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THE SYMBOLISM OF THE SCYTHIAN PECTORAL 
FROM THE THICK GRAVE KURGAN IN TERMS 

OF THE ORPHIC DIONYSIAN RELIGION

The article analyzes the semantics of the images and compositions of the three tiers of 
the Scythian pectoral from the Thick Grave kurgan, a site which dates back to the 4th 
century BC. This is the first time the Scythian pectoral is considered as a cult object 
in terms of the Dionysian Orphic religion. The semantics of the images in the integrity 
of the composition of the three tiers confirms the connection of the Scythians with the 
religious cult on the island Delos reported by Herodotus. It is also in line with the 
results obtained by earlier studies about the wide spread of the religious and philo-
sophical doctrine of Orphism in the Northern Black Sea region in the 5th–4th centuries 
BC, about the popularity of the cult of Dionysus Eleutherius in the northern Black Sea 
city-states and the widespread holding of Dionysian festivals here, in particular the 
Anthesteriа. The pectoral from the Thick Grave kurgan is unanimously considered a 
monument of Scythian art, therefore it can be seen as a clear confirmation that the Hel-
lenized Scythian nobility understood the essence of the religion of Dionysus and widely 
accepted it. Within the framework of the cult of ancestors, the cult of heroes and the cult 
of leaders that existed among the Scythians, the semantics of images and the integral 
composition of the three tiers is interpreted in terms of a trietheric cult. The pectoral 
discovered in the dromos of the Thick Grave kurgan was probably an offering to a 
buried ancestor or leader as a sign of his apotheosis and glorification by his descend-
ants on the second day of Anthesteria (the festival of souls)— on the Day of Choes. 
Keywords: Anthesteriа, Dionysos Zagreos, Dionysos Eleuthereos, Dionysos Melan-
aigis, Dionysos Mitreforos, оrphism, Scythians of the North Pontic Area, trieteric cult
Author Info: Dobrovolskyi, Lіubomyr S. — Мaster’s Student, Faculty of History and 
Regional Studies, Jusup Balasagyn Kyrgyz National University (Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan). 
E-mail: lubomirdobrovolskiy@gmail.com ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-
1392-5355
For citation: Dobrovolskyi, L. S. 2025. The Symbolism of the Scythian Pectoral 
from the Thick Grave Kurgan in Terms of the Orphic Dionysian Religion. Herald of 
Anthropology (Vestnik Antropologii) 2: 376–392.

References
Babenko, L. І. 2013. Do semantiki tsentral’noї stseni pektoralі z Tovstoї Mogili [On the Semantics 

of the Central Scene of the Pectoral from Thick Grave]. Drevnosti 2013. Khar’kovskii istoriko-
arkheologicheskii ezhegodnik 12: 111–122.

Balonov, F. R. 1994. Pektoral’ iz Tolstoi Mogily kak model’ mifopoeticheskogo prostranstva-vremeni 
[The Pectoral from Thick Grave as a Model of Mythopoeic Space-Time]. In Elitnye kurgany 
stepei Evrazii v skifo-sarmatskuiu epokhu [Elite Barrows of the Eurasian Steppes in the Scythian-
Sarmatian Era], ed. by A. Yu. Alexeev, N. A. Bokovenko, L. S. Marsadolov, Vl. A. Semenov. Saint 
Petersburg: Gosudarstvennyi Ermitazh. 17–23. 

mailto:lubomirdobrovolskiy@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1392-5355
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1392-5355


Bessonova, S. S. 1983. Religioznye predstavleniia skifov [Religious Beliefs of the Scythians]. Kiev: 
Naukova dumka. 140 p.

Bessonova, S. S. 1991. «Muzhskoe» i «zhenskoe» v sakral’noi sfere skifov [“Male” and “Female” 
in the Sacred Sphere of the Scythians]. In Dukhovnaia kul’tura drevnikh obshchestv na territorii 
Ukrainy [Spiritual Culture of Ancient Societies on the Territory of Ukraine], ed. by V. F. Gening. 
Kiev: Naukova dumka. 84–95.

Brashinskii, I. B. 1979. V poiskakh skifskikh sokrovishch [In Search of Scythian Treasures]. Leningrad: 
Nauka. 144 p.

Danilenko, V. N. 1975. Istoricheskie siuzhety nekotorykh shedevrov ellino-skifskoi torevtiki [Historical 
Plots of Some Masterpieces of Hellenic-Scythian Toreutics]. In 150 let Odesskomu arkheologicheskomu 
muzeiu AN USSR [150 years of the Odessa Archaeological Museum under the Academy of Sciences 
of the Ukrainian SSR], ed. by P.O. Karyshkovskii. Kiev: Naukova dumka. 150 p.

Dobrovolskyi, L. S., E. B. Sydykov, U. U. Umitkaliev, and G. T. Kazhenova. 2023. Semantika obrazov 
«grifono-gippokampa» i «rogatoi ryby» v skifskom zverinom stile vostochnoevropeiskoi zony 
[Semantics of the Images of “Griffin-hippocampus” and “Horned fish” in the Scythian Animal 
Style of the Eastern European Zone]. Povolzhskaia arkheologiia 1(43): 113–126. https://doi.
org/10.24852/pa2023.1.43.113.126 

Dobrovolskyi, L. S., and U. U. Umitkaliev. 2023a. Orficheskii mif v iskusstve skifov Severnogo 
Prichernomor’ia [Orphic Myth in the Art of the Scythians of the Northern Black Sea Region]. 
Uchenye zapiski Krymskogo federal’nogo universiteta imeni V. I. Vernadskogo. Seriia «Istoricheskie 
nauki» 9(75)3: 3–18.

Dobrovolskyi, L. S., and U. U. Umitkaliev. 2023b. Semantika siuzheta «terzaniia kopytnogo koshach’im 
khishchnikom ili grifonom» v skifskom zverinom stile vostochnoevropeiskoi zony [Semantics 
of the Plot of “The Torment of an Ungulate by a Feline Predator or a Griffin” in the Scythian 
Animal Style of the Eastern European Zone]. Arkheologiia Evraziiskikh stepei 5: 23–37. https://doi.
org/10.24852/2587-6112.2023.5.23.37 

Dobrovolskyi, L. S., and U. U. Umitkaliev. 2024. Z-simvolika v traktovke semantiki formy s-vidnykh 
i g-obraznykh skifskikh psaliev vostochnoevropeiskoi zony [Z-symbolism in the Interpretation of 
the Semantics of the Form of S-shaped and Г-shaped Scythian Cheekpieces of the Eastern European 
Zone] Povolzhskaia arkheologiia 1(47): 125–138. https://doi.org/10.24852/pa2024.1.47.125.138 

Yermolenko, L. N. 2008. O troichnoi i dvoichnoi kompozitsionnykh strukturakh v iskusstve Skifii 
[On the Ternary and Binary Compositional Structures in the Art of Scythia]. In Trudy II (XVIII) 
Vserossiiskogo arkheologicheskogo s”ezda v Suzdale 2. Moscow. 25–27.

Іllіnska, V. A. 1976. Zobrazhennia remіsnikіv na antichnikh virobakh z Pіvnіchnogo Prichornomor’ia 
[Depictions of Artisans on Antique Products from the Northern Black Sea Region]. Arkheologіia 20: 31–36.

Kerényi, K. 2007. Dionis: Proobraz neissiakaemoi zhizni: perevod s nemeckogo [Dionysus: Prototype 
of Inexhaustible Life: Translаted from German]. Moscow: Ladomir. 319 p.

Klochko, L. S. 2021. Svіt zemnii v obrazakh verkhn’ogo yarusu pektoralі [The Earthly World in the 
Images of the Upper Tier of the Pectoral]. In Simfonіia pektoralі [Symphony of the Pectoral], ed. 
by Yu. B. Polidovich. Kiїv: Mistetstvo. 76–79.

Kondrashov, A.P. 2005. Legendy i mify Drevnei Gretsii i Rima [Legends and Myths of Ancient Greece 
and Rome]. Moscow: Ripol klassik. 701 p.

Kuzina, N. V. 2008. Kul’t Dionisa v antichnykh gosudarstvakh Severnogo Prichernomor’ia: 
soderzhanie, obshchestvenno-politicheskii aspekt, lokal’naia spetsifika [The Cult of Dionysus 
in the Ancient States of the Northern Black Sea Region: Content, Socio-political Aspect, Local 
Specificity]. Ph.D. diss. abstract, Ivanovskii gosudarstvennyi universitet. 24 p.

Kuzmina, E. E. 1976. O semantike izobrazhenii na Chertomlytskoi vaze [On the Semantics of Images 
on the Chertomlyc Vase]. Sovetskaia arkheologiia 3: 68–75.

Losev, A. F. 1996. Mifologiia grekov i rimlian [Mythology of the Greeks and Romans]. Moscow: 
Mysl’. 975 p.

https://doi.org/10.24852/pa2023.1.43.113.126
https://doi.org/10.24852/pa2023.1.43.113.126
https://doi.org/10.24852/2587-6112.2023.5.23.37
https://doi.org/10.24852/2587-6112.2023.5.23.37
https://doi.org/10.24852/pa2024.1.47.125.138


Mantsevich, A. P. 1980. Zolotoi nagrudnik iz Tolstoi Mogily [Golden Breastplate from Thick Grave]. 
Thracia Serdicae V: 97–120.

Machinskii, D. A. 1978. Pektoral’ iz Tolstoi Mogily i velikie zhenskie bozhestva Skifii [Pectoral from 
Thick Grave and the Great Female Deities of Scythia]. In Kul’tura Vostoka: Drevnost’ i rannee 
srednevekov’e [Eastern Culture: Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages], ed. by V. G. Lukonin. 
Leningrad: Avrora. 131–150.

Mozolevs’kii, B. M. 1979. Tovsta Mogila [Thick Grave]. Kiїv: Naukova dumka. 252 p.
Mikhailin, V. Yu. 2005. Tropa zverinykh slov: Prostranstvenno-orientirovannye kul’turnye kody v 

indoevropeiskoi traditsii [The Trail of Animal Words: Spatially Oriented Cultural Codes in the 
Indo-European Tradition]. Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie. 528 p.

Moshinskii, A. P. 2002. Pektoral’ iz Tolstoi Mogily kak simvol tsarskoi vlasti [Pectoral from Thick 
Grave as a symbol of royal power]. Donskaia arkheologiia 1–2: 84–88.

Petrukhin, V. Ya. 2001. «Zolotoe runo»: Sv. Georgii i «skifskaia kosmogramma» [“Golden Fleece”: 
St. George and the “Scythian Cosmogram”]. MIF 7: 147–156. 

Polіdovich, Yu. B. 2021. Pektoral’: u poshukakh smislіv [Pectoral: in Search of Meanings]. In Simfonіia 
pektoralі [Symphony of the Pectoral], ed. by Yu. B. Polidovich. Kiїv: Mistetstvo. 58–75.

Raevskii, D. S. 1978. Iz oblasti skifskoi kosmologii (Opyt semanticheskoi interpretatsii pektorali iz 
Tolstoi Mogily) [From the Field of Scythian Cosmology (An Attempt at Semantic Interpretation of 
the Pectoral from Thick Grave)]. Vestnik drevnei istorii 3: 115–134.

Raevskii, D. S. 1985. Model’ mira skifskoi kul’tury. Problemy mirovozzreniia iranoiazychnykh narodov 
evraziiskikh stepei I tysiacheletiia do nashei ery [Model of the World of Scythian Culture. Problems 
of the Worldview of the Iranian-speaking Peoples of the Eurasian Steppes of the 1st Millennium 
BC]. Moscow: GRVL. 256 p.

Raevskii, D. S. 2006. Mir skifskoi kul’tury [The World of Scythian Culture]. Moscow: Yazyki 
slavianskikh kul’tur. 598 p.

Rusiaeva, A. S. 2005. Regional’nye osobennosti kul’ta Dionisa v Prichernomor’e [Regional Peculiarities 
of the Cult of Dionysus in the Black Sea Region]. Bosporskie issledovaniia IX: 65–83.

Rusiaeva, M. V. 1992. Osnovnii siuzhet na pektoralі z Tovstoї Mogili [The Main Plot on the Pectoral 
from Thick Grave]. Arkheologіia 3: 34–46.

Rusiaeva, M. V. 1995. Dіonіsіis’kі siuzheti na pam’iatkakh torevtiki іz skіfs’kikh kurganіv [Dionysian 
Scenes on the Monuments of Toreutics from Scythian Burial Mounds]. Arkheologіia 1: 22–33. 

Tresidder, Dzh. 2001. Slovar’ simvolov [Dictionary of Symbols]. Moscow: Fair-Press. 444 p. https://
www.booksite.ru/localtxt/tre/sid/der/tresidder_d/slovar_sim/2.htm

Shaub, I. Yu. 1999. Italiia  — Skifiia (ikonografiia i semantika odnogo siuzheta) [Italy  — Scythia 
(Iconography and Semantics of One Plot)]. Ital’ianskii sbornik 3: 5–10.

Shaub, I. Yu. 2008. Italiia — Skifiia: kul’turno-istoricheskie paralleli [Italy — Scythia: Cultural and 
Historical Parallels]. Moscow, Saint Petersburg: IIMK RAN. 155 p.

Shramko, B. A. 1984. Review of Tovsta Mogila, by B. M. Mozolevs’kii. Sovetskaia arkheologiia 1: 
272–280.

Shramko, B. A. 1983. K voprosu o nekotorykh istochnikakh izucheniia skifskogo remesla [On the Issue 
of Some Sources for Studying Scythian Crafts]. Vestnik Khar’kovs’kogo universiteta 238: 119–125.

Yatsenko, S. A. 1999. O nekotorykh antropomorfnykh siuzhetakh nomadov Evropy V–IV vv. do n. 
e. [On Some Anthropomorphic Stories of the Nomads of Europe in the 5th–4th Centuries BC]. In 
Problemy skifo-sarmatskoi arkheologii Severnogo Prichernomor’ia. K 100-letiiu B. N. Grakova 
[Scythian-Sarmatian Archaeological Studies of the Northern Black Sea Region. To the 100th 
anniversary of B. N. Grakov], ed. by P. P.  Tolochko. Zaporozh’e: Izdatel’stvo Zaporozhskogo 
gosudarstvennogo universiteta. 282–285.

https://www.booksite.ru/localtxt/tre/sid/der/tresidder_d/slovar_sim/2.htm
https://www.booksite.ru/localtxt/tre/sid/der/tresidder_d/slovar_sim/2.htm

	_Hlk192878929
	_Hlk193040127
	_Hlk190888056
	_Hlk183000362
	_Hlk163114901
	_Hlk130158988

