the Horseman,
without any reference to his role as the actual founder of the city.

The southern neighbour of Kallatis, Dionysopolis, bears a theophoric name whose obvious
meaning is explained in a mid-first-century BCE decree praising a local benefactor for taking up
the onerous duty of priest of Dionysos: 100 1€ €nwvy[uov Thg TOAems Alov]v6ov 0K £X0VTOG lEPT
(‘when Dionysos, after whom the city is named, did not have a priest’).*™4 It is no surprise,
therefore, that Dionysos was also celebrated as the founder of the city, as we learn from an early-
third-century cE zitulus honorarius for his priest: iep€o 100 kti<o>10<U Tfig MOA>e[wg] Oeo0D
Alovi<c>0<v> (‘for the priest of the god Dionysos, the founder of the city’).’s The etymology
of the name Dionysopolis is first attested in the anonymous Periegesis ad Nicomedem regem, also
known as Ps.-Scymnus, and dated to ¢. 135 BCE. The passage in Ps.-Scymnus tells the story of
how the city was once named Krounoi, but was renamed as Dionysopolis after a statue (Gryoiuo)
of Dionysos washed up on its shore.™®

Anchialos, a small town to the south of Mesambria, coined briefly but profusely (284 series) in
the first half of the third century cg; one of its coins has a portrait of a young man and is inscribed
ANXIAAQOZX."7 Since the coin bears the identification of the city (AvyioAéwv) on its reverse, the
image on its obverse belongs to the eponymous hero Anchialos, almost certainly as his
mythological ktzistes.”® Two more coins bear the same inscription but with a bust of Serapis
(Minzer and Strack 1912, 408-9). Because these coins are the only attestation of Anchialos, we
cannot say with certainty how this eponymous hero sprang to life. The Iliad and the Odyssey
mention three characters with the name Anchialos: Anchialos a Greek warrior killed by Hektor
at Troy; Anchialos father of Mentes impersonated by Athena; and Anchialos a Phaecian.™® The
name of Anchialos as a Homeric hero is spelled Ayytoidg, not like ANXIAAOX on the coins.
But the name of the city was also spelled with -y- in stone inscriptions (IGB I? 369, 369bis, 378,
388bis; IGB V 5134; IByzantion S58), while in coin inscriptions three spellings are attested:
ANXIAAEQN, AI'CIAAEQN and AI'XIAAEQN.2° Surely to the inhabitants of Anchialos
during the Imperial age variant spellings of the name of their city made no difference, even if
spelling with -y- was the most common. In terms of spelling, there was no obstacle preventing
the association of Ayyiolog from the Iliad and the Odyssey with the city of Anchialos. Since, as is
well known, Greek cities took pride in being associated with figures from the heroic age if this

> Seventy cities of Alexander: Plutarch, Moralia 328e. But in the critical analysis of Fraser 1996, 201, 2403, only

six foundations are certainly Alexander’s.

3 A. Avram in: ISM 111, p. 412 (lemma to no. 93).

4 IGBT? 48, 1l. 13—44, dated by the editor (G. Mihailov) to ¢. 48 BCE.

'S IGB T? 15bis, 1l. 3—4. The restoration marked in these lines reflects a reading of letters in ligature and does not
leave any doubt as to the intended wording. Leschhorn 1984, 365, cat. no. 365.

6 Ps.-Scymnus 751—7; Stephanus of Byzantium, s.v. Atovicov téig. On the date of Ps.-Scymnus: Gértner 2018.

7 Miinzer and Strack 1912, 407. The 3rd-century coin series of Anchialos are nos 407-690.

8 Karayotov 2009, 3I. Anchialos is not listed in Leschhorn’s (1984) catalogue of select mythological founders of
cities.

°  Homer, Iliad 5.608-9; Odyssey 1.180 and 418 (Anchialos father of Mentes impersonated by Athena), 8.112
(Anchialos a Phaecian).

2% ANXIAAEQON e.g. Miinzer and Strack 1912, 411; Moushmov 1912, 2777, 2783, 2841. ATCIAAEQN e.g. SNG
Copenhagen 429, 436; Moushmov 1912, 2772, 2818, 2838, 2881, 2882, 2892, 2893, 2909, 2910, 2922.
AT'XTAAEQN e.g. SNG Copenhagen 434, 435; Minzer and Strack 1912, 474, 524.2, 537; Moushmov 1912, 2797,
2801, 2810-14, 2823, 2830.
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association could be plausibly explained (see e.g. Scheer 2003), one can easily imagine linking
Anchialos on the Black Sea with a travelling hero of the Trojan war, or with a Phaecian sailor.

Aeclian, in a section concerned with philosophers participating in the political life of various
poleis, usually as law-givers, names Anaximander as the founder of Apollonia: ~Avo&inavdpog 8¢
nynooto g €¢ “Amoilmviov €k Milntov dmowkiog (‘Anaximander led colonists from Miletos to
Apollonia’; Aelian Variae Historiae 3.17). No source is quoted, and this foundation story,
although attractive at first glance, is hard to reconcile with Ps.-Scymnus’ evidence regarding the
foundation of Apollonia 50 years prior to the beginning of the reign of Cyrus the Great, i.e.
¢. 609 BCE (Ps.-Scymnus 730-3; also Periplus Maris Euxini 85-6). Since the earliest pottery found
in Apollonia (Reho 1986; Bouzek 2005, 66—7; Nikov 2009), as well as the earliest graves
(Panayotova 1998; Baralis et al. 2016, 156), can be dated to the end of the seventh century BCE,?* a
foundation date that falls roughly in this timeframe is acceptable (Musielak 2003, 15-16; Avram,
Hind and Tsetskhladze 2004, 931; Kacharava 2005, 12). The earliest inscription from Apollonia
is a sixth-century BCE boustrophedon epitaph, and this archaic monument lends support to the
late-seventh-century date of the foundation of the city (IGB I? 404). Anaximander, born most
probably in 611 BCE, could not have led the Milesian colonists to Apollonia ¢. 609 BCE.??
Aclian’s story is hardly a reflection of the authentic tradition on the foundation of Apollonia, but
rather an attempt to augment the spectrum of Greek philosophers’ benevolent involvement in
public life.

TOMIS: ETYMOLOGY AND MYTHOLOGICAL FOUNDERS

Two Western Pontic cities stand out in the field of foundation stories: Tomis and Mesambria. In
both cases, the evidence is ample and in some way distinguished. Tomis is the only city in the
region that claimed the attention of a world-class ancient author, Ovid, relegated by Augustus to
this city for an unknown crime.?3 Among the minor themes of his exiled written poetry is the
aitiological story regarding the name Tomis, included in the Triszia.?4 In Ovid’s rendition, the
etymology of the name Tomis is anchored in the myth of the Argonauts, who fled from King
Aietes to the western shores of the Black Sea. In order to slow down the pursuing party, Medea
killed her younger brother Absyrtos and dismembered his body, she then placed his head and
arms on a hill and scattered the rest of her brother in adjacent fields. This indeed bought time
for the Argonauts as Aietes, father of the poor Absyrtos (and Medea), stopped to gather the
body parts of his son and bury him properly. Ovid goes on to offer an explanation of the name
Tomis by using a play on the Greek word topog (‘slice’), derived from téuve (‘to cut’, hence
consecuisse, in Latin): inde Tomis dictus locus hic, quia fertur in illo | membra soror fratris consecuisse
sut (‘so this place was called Tomis, because they say it was here the sister cut up her brother’s
body’; Ovid Tristia 3.9.33—4, trans. Kline 2003).

Without going into details, this is a little-known version of the myth, quoted only by Ovid and
Ps.-Apollodoros. It was no doubt selected by Ovid, the poeta doctus, precisely because it allowed
him to present the place of his exile as cursed from its inception and hence unfit for a cultured
human being, like the poet himself.25 The Bibliotheke is almost certainly dated later than the

2! For the large quantity of early-6th-century BCE pottery from the temple of Demeter in Apollonia, see Damyanov

2018.

22> The date of Anaximander’s birth is largely after Diogenes Laertius 2.2; Sandywell 1996, 136—7. The foundation
story of Aelian is generally disbelieved (outside of books on history of philosophy): Avram, Hind and Tsetskhladze
2004, 931; von Bredov 2018.

23 Over a hundred possible explanations are discussed in Thibault 1964. Newer academic works have not been
able to solve this puzzle either; e.g. Goold 1983; McGowan 2009.

24 Ovid, Tristia 3.9, of the late summer to early autumn of 9 CE.

25 On the discussion of Ovid’s rendition of the story and his possible sources, see Nawotka 1994b. See also
Chiekova 2008, 275-6.
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Tristia, but nothing indicates that Ps.-Apollodoros might have accessed Ovid.26 The story of
Absyrtos, abducted and killed by Medea, who scattered his dismembered limbs around, is
derived ultimately from Pherekydes (Pherecydes FGrHist 3 F32a and F32b); yet some important
details known to Ovid and Ps.-Apollodoros are absent from the surviving fragments of
Pherekydes. Unless devised independently by Ovid and Ps.-Apollodoros, they must have been
borrowed from a Hellenistic source unknown to us (Nawotka 1994b). The story of the name
Tomis is one of the few aitiological myths that explain Black Sea toponyms by referencing
Absryrtos’ sorry end, and all of them belong to the realm of antiquarian scholarship.27 As far as
we can say, neither is reflected in local sources that originated in places whose names are
explained in these stories.

Local sources from Tomis record two kziszai. An inscription of the late second to early third
century cE reads: [A]Jwookopoug ktiot[og Thg TOAews T ©V]/AR Bopéwv dvé[bnkev — — —] (‘to
the Dioskouroi founders of the city, it was set up by the phyle of Boreis’; ISM II 122). In
principle, the restored reading [thg mOAewc] is not impossible, although it will remain
hypothetical until further evidence for the Dioskouroi as founders of Tomis is available.?® Far
better attested is a youthful hero Tomos, who appears in coin inscriptions called ktiotng Tépog
(‘Tomos the founder’),29 fipmg Topog (‘“Tomos the hero’),3° or simply Topoc.3* Tomos belongs to
the company of mythological founders whose names were borrowed from the appropriate
toponyms, e.g. Byzas of Byzantium, Pergamos of Pergamon, Mytiles of Mytilene, Romos of
Rome, and Xanthos of Xanthos.32 These eponymous heroes crop up first in the Hellenistic age,
including Pergamos of Epeiros, the eponymous hero of Pergamon who served the Attalid
dynasty’s need to find ancestors among the great figures of the Trojan war (Scheer 2003, 223).
Eponymous city heroes became enormously popular under the Roman Empire, in Asia Minor
and elsewhere (Mitchell 1984, 130-1; Strubbe 19846, 258, 279-80).

Tomos is also attested directly in two inscriptions. One, recently published by Avram and Jones
and dated to the second half of the second century CE is a metric epitaph for an Euelpistos from
Byzantium buried in the city of Tomos: dotv Tépo10.33 The second, perhaps dated to the second
century CE, absent from both the ISM II and the Packard Humanities Institute: Searchable
Greek Inscriptions database, is also a metric epitaph, which merits reprinting on account of its
near absence in the academic discussion:34

26 Ps.-Apollodoros is either a Ist- or 2nd-century cg author: van der Valk 1958, 165-8.

Nadareishvili 2010-11, 64—6. The etymology of the name Tomis: Stephanus of Byzantium, s.v. Topetg; loannes
Tzetzes, Scholia on Lycophron 175.

28 The Dioskouroi are attested on coins of Tomis (through images and/or attributes: Moushmov 1912, 1726, 1735,
1839, 1880, 1939, 2009, 2172, 2225; RPC 1.1826; Classical Numismatic Group 218, 336; Varbanov 2005, 5196,
5579), but never in local inscriptions, and in coins never as kziszai. Dioskouroi are never attested as founders of a
city: Dana and Dana 2001-3, 106.

29 BMC Tomis, nos 7-8; Pick and Regling 1910, nos 2554—70; SNG Deutschland Miinchen 487; SNG Great
Britain XI 891.

3°  Pick and Regling 1910, 2547-53; SNG Great Britain XI 890.

31 BMC Tomis 6; Pick and Regling 1910, 2571—4. For all three types of coin inscriptions, see Leschhorn 1984,
381, cat. no. 168; Leschhorn and Franke 2002, 295; Avram and Jones 2011, 132.

32 A long if not comprehensive list of heroes-founders is in Leschhorn 1984, 345-86. The most striking example of
Romos is from Dionysius of Halicarnassus 1.72.1: oik1otiVv 8€ o0ThG Amo@aivel TOv fynoduevov tig amoikiog ‘Pduov,
todtov & eivon 1@V Aiveiov moidwv €vo. or ‘the founder of it, Romus, who was the leader of the colony and one of
Aeneas’ sons’ (trans. Cary 1914).

33 SEG 61.584; the editio princeps and the date: Avram and Jones 2011. The next edition with some improvement
to the text: Staab 2011.

34 Editio princeps: Babington 1874, 130-1, no. 29. Republished: Kaibel 1878, 214, no. 537; Tocilescu 1882, 38—9,
no. 80; Anthologia graeca, Appendix: epigrammata sepulcralia 303; Avram 2018, 454. The inscription is mentioned but
not quoted i extenso in Avram and Jones 2011, 131—2 with n. 18. The date is after Kaibel. I reprint the text mostly
after Kaibel and Tocilescu. In line 5, I take Touo[10] after Babington and Kaibel where Tocilescu has Toun[tov], thus
agreeing with Avram and Jones 2011, 132. On Tomis as the place of origin of this inscription, see Avram 2014, 164
n. 2I.

27
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[Av] g gudw petd poipov €uov Piov E€epenvn,
XOTIS €Ny, T 8’€pekol, Kol oVvoLa ToTpidog oG,
povoe[el Aiblog Gde kol €ccopévoloty dkoumy:
nétpo pot mEAeTon ndtpororlg EvEeivoro,

dotv tepikAniotov gvpperioo Topo[o.]

obvopo v Khadodog, téyvay dedém[uon] dvoktog
‘Intmoxpdrtovg Beiowo Kol €o60UEVOLoY BKOUNYV.

Should somebody enquire, after my death,

who I was, what I accomplished, and about the name of my country,

this stone will reveal the tidings to those who are present:

my country is the metropolis of the Pontos Euxeinos,

the far-famed city of Tomos armed with good ashen spear;

my name was Kladaios, I learned the art of

the divine Hippokrates and these are the tidings to those who are present.35

The evidence presented in these epitaphs is important: their poetic form far exceeds the minimum
standard for a tombstone inscription, in terms of both cultural sophistication and expense for
whoever commissioned them.3® These were elite tombstones, yet documents of a private nature,
unlike coins with the effigy and inscription of the hero/ksistes Tomos, which are strictly public.
The epitaphs allow us to catch a glimpse of how the local elite viewed themselves and their city.
These two epitaphs show that the metonymic ‘city of Tomos’ (&otv Téuowo) for Tomis became,
in the second century CE, an expression of choice among some poets working for the local elite
members, which marks a willing adoption of the hero Tomos into the perception of self and
their city in the Antonine age.

To this evidence, one may perhaps add another inscription from Tomis, a damaged third-
century CE list of philotimoi, which reads: [Hpo]xAdag Topov (‘Heraklas son of Tomos’; ISM II
31, col. I, 1. 1). The name Tomos is extremely rare, almost unattested outside of Tomis,37 and
in Tomis it applied almost exclusively to the eponymous founder hero. Hence its presence in
this list of philotimor is significant within the cultural milieu of second- to third-century cE
Tomis. The patronymic ‘son of Tomos’ in this inscription stems from the decision (taken two
generations prior to the date of this inscription) made by the father of our Tomos to give to his
son the name of the founding hero of Tomis. Thus, it strengthens the impression of the
importance of the kzstess/hero Tomos, as viewed by the elites in Tomis during the second
century CE. Alexandru Avram (2018, 460) wants to provide additional evidence for Tomos,
restoring a heavily damaged line 7 in an elegiac epitaph of the first or second century CE as:
[rotpi]dog €k 18 Mu[cdv? & MA/Bo]v ¢ dotv T[dpov] (‘I came to the city of Tomos from my
native Mysia’), rather than the [motpi]dog éx Tepv[pag & NA/Bo]v é¢ dotv 1[68e] (‘I came to this
city from my native Temyra®) of the first editor of the inscription, Werner Peek (StudClas 6,
1964, 132—3 = SEG 25.807). Both readings are conjectural, hence it is not possible to use any of
them as evidence for Tomos.

The last issue to be addressed is the date and probable circumstances of the introduction of the
legend of Tomos kzistes in Tomos itself. All of the evidence for Tomos is dated to the second and
third centuries CE, and the earliest coins date no earlier than the reign of Marcus Aurelius; therefore
in an earlier paper, I opted for the age of Antoninus Pius as the earliest possible date for when the
story of Tomos was born (Nawotka 1994b, 414-15). According to Avram and Jones, the date is
much earlier. They quote a dedication of a heroon of the first half of the second century ce
which commemorates the restoration of freedom (i.e. the status of civitas libera et immunis) to
Tomis ([drnokoB]ectouévng 1hg €AevBepiog [‘when freedom was restored’]), which they

35 1 follow GVI 1632, Avram 2018, 454, and Lougovaya 2019, 149, in reading the name of the deceased as
KX odotog and not Zxkiadatog as in Kaibel and Tocilescu.

36 See Sandulesco 1980 and Avram 2018, 455-6, on the Homeric language of the epigram for Kladaios.

37 The only possible attestation of this name outside of Tomis is in a cadastral inscription from Tralles (late 3rd—
early 4th century cg): dyp(0)g Touog xoi ‘Yrepporn (ITralleis 250 = SEG 13.493, 2.1, 1. 18).
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convincingly link with Hadrian due to another inscription from Tomis that reads Eleutherios,
Olympios, and Soter.3® The dedication mentions an altar of the heroon ([n]pog 1@ Boud 100
npwov), which according to Avram and Jones must be the heroon of Tomos. If their reading of
the intention of the dedicators of the heroon is correct, this inscription would push the date of
the inception of the myth of Tomos Fkzistes to the age of Hadrian, when indeed similar
foundation stories proliferated in the Greek world (Avram and Jones 2011, 132-3). This
reconstruction is probable, but not certain, on account of a dearth of solid evidence for Tomos
(not just for a hero) preceding Marcus Aurelius. Avram and Jones’s idea that what happened
under Hadrian amounted to a reinvigoration and official recognition of the long-existing
foundation myth of Tomos borders, however, on the speculative. In his later papers, Avram
(2014, 165; 2018, 458—9) is more inclined to attribute the birth of the legend of Tomos, the
founder of Tomis, to the age of Hadrian. In the light of currently available sources, this date is
as likely as the age of Antoninus Pius.

MELSAS, THE FOUNDER OF MESAMBRIA

In terms of the amount of evidence, Mesambria has the most impressive dossier of literary sources
on its toponym, often combined with a foundation story. It was noticed long ago that literary and
documentary evidence regarding city founders rarely overlaps, and that in most cases only local
documentary evidence provides proof for a founder cult (Di Segni 1997, 147). In the Western
Pontus, the only foundation story to enjoy the support of both literary and documentary
evidence is that of Melsas, the founder of Mesambria. The story is first mentioned by Nikolaos
of Damascus and Strabo, whose accounts were near contemporary and most probably
independent of each other:

Nikolaos:

Meonuppio, oG [Movtikn. NikOAoog néunte. £xAndn dmd Méioov. Bpla yop v mOAY @ool
Opakeg. mg odv Iniuvufpicc | 100 IHAvog moAg, ITortuuPpio 7 IM6Atvog [moOAC], oVt
MelonuBpio 1 Méloov moOAG, kol 8 10 ebewvotepov Aéyeton Meonufpic. (Nicolaus of
Damascus FGrHist 9o F43, ap. Stephanus of Byzantium, s.v. Meonufpio)

Mesembiria, a Pontic city. Nikolaos (says so) in the fifth book. For Thracians say bria for city.
As Selymbria is a city of Selys, Poltymbria a city of Poltys, so Mesembria is a city of Melsos,
which is pronounced Mesembria on account of more pleasant sound.

Strabo:

eltoa MeonuBpio Meyopéwv Emotkog, npdtepov 8& Mevefpia, olov Méva molg, 100 kticavtog
Méva koAovuévov, Thg 8¢ molews Pplog kohovpévng Opaxioti- dg Kol 1 100 ENAVog TOAG
IniuuBpio Tpoonydpevta, T e Alvog MoAtuuBpic mote dvoudleTo.

then Mesembria, a colony of the Megarians, formerly called ‘Menebria’ (that is, ‘city of
Menas’, because the name of its founder was Menas, while ‘bria’ is the word for ‘city’ in
the Thracian language. In this way, also, the city of Selys is called Selymbria and Aenus
was once called Poltymbria).39

38 SEG 64.641= ISM V1.2 482. The titles of Hadrian: ISM II 47. Increased status of Tomis under Hadrian:
Avram 2014, 161-7.
39 Strabo 7.6.1, trans. Jones 1924. Also in a corrupt form in Chrestomathiae e Strabonis 7.43.
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The etymology of the name Mesambria also appears in the work of four Byzantine authors, three
times in Strabo’s version,4° and once without any clear reference to the name of the alleged founder
(Constantinus Porphyrogennitus, De thematibus, 2.1 [934—44]). The authors who followed Strabo
must have consulted Nikolaos and/or Stephanus, since they convey the same information, absent
in Strabo, that the alleged original name of Mesambria was changed to facilitate pronunciation.
None of these late sources contain any information about the founder of Mesambria, which
likely originated outside of Strabo and Stephanus; thus their value as a source on the origin of
the story of Melsas/Menas is negligible. We have, however, one more piece of evidence, a
second-century CE epitaph from Mesambria which reads: ‘Tovkioe Newciov | Buydnp peyorétopog
avdpds, | Meoeufpio 8¢ pv notpig dnod [M]éroo kol Bplo (‘Ioulia daughter of Neikios a man of
great heart. My hometown is Mesambria (whose name is derived) from Melsa and bria’; IGB I?
345, 1. 4—7). First, this swings the balance regarding the spelling of the name of the founder of
Mesambria in the direction of Nikolaos; Strabo’s text is almost certainly corrupt, with the
original -Ac- becoming -v- due to a scribal error in an early stage of transmission.4!

A quarter of a century ago I argued that the assimilation of -Ac- into -o- in the name of
Melsambria into Mesambria alleged by Nikolaos of Damascus is linguistically impossible due to
the Doric dialect of Mesambria (Nawotka 1994a). This assimilation theory is also superfluous,
as names with -Ac-, although not very common, are quite well attested in the Pontic and
Thracian regions, e.g. Aowdokong, Zarows, Zpeicovpdos, Kéloog, Kelosivog, Meroéwv, Tupelong
(IGB 1? 47bis, 308sexies; II 737; IIL.1 1317; II1.2 1478, 1496, 1516, 1517, 1593, 1666, 1690, 1741;
IV 2017, 2074, 2216, 2217; V 5103; IPE I? 200; SEG 35.832; Slavova 2009, 214-16; Stoyanov
2011, 193, 198—9; Castelli 2015, 97-8; cf. D. Dana 2014, 155, 382). The MEAZA coins (below)
give additional support to the existence of the name Melsa(s) in Hellenistic Thrace; so there is
now even less doubt that the alleged assimilation of the putative Melsambria into Mesambria
ever occurred.

A small bronze coin bearing the inscription MEAXA has surfaced in recent years (Fig. 2). This
inscription appears on three specimens that form part of museum collections in Varna and Athens
(KIPKE collection, Benaki Museum), as well as on a number of specimens held in private
collections, reportedly totaling 28 specimens altogether (Stoyas forthcoming). The coin in
question has been published by Topalov and Stoyas.4?> Reportedly, there is also a larger coin
with the same inscription, but in Stoyas’ view, the denomination of all MEAXA coins was the
same, despite their weight varying between 2.5 and 6.8 grams (Stoyas 2012, 158). The smaller
coin has a filleted bucranium on the obverse and a fish above the inscription MEAZA on the
reverse. To my knowledge, no doubt has ever been expressed regarding the authenticity of these
coins. On the contrary, important circumstances speak to the authenticity of MEAXA coins:
almost all known specimens come from a well-defined area between Cape Shabla (Hoc Ilabua)
and the town of Shabla (Illabsa) on the Bulgaria coast of the Black Sea; some specimens are
worn, which indicates their long circulation; and the existing specimens were struck with more
than one pair of dies.43 The archaeological context of the coins is unknown; most of them are
kept in Bulgarian museums and private collections. At least six specimens contain overstrikes: of
Philip II, Alexander the Great, Kassander, and one unidentified ruler. The overstrikes on
Kassander’s coins would give 316—-305 BCE as the terminus a quo of the whole series unless the
unidentified specimen was issued by Antiochos II. Based on iconographic evidence and his
reconstruction of the political situation on the south-western coast of the Black Sea, Stoyas

4°  Theophanes Continuatus VI 22D (mid-1oth century); Ps.-Symeon, De Leone Basilii filio 13B (second half of the
10th century); Georgios Continuatus M.831. The dates are after Diller 1950, 241-5.

41 F. Jacoby, commentary to Nicolaus of Damascus: FgrHist 90 F43. See also Nawotka 1994a, 323; del Barrio
Vega 2018, 522.

42 Topalov 1998; 2007, 289-302; Stoyas in: Penna and Stoyas 2012, no. 318. Republication of the nine published
specimens in Stoyas 2012, 157-8.

43 1 owe this information to Yannis Stoyas. Some data came from the letter of M.L. Lazarenko referred to in
Stoyas 2012, 158 n. 140.
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Fig. 2. MEAZA coin. Courtesy of the KIPKE Foundation, Athens.

(forthcoming) tentatively dates MEAXA coins between 313 and 291 BCE.44 The area from which the
MEAZXA coins reportedly come from corresponds to the ancient location (an emporion?) of Karon
Limen, which is located to the north of the town of Kavarna on the Black Sea coast, i.e.
approximately midway between ancient Bizone and Dionysopolis (Stoyas forthcoming).

The coin inscription is probably, in keeping with Greek standards of numismatic epigraphy, in
the genitive and states the name of the minting authority; in other words, it is a coin of a Melsas. A
conventional identifier on the coin would represent either the city that housed the mint or a king/
tribal leader who was named as the minting authority. Topalov (1998; 2007, 289—302) raised a
number of contradictory hypotheses as to who or what MEAZXA signifies: a Thracian chieftain or
a city called Messa or Melsa, which in his opinion was located in the place where Anchialos later
stood. After his thorough analysis of source-based and circumstantial evidence, Stoyas rightfully
rejects Mesambria (Melsambria of Nikolaos), Anchialos (Messa of Pliny), Karon Limen,
Naulochos, and Bizone, which were all located on the Bulgarian Black Sea coast, as places that
housed the mint which issued the MEAXA coins (Pliny Historia Naturalis 4.45; Stoyas
forthcoming). His earlier hypothesis (Stoyas 2012, 161-6) placing the mint in the area of
Byzantium is untenable when one considers the place where most MEAZA coins were found;
Stoyas correctly no longer subscribes to this view. If MEAZA does not refer to the toponym of
the place (city) where the coins were minted, it most probably refers to the name of an official
from the mint, a ruler, or a mythological figure. According to Karayotov, Melsas was the
Thracian otkistes of Mesambria. Apart from referring to Strabo and Nikolaos of Damascus,
Karayotov, following in the footsteps of Gerasimov, seeks to identify a portrait of Melsas on the
coins. He theorises that Melsas is the figure that appears in profile wearing a helmet on bronze

44 His earlier date (Stoyas 2012, 160-1) is in the second quarter of the 3rd century BCE.
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coins that also include a pelta and the inscription META on their reverse, and that he also appears on
an uninscribed fifth-century BCE drachma coin, wearing a Corinthian helmet.45 Karayotov (2009,
99-102) also makes Melsas a Thracian king-priest in the manner of Getan Zalmoxis. There is
no supporting evidence for anything in this interpretation, and since META is surely an
abbreviation of the name of the city (with the letter T [sampi] having the phonetic value of -66-)
and not the name of the founder (Nawotka 1994a; Slavova 2009, 200; Castelli 2015, 97-8), in
addition to the image on the obverse generally being interpreted as Athena (Head 1911, 278;
Robu 2014, 320-1), it is better to leave Karayotov’s hypothesis alone.

Stoyas (forthcoming) shows that the iconography of the MEAXA coin has no adequate parallel
that would allow it to be attributed to a king/chieftain. In his opinion, certain features of the coin’s
iconography, the filleted bull’s head in particular, would better suit a mythological figure than a
king. And if so, the issuing authority of MEAXA coins might be a non-urban sanctuary of the
hero Melsas. Stoyas further tries to link MEAZA coins with the political events of the late fourth
century BCE, in particular the war fought by Lysimachos in this area. This is an attractive
explanation of the circumstances regarding the minting of MEAXA coins and the meaning
behind their iconography and inscription(s), but without supporting evidence it remains a
hypothesis only.

From the point of view of this paper, the most important issue is whether the Melsas associated
with the coin can be construed as the historical founder of Mesambria. The chronology of this coin,
convincingly established by Stoyas as early Hellenistic, speaks against it, since Mesambria was
founded in the late sixth century BCE, i.e. some 300 years prior to the minting of the coin.
Archaeology provides another reason for rejecting this hypothesis. A Thracian settlement was
found beneath the earliest strata of the Greek city, but a hiatus precluded the continuation of
habitation from the Thracian to the Greek city (Alexandrescu and Morintz 1982; Petrova 2013,
125; Robu 2014, 319; Damyanov 2015, 301). Without continuous habitation and the gradual
transformation of the city from native to mostly Greek, there is little chance that the story of a
Thracian king (or founder) would survive the age of Greek domination in Mesambria. As I
pointed out earlier, Melsas of the foundation myth known from Nikolaos and Strabo is a literary
figure whose story was most likely penned by a local historian of the late Hellenistic age
(Nawotka 1994a, 325—6; Dana and Dana 2001-3, 104—5; Mainardi 2011, 6—7).

Where then does this leave the Melsas that appears on the coin that was surely minted close to
Mesambria in the late fourth or early third century BCE? It is hard to believe that the early-
Hellenistic Melsas from the coin may have gone unnoticed in Hellenistic Mesambria. The
opposite is almost certainly true, especially when one considers that the Melsas-derived name
Melseon is well attested in Hellenistic Mesambria;4© it appears in amphora stamps dated to the
third and second centuries BCE and represents a magistrate or a potter (Garlan 2007, no. 104;
Slavova 2009, 214-16; Stoyanov 2011, 193, 198—9; cf. Petrova 2013, 125; Robu 2014, 318-19;
Castelli 2015, 97-8). Melseon also appears in fourth- and third-century BCE stamps on amphorae
of an unknown origin found in Seuthopolis (SEG 35.832, nos 42, 43), but possibly originating
from Mesambria (Balkanska and Tzochev 2008; Stoyanov 2011, 192—3). Stone inscriptions
attesting this name in Mesambria begin in the third century BCE,47 continuing in the second and
first centuries BCE.4® The name Polyxenos, son of Melseon, an euergetes of Dionysopolis, is
known from a late second or early first century BCE honorific decree from Dionysopolis (SEG
59.730). This person may, in fact, be identified with a strategos of Mesambria.4® Attestations of
the Melsas-derived name Melseon in stone and pottery inscriptions exclusive to Mesambria (or

45 META and pelta coins: Karayotov 2009, 146—51, pl. V-VII. For the discussion, see Karayotov 2000; 2009, 19—20,
30—2. Karayotov follows Gerasimov 1950, 26, in associating META and pelta coins with Melsas. Their hypothesis is
accepted, without further discussion, in Chiekova 2008, 274.

45 See A. Avram, BE 2010, nos 400 and 434 on Melseon as a name derived from Melsas. Also Robu 2010-11, 289.

47 IGB T? 308sexies: a decree of an association of epikoinoi for Melseon, son of Herodoros.

48 IGB V 5103 of the late 2nd—early 1st century BCE: Melseon is father of Polyxenos, a strategos of Mesambria.

49 Strategos known from IGBV 5103. See A. Avram (BE 2010, nos 400, 434) on identity of Polyxenos in these two
inscriptions.
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related to the city) are significant with regards to the discussion concerning the symbolic presence
of Melsas in Hellenistic Mesambria. This concentration of evidence suggests that the memory of
Melsas, either as a historical or mythological figure from a neighbouring tribe, was still alive in
late-Hellenistic Mesambria when the aitiological story of Melsambria becoming Mesambria was
born.

FOUNDATION MYTHS OF THE WESTERN PONTUS

The late-third-century ce author Menander Rhetor states that one way of praising a city is through
its founder, concluding: oVvc®v 8¢ TOUVTOV TOV CUTIAOV KOL TOLOLTOTPOTI®YV €id€val oe ypn 0T
€vdo&otorton pev ol Belon, detvtepot 8 ol Mpwikal, tpitot 8 oi dvOpwmikol (‘So these and of this
kind are the origins of cities and you should know that the most honourable are divine
foundations, the second best are heroic, and the third human’; Menander Rhetor, in Spengel
1856, 358—9). He further elaborates that among the original settlers, the most honourable are the
Greek tribes, next, the famous barbarians (to whom the Thracians surely belong, even if
Menander does not mention them by name), with the least honourable being the Romans, on
account of their foundations being the most recent (Menander Rhetor, in Spengel 1856, 354,
358—9). The foundation and aitiological stories from the Western Pontus fit perfectly with
Menander’s recipe for praising a city: most recorded founders are either gods or heroes-turned-
gods (Dionysos, Herakles, Dioskouroi, Thracian Horseman); there are also regular heroes
(Tomos and Melsas and perhaps Anchialos), and one mere mortal (Anaximander).5° None of
these accounts relate to a genuine tradition regarding foundation; most are just stories that are
similar to their counterparts in Asia Minor and elsewhere, with the possible exception of the tale
of Melsas, which probably preserves elements of non-Greek tradition.

The two best-documented foundation/aitiological stories, i.e. those concerning Tomos and
Melsas, share certain characteristics but differ in other respects. The most obvious common
characteristic is that, as we know from inscriptions, they both had a life outside of the official
propaganda that appeared on municipal coinage. The time and circumstances of their
introduction were quite different. The story of Tomos belongs to the most common type of
foundation myth of the Antonine age, that of a hero named after the relevant toponym. Its
introduction in the second century CE coincides with the time when Tomis was most prominent
in the region. The city, endowed with enviable honorific titles such as Aoumpotdrn (‘most
splendid’; ISM 1II 92, 96, 97, 105), npwt (‘first’; ISM II 97), and untpomolg (‘metropolis’ or
‘capital city’),5 was the seat of the Western Pontic kommon and host to scores of Roman
magistrates, although probably not to the praefectus orae maritimae.5> The introduction of the
aitiological story of kzstes Tomos, and its broad acceptance among the local elite, was a
manifestation of the same civic pride that emanates from the honorific titles and leadership
position Tomis enjoyed in the Western Pontus during the Antonine and Severan periods. The
late-Hellenistic — as it seems — story of Melsas, the founder of Mesambria, is much earlier than
other foundation myths in the Western Pontus and uniquely preserves an early-Hellenistic, non-
Greek tradition, although in a much-transformed form. It is also quite uncommon in attributing
the genealogy of a Greek city to a non-Greek, other than a Hellenistic king.53

3¢ To Constantinus Porphyrogennitus, Melsas was a king: De thematibus 2.1. There is little reason to believe that

Constantinus conveys a genuine tradition here: Nawotka 1994a, 323—4.

5T Unrestored inscriptions: ISM II 54, 58, 59, 61, 72, 85, 92, 96, 97, I0I, 105, 108, 110, 116, 180, 299, 398; V 91,
111; SEG 47.1160; Avram 2015-16, 430—2 (no. 15). Coins, beginning in the reign of Antoninus Pius: Varbanov 2005,
4673, 4687, 4693.

52 On the koinon, see Nawotka 1997, 216-36; on the scholarly myth of the praefectura orae maritimae, see Ruscu
2014.

53 See Leschhorn 1984, 355—9, listing among Hellenistic founders of cities kings of non-Greek and non-
Macedonian origin: Zipoites I (cat. no. 51); Nikomedes I (cat. no. 52); Prusias I (cat. no. 53); Mithridates I (cat.
no. 55); Archelaos I (cat. nos 57-8).
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For all his attestations in literary and epigraphic sources, Melsas is conspicuous for his absence
from the coinage of Mesambria. This is in stark contrast to some other well-documented cases in
the region, where the founding heroes of Tomis, Kallatis and Anchialos were celebrated on coins.
Building a case on the silence of sources is always tricky, especially since one can never be sure
whether a yet-unknown coin from Mesambria may surface on the market. This is of course
possible but not very likely, bearing in mind how well published the coinage of Mesambria is
(Karayotov 2004; 2009). If no coin with a portrait and inscription of Melsas, the founder of
Mesambria, comes to light, the evidence will point to divergent approaches being used to craft
foundation stories in Mesambria and most other Greek cities in the region. Placing the effigy of
its founder on its coins, accompanied by his name and the title xtiotg, signified a policy-
statement by the polis; the same is true of referring to the mythological founder of a city in
inscriptions carved in the name of the demos/patris, as is the case with Dionysos, the founder/
namesake of Dionysopolis and perhaps with the Dioskouroi in Tomis.54 The official founders
were a Greek god (Dionysos in Dionysopolis), a great hero (Herakles in Kallatis), a lesser figure
of impeccable Homeric credentials (Anchialos in Anchialos) and an etymological hero (Tomos
in Tomis), all of whom testified to the strong Greek credentials of the colonial cities founded on
the margins of the Greek world. This was the most common strategy, in the Western Pontus
and elsewhere.55

It seems that sometimes an alternative approach to the foundation story can be identified. The
prime example is that of the Thracian hero Melsas of Mesambria, so far known from non-official
sources only. The Thracian Horseman celebrated as krstes in the private dedication from
Kallatis may belong to the same realm (ISM III 93): of accommodating local Thracian figures,
surely perceived as autochthonous, into image-building of a Greek city on Thracian shores. With
the striking absence of the recognition of Melsas by the polis as founder/namesake of
Mesambria, we cannot be sure if he was indeed part of the official image-building of the city as
is generally, if tacitly, assumed. If this was so, we may try to identify reasons why the people of
Mesambria chose a (semi-)legendary Thracian figure as their official founder. Was it meant to
form an ideological counterpart to the relative political success of late-Hellenistic Mesambiria,
which, quite uniquely in the region, managed to preserve independence and prosperity in the
age of Burebista’s and other invasions (Nawotka 1994a, 326)? Or was it created to accentuate
the property rights of Mesambria to the surrounding land (Petrova 2013, 127)? Or was it an
attempt by Mesambria to integrate itself into the world of local mythological genealogies (Robu
2014, 320-1)? Or was it to make political gains over the Thracian tribes (Castelli 2015, 98)?

The alternative version is also possible: there are no official attestations of Melsas in Mesambria
simply because Melsas was not an officially recognised founder of the city. Our evidence may
suggest that the story of Melsas was devised by a private individual, drawing from tales of a
mythological Thracian figure (hero?) present in the Western Pontus from the early third century
BCE at the latest. This happened in an age that, in general, saw the Western Pontus gradually
accepting, on an ideological level, its Thracian neighbours, which is demonstrated by the
introduction of local cults such as those of the Thracian Horseman, Karabazmos, Manimazos
and Darzalas (Danov 1990, 155; GocCeva 1996; Nawotka 2001, 129—30; Damyanov 2015, 304).
Thus the case of Melsas is another example of the well-known phenomenon of cultural transfers
between Western Pontic Greeks and the majority Thracians.5® The story of Melsas proved
attractive to some members of the local elite over the next 200 years, as we learn from the verse
epitaph of Iulia, daughter of Neikos (IGB I 345 of the second century CE).

At present this is as far as one can proceed in explaining the phenomenon of Melsas strictly on
source-based grounds. If indeed, as I try to argue here, Melsas was not an official founding hero of
Mesambiria, his case strengthens the argument for cultural transmission in the Black Sea area in the
Hellenistic age. Certainly, it was not a one-way phenomenon, conventionally called Hellenisation,

54 IGB I? 15bis, 48; ISM II 22; but see the discussion of the Dioskouroi in Tomis above in this paper.

55 See the perceptive remark of Russell 2017, 249, on the artificial nature of identities of colonial cities (like
Byzantium, studied by Russell) expressed in strictly Greek mythological foundation stories.

56 In general on cultural transfers and hybridisation, see M. Dana 2018, 372.
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amounting to the spreading of Greek culture, religion, and language over local peoples. The
adoption in Mesambria of the story of Melsas in the early Hellenistic age and its longevity,
attested by the constant usage of Melsas-derived names in this city and the late-Hellenistic status
of Melsas as a founding hero, seem to point to a parallel process: the Greek-writing inhabitants
of Mesambria being aware of cultural and religious development in neighbouring Thracian lands
and willing to borrow from them to the point of grounding their identity in a made-up story of a
Thracian founder of their city. The case of Melsas, the Thracian founding hero of a Greek city,
further proves the complexity of cultural contacts and building identity in a seemingly uniform
world of Greek colonies on the western shores of the Black Sea.
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I8putéc TOV SVTIKOV TOVILOKAOV TOALEOV

Or eAnvikég moAeLg g dutikng ok thg Tov EvEewvov [ovtou yvapilov 1660 tov 18putikd oo 6co ko
TO PULVOUEVO NG deVTEPNG 18pLONG IOV GYETLOTOY LLE TV 0voLKodOUNoN TG ToALTIKNG mng Letd v
ewofoln tov Bupefioto. Xtig TEPLOGOTEPEG WBPULTIKEG OPNYNOELG O KTLOTNG €lvon eite Bede
(Alovvoomoiig), elte Mpoog (KoAldtic, Toug, Ayxiohog) Kot ot apnyNoELS OUTEG CVEYOVTOL KUPLmG
oty emoyn Tov Avtovivev. H aenynon yw tov Topo amd v noin Toug Eexwpilel omd g dAleg
AOY® g evpelog omodoyng g oy €At g TomkNg Kowvmvios. Avuth Yy tov Méico omd v
Meonuppio iomg vo unv €tuxe moTE emionung amodoyns. Anuiovpynnke oty VoTeEpn EAANVIGTIKN
nepiodo avalwoyovavtog mhovag Hor Bpoxikn 1otopio. tov MéAGa, 16mg £vOg NP®O, YVOGTOV Otd
0. vouiopoto. Tov Tpadov 30v owdwvo w.X. H otopior tov Méloa eivor egoupeticd mopiderypo
noMTioUKOV  puetofifdoewy ond tov 1Bayevi] TANBLoud TPog TV EAANVIKY TAEOVOTNTO. NG
Meonuppiog otnv EAANVIOTIKY Ko TPOW pOUOIKY TEpiodo.
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