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Among all the Greek colonies in the North Pontic region Tauric Chersonesos preserved the orthogonal city-planning system organized in accordance with the main principles of the city-planning school created by Hippodamos from Miletus until the late Byzantine period. The initial period of Chersonesos is still under discussion. Some years ago the date previous fixed at the turn of third and fourth quarters of the 5th century BC was proposed altered to the third or last quarter of the 6th century BC, which is, to my mind, incorrect. The traces of the earlier settlement are not preserved well enough to conclude anything certain about the early city development. But anyway, the starting-point of the new planning system of the city can be dated to the end of the second quarter of the 4th century BC according to the results of the latest investigation of the site. It was securely dated by the numerous finds of amphoras from Herakleia and Sinope of the earlier groups, Attic black-glazed and red-figured table wares and early issues of local coins. It is also well-known that the spatial development of the home territory – the agricultural zone in Herakleian peninsula - was organized in the same manner with a strong orthogonal net.

Some years ago together with a colleague of mine from Chersonesos Museum, M. Zolotarev, I started to work with the city-planning system (AA 2002). Our reconstructions showed the grid of the ideal planning system that was a base for all the later spatial development of the city. Taking in account that the planning system was surely developed like the Hippodamic one I tried to reconstruct some (3 or 4) main longitudinal streets crossed by streets at right angles and I tried to find a single metrological standard (believing it was the Doric foot of 32.65 cm) in the planning net. That means that all the insulae had to have type houses with standardized width and standardized dimensions. The smallest houses were excavated at the northern coast of Chersonesos with an overall size of c. 159 sq.m. The city of Chersonesos covers today c. 29-30 ha and accordingly could include a maximum number of no more than 1,000 small houses. In reality the number of houses and the number of male citizens was even smaller, because as it is well-known the central part of Chersonesos was build completely with houses of larger dimensions having an overall size of between 550 and 650 sq.m. I believe that this situation is the reason why a large part of the citizens had to live outside in the country.

But if it is possible to work with the city and at least try to provide some planning reconstruction, the contrary is the case concerning Chersonesos’ city necropolis, on which we posses only a limited number of certain information about its internal organization. 


The different parts of the necropolis were excavated around the city walls. They correspond to the city’s two main building periods (before mid-4th century BC and after the second half of 4th century BC till the end of Hellenistic period). The spatial organization of the city necropolis has some distinctive peculiarities for the two main periods of its existence.

Concerning the first period, the best preserved part of the city necropolis was excavated by the northern shore of Chersonesos. Here, in the lowest part of the site, under the later insulae N 14, 15, 16, 17, 18 were found more than 100 burials during the excavations made in the 1930s and late 1940s. They were dated before the last quarter of the 4th century BC or, as I consider it now, no later than the mid-4th century BC. The common idea of all the researches was that the large number of burials was cut into the bedrock or lowest cultural levels only like the individual burials. Nearly 30% of the burials consist of child graves in amphoras. There were two main types of graves, neither particularly rich in the pre-Roman period in Chersonesos, as, again, it was considered in past research. The only strange structure was found in insula N 18 – where, under the later buildings on the level of the rock - two lines of certain grave pits were excavated together with the remains of the angle of two cross walls.

In former Soviet historiography it was the common idea that the burials in stretched position belonged to the Greeks only and that the burials in flexed position were considered to belong to the indigenous barbarian population. Referring to the forms of the graves by the northern coast they were considered to belong to the flexed type (in spite that no bones were found inside because they had been removed before the new building activity) and the building was therefore reconstructed like an imaginative example of a barbarian family grave. The proposed reconstruction of the closed rectangular structure permitted to imagine a monumental burial building above-ground, perhaps a mausoleum in which a family of barbarians was buried. The famous late Hellenistic so-called mausoleum from Scythian Neapolis was used as the prototype for the reconstruction.

In the neighboring insula 17 there were also found some pits of the same shape, completely empty but situated in the same fashion, along one front. However, these pits had not been recognized as burial structures. No one has paid any attention to the two lines in their spatial distribution and organization and the necessary conclusions had not been made.

Another large sector of the city necropolis situated in the south-eastern part of the city, near the Quarantine Bay was excavated in the end of the 19th century and every year until 1917. There were excavated some hundreds of graves dated until the Medieval period and some hundreds of burial monuments of different shape – grave stelai cut from sandstone and other local limestone, diminutive anthropomorphic objects from the same materials, rare parts of marble grave sculpture, including the broken parts of the famous grave-lions. Besides them, the very important finds were made during the excavations of the flanking tower N 17 and the related curtains – N 19 and 20. This additional part of defensive system was build to the city wall in the second half of 3rd century BC.

The interior of tower N 17 was investigated by the Chersonesos Museum in 1960-61 and it was found to contain more than 300 pieces of stelai and different architectural members taken from the nearest part of the city necropolis. All of them, in accordance with the usual Greek building practice were demolished from the territory of necropolis and used for the second time like a cheap building materials. Pieces employed inside the masonry preserved the polychrome painting in best condition. Except for the parts of stelai and their bases there were found some parts of painted panels from sarcophagi and a lot of completely unknown pieces with architectural profiles. Many of these architectural moldings had suffered from additional cutting. Some large pieces were cut into two or even three parts like bricks. Only in few cases the complete stone was preserved. It was only a common idea that they belonged to graves. An analysis of these unknown pieces constituted my main task of work during the last years as part of the common Ukrainian and American project under the supervision of J. Carter from the Institute of Classical Archaeology in the Texas University.

First I had to categorize these pieces (I have nearly 60 of them) in accordance with their functional usage, then with the architectural orders and finally according to their stone materials. Thus, it is possible to consider that nearly one fifth of them belonged to the upper parts of grave naiskoi. They are represented by imported marble pieces, perhaps from the Aegean islands or mainland Greece (there are no local marbles in the Northern Pontus) and consisted of different parts from very impressive small buildings – background wall (it had to have a marble relief), side panels with antae or columns and entablature with an architrave and cornice. The naiskoi were adorned with Doric and Ionic orders, they could be flat or deep with cassettes. The Chersonesos collection contains some unique pieces. There is, for example, a Doric naiskos with painted cassettes. Till now only two examples with painted cassettes are known from the recent Kerameikos excavations. Our collection contains some marble naiskoi and some parts of the same buildings made from the local limestone, being a complete and very careful imitation of the imported examples. One more unique piece to which I have not been able to find a parallel anywhere is a part of grave monument in the shape of a façade of a Macedonian tomb with a door entrance. The entablature was painted in red and blue typical for the Doric order; a tympanon preserved painted planting ornament. These famous underground buildings with burial chambers and tumuli on the top were erected in Macedonia in the second half of the 4th century BC.


Some fragments with two or three facades can be attributed as the parts of precincts – not so rare, but also not so common a type of grave monument. Till now the best preserved precincts are known again from the Kerameikos necropolis in Athens. Once more restored with the upper part and fundament is known from the necropolis of Olynthus. The Chersonesean pieces can be attributed to precincts with a П-shape and too narrow basement to belong to any other kind of above-ground grave construction.

The largest part of the pieces could belong to the upper parts of grave periboloi. This was a well-known manner of spatial organization in every necropolis in mainland Greece. They created the long fronts from the separated or joined together the terraces that flanked the roads or valleys coming from the city-gates. I believe that in my case I am dealing exactly with the numerous pieces from the upper parts of such periboloi. They could belong to family graves like as can be seen from fragments with inscriptions, but they could also belong to individual burials. The pieces were cut both in Doric and Ionic orders, had one or two rows of painted Ionic cymatia – Ionic and Lesbic, without engraved lines, that is typical for the Attic school of architectural decoration. Only two times have I noted the usage of combined Attic and Asia Minor architectural decoration – painted and relief. 

In general the monumental architecture in Chersonesos was also painted and it is possible to consider, that the same manner of painting was used in both cases. The main colors were red, white, blue and yellow. When blue and yellow were applied on top of each other perfect green was the outcome.

The most problematic for the modern studying of Chersonesos grave architecture can be seen in the full (and I need to underline this) absence of fundaments that can be attributed to constructions above the graves. All of them, especially in the nearest parts of necropolis, situated near the city-walls, were completely demolished in the pre-Roman period, wherefore we are dealing now with broken stone pieces alone. It was the main reason why for many years these pieces were stored in magazines and were not published in a correct manner.

But time is passing and I believe that the situation has now completely changed, and this nice and very important collection needs to be fully reexamined. Moreover, during the past 20 years materials from a number of very important Greek necropoleis have published, especially those excavated in Attika and in Northern Greece (Kerameikos, Rhamnous, Oropos, Ambrakia and others). With this comparative material in mind I have reexamined again the reports about the old excavations and the old diaries preserved in the Chersonesos archive just to find at least something preserving except of grave-pits during the excavations of necropolis. And believe that I succeeded. In the sector excavated in 1896 near the Quarantine Bay in the south-eastern sector a П-shaped masonry building that was left without any explanation by the author who had found it. I consider this fundament to be a usual peribolos that may have separated a family grave.
This induced me to reconsider once more the remains of the necropolis on the northern shore, covered later by the city dwelling blocks. To my mind, the famous «barbarian family grave» can belong to the same type of above-ground funerary construction. It had probably not a closed, but an open plan, consisting of two cross-walls, limiting the graves behind them. It is also a usual grave peribolos. It is clear, that the peribolos was located exactly along at least one road running in the direction of the city-gates which must have existed in the ancient defensive-system. If we have a look at the line of grave pits under the insula N 17, it is visible that these two lines have the same orientation and surely show the same direction, maybe even the same street to the gates. I suspect that someone can propose me another explanation of these topographic features, but I believe that the idea to connect them with the inner space of a necropolis is the most likely.

Looking at the different sectors of the Chersonesean necropolis, the interesting situation that gives fresh information about the spatial development of the necropolis can be seen near the city gates of the later building period – the gates preserved till now. Here the famous stepped monument was excavated in 1899 and considered to be a grave by the first excavator. Later, in 1927 a line of large stones with the width of nearly 75 cm was found here, coming under an angle to the latter city wall. This masonry was decided to be the earliest city wall with only field façade that was preserved. In order to prove it to be a real wall (and it had to have at least 2 facades), excavations were undertaken outside to find the city façade. It was discovered that the masonry consisted of small uncut stones. Meanwhile, in spite of the untypical plan for the defensive system it was proposed that the earliest city wall was found in Chersonesos and therefore that the unusual monument had to be a kind of kenotaph instead of a grave. Again, this idea was adopted by generations of scholars and it became one of the most important items in the schoolbook of Chersonesean field archaeology. Now every excursion starts from this «earliest wall».
From the first time I participated in the excavations in Chersonesos being free from local stereotypes working with the spatial and architectural development of the city, for me this explanation looked completely illogic. First, there are no direct indications for the stepped construction to be a kenotaph – it can be compared with two stepped construction excavated again in the Athenian Kerameikos, for example the famous grave of Pytagoras from Selymbria. Second, the basic construction of the defensive wall was built in a very unusual manner without inner filling. Of course, it could have been removed later, but it is impossible to imagine, that the parts of both facades, especially from the city side, would then be completely preserved.

To my mind, we can identify this not as a part of the city wall of the earliest period, but as an ordinary funerary construction – a peribolos. Such an explanation gives the possibility to conclude that this district was outside of the earlier city territory and was incorporated inside of it later, in the second quarter of the 4th century BC, like it possible to see with the materials from the famous nymphaion that was cut by this city-wall. This permitted me to reexamine the interpretation of another building – the so-called nymphaion – which was probably also an ordinary grave construction. I think that it is impossible to imagine a public nymphaion among the graves. Thus, nothing contradicts a totally different interpretation for a number of archaeological monuments excavated near the city gates in the south-eastern part of Chersonesos as being connected with burial purposes only. That means that the city wall now visible was the single defensive object in this district. It conclusion also gives the perfect possibility to reexamine the chronological development of some very important building phases. 

Today it is accepted that in the 4th century BC Chersonesos possessed nearly four main periods in accordance with the development of the city’s different defensive systems. I can conclude the existence of only two building phases with the turn exactly after the middle of the second quarter of the 4th century BC, when the new building program started to be realized. It included city planning system and the organization of the total defensive system.

Returning to the city necropolis I may be permitted to underline that it had to develop in accordance with the same laws as all the other necropoleis in mainland Greece. The spatial development of Chersonesos’ necropolis was organized with the same principles when the city of the dead started from the city gates along the street that were flanked by family funerary monuments. These monuments were built on artificial terraces – periboloi with different architectural profiles, and included almost all the famous types known from Greece. Of course, the Chersonesean necropolis consisted not only of family graves – there were a lot of individual burial, excavated widely in all the sectors around the walls. They had to be demarcated with grave monuments, otherwise it is impossible to imagine the strong order in their location. For sure, there were also some distinctive local features – the presence of small anthropomorphic monuments and complete absence of large grave vases cut in marble – loutrophorai and lekythoi or stelai with figural representation.

Some of the monuments known from the city necropolis in Chersonesos were found also in the city necropolis of Kerkinitis (from the time when Kerkinitis was incorporated into the Chersonesean state) and in Kalos Limen of the same historical period (but they remain till now unpublished). Different parts of grave monuments were found also in the necropolis situated near the settlements in the agricultural territory of Chersonesos and I hope that the common works of Russian and Danish team will increase their number. The single difference to the city necropolis of Chersonesos can be seen in total absence of such specific buildings like precincts and periboloi. That means that the spatial organization of these provincial necropoleis was managed in accordance with another system. Which system must be discussed in the future.

The spatial organization of the city necropolis of Chersonesos, usual for Greece, is still unique among the Greek cities in the Northern Pontic region which was developed under strong Ionic influence. The distribution of funerary monuments between of them seems also to be interesting. Grave stelai made of marble and taken from Greece and those cut from the local limestone, are usual everywhere, like anthropomorphic monuments. Grave lions and parts of naiskoi, except of Chersonesos, are known today only from the city necropolis of Pantikapaion. There were found some constructions in Doric and Ionic orders both from marble and limestone, monolithic and constructed from several parts. Outside of Pantikapaion I know of two flat naiskoi in Tyritake  and in Nymphaion. I believe that that something must exist also in the lapidary collections from the sites in the Asiatic part of Bosporus.

To finish this long representation I would like to say that the modern reexamination of one group of archeological materials permits to create quite another, sometimes unexpected understanding of materials that were known for many years. Moreover, now it is clear that the city necropolis of Taurian Chersonesos is really unique among all the famous necropoleis in the North Pontic Region. I think that its modern studying has only started. 
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