
© Koninklijke Brill NV, Leiden, 2021 | doi:10.1163/15700577-12341386

Ancient Civilizations  
from Scythia to Siberia 27 (2021) 1–10

brill.com/acss

On the Iconography of the Potnia Theron in the 
North Pontic Region

Roman V. Stoyanov*
HSE University, Moscow, Russia
rstoyanov@hse.ru

Abstract

The article discusses one of the variants of the image of the tendril goddess 
(Rankenfrau) with the mask of a satyr recorded in depictions on plates found in 
Chersonesos Taurica, in the funerary complex within the Kul-Oba burial-mound and 
also in a burial-mound near the village of Ivanovskaya (Fig. 1–3). Examination of the 
context for each of the finds and also their comparison allows the assumption that 
they were all used to decorate apparel – the head-dress of a priestess. The image of 
the goddess depicted on these plates can be traced back to the iconographic type  
of the Potnia Theron. The combination of images of the winged goddess and a satyr 
mask in a single item is probably linked with the cult of Artemis Orphia.
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The image of a winged goddess with plant or zoomorphic extremities instead 
of legs is well-known in the decoration of toreutics and architecture of the 
Classical period. Depictions of anthropomorphic – female and male – and also 
zoomorphic creatures have been recorded not only in the North Pontic region. 
They were widespread through Asia Minor, Greece and Italy. In the academic 
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literature, a similar deity is also referred to as the “Snake-legged tendril god-
dess” or the “Vegetal Goddess”.1

John Boardman linked the discussed depictions in the North Pontic region 
to the ubiquitous images of the tendril goddess (Rankenfrau).2 Alla Buiskikh 
pointed out that the depiction of a deity with numerous extremities can be 
traced back to the iconographic type of Mistress of Animals (Potnia Theron), 
which had been widespread in the Classical world. It had been borrowed and 
modified in the decorative sculpture and toreutics of the North Pontic region 
and was not related in any way to Scythian mythology.3

To this day, there is no generally agreed opinion among scholars as to how the 
various depictions of the tendril goddess should be interpreted. For a long time 
the opinion voiced by Mikhail Rostovtsev at the beginning of the 20th century 
held sway in Soviet and Russian historiography to the effect that this image 
was that of the Scythian mother goddess (Api) or the Snake-legged Goddess 
mentioned in the myths concerning Heracles (Herod. 4.8–10; Diod. 2.43).4 
In recent decades, suggestions have been put forward to the effect that this 
image was an embodiment of Demeter of Pantikapaion, Aphrodite Apatura 
or Medusa.5 Depictions of a tendril deity found in Italy were interpreted as 
images of the goddess Cel (Mother of the gods) in the Etruscan religion.6 
These widely varying interpretations serve as additional confirmation of what 
is clearly obvious – before us we have depictions of various gods created using 
a widespread iconographic koine.

In the academic literature two types of depictions of the Rankenfrau are 
to be found: the ‘animal’ or the ‘plant’ version. Six groups of depictions were 
identified involving a range of variants7 and these were defined by the way in 
which the lower body of the goddess was presented. We are interested in one of 
the variants, which was only to be found on plates for sewing on to apparel: the 
goddess wearing a kalathos and a peplos with a bearded head in her left hand. 
Behind her back there are heads of horned lions, which have long curved necks 
with crests along them. In the lower part of the deity’s body paired depic-
tions of snakes and heads of eagle-headed griffins are found, whose curved 
necks also have crests along them. Similar depictions have been recorded on 
plates which were found in catacomb no. 1012 under the wall of Chersonesos  

1 E.g. Jacobson 1995, 174, 272; Ustinova 2005, 66; Vakhtina 2005, 361; Rupp 2007, 211.
2 Boardman 1994, 216, 340–341, footnotes 96 and 216.
3 Buïskikh 2006, 140–142; 2007, 165–178.
4 For more detail on this, see: Buiskikh 2007, 168, no. 39–41.
5 For more details, see: Zhuravlev & Novikova 2012, 81–82.
6 Rupp 2007, 216–217.
7 For more detail on this, see: Ustinova 2005, 64–66; Rupp 2007, 211–216; Treïster 2001, 150–151.
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Taurica, in the funerary complex of the Kul-Oba burial-mound and also in the 
burial-mound near the village of Ivanovskaya.

Michail Treister misguidedly grouped together with this variant another 
depiction on a figured plate, which had come from the burial-mound near the 
village of Labinskaya.8 The iconography of the deity depicted on this plate dif-
fers, however, from the variant we are examining. The goddess is depicted with 
her arms pointing downwards and she is not holding a head in her hand (fig. 1). 
In addition, in the report written by Nikolay Veselovskii it was pointed out that 
the plate had been purchased in the village of Labinskaya together with other 
finds, for which the place of origin had not been established.9

In the literature, several opinions have been voiced regarding the icono-
graphic variant of the Rankenfrau, which is of interest to us. They are all 
concerned mainly with analysing and interpreting the features of the image’s 
iconography. In Soviet and post-Soviet academic literature the belief was 
expressed to the effect that the deity was holding a sword in one hand and 
a severed head in the other. Mikhail Artamonov suggested that the head was 
that of “one of the creatures brought forth by the Earth”.10 These attributes 
linked the deity with the rite of ritual decapitation, allegedly associated 
with religious beliefs of the population from the whole of Scythia or just the  
Asiatic Bosporus.11

Nataliya Pyatysheva suggested that the deity depicted on the plate was hold-
ing a mask of Pan.12 This interpretation was developed further in an article 
by Denis Zhuravlev and Elena Novikova, who aptly pointed out that there 
was no sword in the hand of the deity. Indeed, careful examination of the fig-
ured plates from Kul-Oba reveals that many researchers mistakenly took the 
uninterrupted stripe between the arm and the crest on the monster’s neck for 
the depiction of a sword or a dagger. In the plates from Chersonesos and the  

8  Treister 2001, 150, no. 25.
9  Veselovskiï 1913, 214, fig. 245.
10  Artamonov 1961, 67.
11  Kantorovich & Érlikh 2005–2009, 365; Vakhtina 2005, 265.
12  Pyatysheva 1971, 98.

Figure 1  
Plate from the village of Labinskaya (after Veselovskiï 1913, 214,  
fig. 245)
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village of Ivanovskaya the goddess is not holding a sword. The presence of 
the mask of Silenus in the other hand of the deity, as the authors interpreted  
the image of the object, allowed scholars to link the Rankenfrau image with the 
cult of Dionysos. In support of their thesis, its authors cite depictions of masks 
in the form of the bearded head.13 However, an image of a Rankenfrau with 
a mask is not to be found in any of those depictions to which they refer. The 
scholars do not provide any explanation for the reason why the winged deity 
appeared in the mysteries linked with the cult of Dionysos.

In fact, masks were used in the mysteries linked with that cult. Alexey 
Panteleyev lists data from literary sources about Dionysos in a mask and also 
references to the use of Silenus and satyr masks were worn by those taking part 
in the festival of Amphisteria.14 This was how a mask found its way into the cult 
of Dionysos, but it was not in any way linked to the winged goddess.

In this connection, attention should be focused on the use of masks in the 
cult of Artemis Orphia. In the temple of that goddess in Sparta fragments of 
several hundred masks have been found, which would not have enabled the 
wearer to hide his or her face because of their small dimensions. They would 
all have been of the kind held in the hand.15 Among these masks were some 
satyr masks. In addition, numerous small lead figures were found in the same 
temple – figures depicting a winged goddess holding a round object, which  
the publisher interpreted as a wreath. At the same time the image of the female 
deity can be traced back to the iconography of Potnia Theron.16 The type of a 
winged deity holding a mask should probably be considered in the context of 
the cult of Artemis Orphia.

It is now appropriate to move on to the nature of the assemblages in which 
each of the plates was found. In Chersonesos two plates were found among 
the remains of a cremation inside a hydria, which had been placed in a burial-
chamber. Another plate was found between a slab used to seal off the end of 
the dromos and its burial-chamber. The plate had been pressed into the in-fill, 
consisting of clay and ochre, which had been used to close a crack between 
two slabs. Finding a plate in such a position could lead us to assume that it 
had served as an unusual seal-cum-talisman. Together with those examined 
here, rectangular plates were also found in this place bearing a depiction of the 
head of a satyr similar to the one which the goddess is holding in her hand and  

13  Zhuravlev & Novikova 2012, 81–84, figs. 8–10.
14  Panteleev 2014, 107, nos. 39–42.
15  Panteleev 2014, 105, no. 29.
16  Dickens 1929, 163–186, pl. VI, 1; LXII, 1; Wace 1929, 268, pl. CLXXXIX.
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also plates with a depiction of an acanthus flower (Fig. 2). The fact that there 
are holes going right through the edges of all the plates makes it quite clear 
that they were designed as decoration for garments. Evgeniy Rogov suggested 
that what is most likely is that they were used to decorate the female head-
dress of a kalathos type, on which they would be found together with other 
plates bearing a depiction of the head of a satyr and plates with a depiction of 

Figure 2 A set of decorative items from a burial in Hydria no. 5. Catacomb no. 1012 in 
Chersonesos Taurica
Photo-archive of the Institute for the History of Material 
Culture, Russian Academy of Sciences, St.-Petersburg, no. III 7616
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acanthus. The fact that jewellery items were found together with these plates 
indicates that the burial had been that of a woman and, possibly, a priestess.17 
Based on an analysis of the range of objects found, the burial in Hydria no. 5 
it dates from the end of the third or beginning of the fourth quarter of the 4th 
century BC. Scholars are unanimous in their opinion, that all the burials in the 
catacomb in question had been conducted in accordance with the Hellenic 
funerary rite and were those of citizens of Chersonesos, who played an impor-
tant role in the city’s community.18

The second group of plates was found in a burial in the Kul-Oba burial-
mound (fig. 3, 1–2). Even today scholars still fail to agree on the culture to 
which this site and those buried in it belonged. Ideas have been expressed  
that the Kul-Oba burials were those of a Scythian king or his military com-
mander, the Bosporan king.19 On the basis of the dating of the amphora bearing 
a stamp of magistrate Aretonos, the funerary complex of Kul-Oba has been 
dated as falling within the last quarter of the 4th century BC.20 Altogether five 
plates of the type of interest were found in the catacomb. It is not possible to 
establish beyond any doubt on the basis of the available descriptions, to which 
of the burials the plates with a depiction of the Rankenfrau belonged. We know 
that in the Kul-Oba barrow four burials of different dates were found – three 
male ones and one female burial. In a text by Paul Du Brux, with reference to 
an illustration including the plate of interest, it was pointed out that numerous 
plates were found around the bones arranged by the south wall of the burial 
chamber. After listing the types of plates it was mentioned in the text that “the 
vault was strewn”21 with plates of this kind and later, with reference to the same 
illustration again, the author wrote: “… many small plates of gold and electrum 
were scattered throughout the catacomb – plates of different sizes and differ-
ent kinds, but all with convex figures, plates which had served as decoration for 
garments, on to which they had probably been sewn” .22 Descriptions provided 
by Damian Kareisha do not shed any light on this question either.23 It should 
be noted that three plates with a depiction of the head of a satyr and plates 
with a depiction of an acanthus flower and tendril24 were found together with 
the plates bearing the depiction of a Rankenfrau.

17  Rogov 2002, 41, figs. 2–3.
18  Stoyanov 2003–2004, 334–335, pl. I.
19  Vinogradov 2010, 423–425.
20  Monakhov 2003, 70, pl. 46, 1; Fedoseev 2011, 385.
21  Stefani 1854, 20, pl. 20, 8.
22  Stefani 1854, 26.
23  Kareïsha 2010, 215–217.
24  Stefani 1854, pl. 22, 26.
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The nature of the context is least clear in connection with the find made 
near the village of Ivanovskaya (fig. 3, 3). According to information provided 
in a publication by Nikita Anfimov, the plate was discovered in 1967 in a 
burial-mound which had been destroyed during the construction of irrigation 
installations. Apart from the plate bearing the depiction of a Rankenfrau, frag-
ments of bronze cauldrons were found in the burial in question and also the 
terminal of a rhyton, plates bearing the depiction of a horse’s head which had 
probably decorated a wooden cup, a fastener in the form of a butterfly’s wings 
and a group of plates originally sewn on to garments with the following depic-
tions: Medusa, a female head in profile, a standing figure of Heracles and the 
head of a bearded man. Those last plates had, in all probability, been deco-
rated with a satyr mask. Anfimov assigned a wide date range – the whole of the 
4th century BC – to this group of plates bearing depictions of a Rankenfrau.25 
There are no grounds for the later assertion that the plate with the image of a 
Rankenfrau was for the facing of a wooden cup.26 On the contrary, the discov-
ery of these plates together with plates on which a satyr mask is depicted – as 
was the case in both Chersonesos and Kul-Oba – testifies to the fact that they 
were part of one and the same set of decorations for clothes.

It follows that the presence of a similar set of plates in three different funer-
ary complexes of the same date, but in different parts of the North Pontic 
region, cannot be considered a coincidence. In each of the three cases the 
plates were found in funerary complexes and in contact zones of Greek and 
barbarian culture. The barbarian element was different in each of the three 
cases. This points to the fact that the image of the Rankenfrau with a satyr 
mask relates to the Hellenic cultural tradition. They would all appear to have 
been used to decorate apparel – probably the head-dress of a priestess. The 
combination of a Rankenfrau with a mask on one decorative item is probably 
linked to the cult of Artemis Orphia.
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Figure 3 Plates. 1: Kul-Oba (Zhuravlev D.V., https://blog.mediashm.ru/
wp-content/uploads/sites/9/2020/06/snimok-ekrana-2020-06-12-v-
19.07.41-e1591978959912.png); 2: Kul-Oba (after Stefani 1854, Plate 20, 8; 
Plate 22, 26); 3: Village of Ivanovskaya (after Anapa Archaeological Museum 
©, https://museumanapa.ru/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/IMGP9750.jpg)
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