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THE ASSUMED “PISTIROS” EMPORION. 
PRELIMINARY INQUIRIES ABOUT ITS TRADE PURVEYORS

Pierre DUPONTa, Alexandre BARALISb, Alexey GOTSEVc,  
Emil NANKOVc, Vyara PETROVAd, Tsvetelina SLAVKOVAd

a ArAr Lab, Maison de l’Orient, Lyon, France; e‑mail : pierre.dupont15@orange.fr  
b Musée du Louvre, Department of Greek, Etruscan and Roman Antiquities, Paris, France; e‑mail: Alexandre.Baralis@louvre.fr  
c National Archaeological Institute and Museum, Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, Sofia, Bulgaria; e‑mails: alexaim@abv.bg, ehn2@cornell.edu  
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Keywords: “Pistiros”, Bulgaria, Thracian hinterland, Greek emporion, trade relations, Hellenistic period
Abstract: Preliminary inquiries about the assumption of preferential trade relations between Thracian hinterland and Apollonia Pontica.

Cuvinte‑cheie: „Pistiros”, Bulgaria, hinterland tracic, emporion grec, relații comerciale, epocă elenistică
Rezumat: Anchetă preliminară asupra presupuselor relații comerciale preferențiale dintre „Pistiros” și Apollonia Pontica.

Located right in the heart of the Thracian hinterland, 
the Vetren settlement, at first identified as1possibly 
corresponding to the one of ancient Pistiros2 on the basis 
of a Greek inscription discovered in the close vicinity, soon 
afterwards proved to be ambiguous3. For lack of conclusive 
epigraphical sources4, excavation campaigns have brought 
to light a rather diversified range of ceramic finds of Greek 
type, the determination of origin(s) of which would allow to 
get a concise idea of its main trade purveyors, either issued 
from the North‑Aegean littoral or from the West‑Pontic 
shoreline, as suggested by the mention of one Apollonia 
within the text of the sibylline inscription, thus allowing to 
identify this Euxine port of trade as the possible founder 
of far inland assumed “Pistiros”.

So, we have no choice but to deal with locally 
excavated archaeological finds, at least with those of 
well‑identified places of manufacture, best suited to settle 
individually between the two involved geographical poles. 
For that purpose, we had recourse to XRF‑analyses of 
discriminating varieties of ceramic samples, in order to 
compare the chemical data between finds from Vetren 
‑name of the nearest modern site‑ on one side and its 
two assumed main suppliers on the other one, viz. both 
Northern Aegean and West‑Pontic shoreline centered 

1	 Study started under the guidance of the Mission Archéologique 
Française d’Apollonia Pontica, headed by Dr. A. Baralis, Musée du 
Louvre.

2	 See Loukopoulou 1999, p. 371; Gotzev 2019.
3	 See Chankowski 2010 and 2012; Bouzek, Domaradzka 2013, p. 22–24. 
4	 On the “Pistiros” inscription, see Pistiros I (1996), p. 205; Bravo, 

Chankowski 1999; Bouzek, Domaradzka 2013, p. 22–24.

on Apollonia5. For each variety of selected ceramic finds, 
the results of data processing will be summarized in a 
dendrogramme. 

In spite of the persistent uncertainty about the very 
appellation of the site, the range of manufactured items 
excavated there might have been delivered, either from 
the North‑Aegean littoral through waterway via the Hebros 
course6 or overland via the Nestos valley and the Rhodope 
mountains7; or overland from the Burgas gulf according 
to the supporters of an Apollonian origin. In order to 
test it, the archaeometrical process at first consisted, 
on selected samples, in testing the presence among 
the finds from the assumed “Pistiros” of specimens of 
ceramic products attributed to regional workshops of the 
Apollonia‑Mesambria area.

For that purpose, three categories of ceramic 
products were preselected, viz. : 1) one variant of transport 

5	 The preliminary archaeometrical results presented here fit with those 
formerly obtained on a small disparate sample of pottery finds from 
Apollonia (Blondé, Picon 2003), which at first seemed to have been 
locally made judging from the archaeometrical data including those of 
the common wares collected by the excavators (Bouzek et alii 2007), 
whereas the quality of the b.g. fine ones, considered of higher standard 
than the one of West‑Pontic finds, rather led the excavators to interpret 
them a priori as imports of North‑Aegean origin (Bouzek et alii 2013, 
p. 96 infra.). 

6	 On the trading links between Maroneia and the upper Hebros valley, 
see Bravo, Chankowski 1999, p. 310–311. Through river course, then 
by sea, the transport duration from “Pistiros” to Thasos is estimated of 
one month duration after Gotsev 2019, p. 98.

7	 Judging from the preponderance of Thasian amphoras put forward by 
Bravo, Chankowski 1999, p. 312. Conversely, one must have in mind 
that the area of manufacture of jars of Thasian type obviously widely 
extended beyond the island across the North‑Aegean littoral. 
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amphoras of Heraclean type with englyphic stamp, some of 
them more or less related to Virginia Grace’ Parmeniskos 
Group, overrepresented in the immediate hinterland of 
Burgas Gulf, on a site located in the vicinity of the modern 
village of Debelt8; 2) one non‑Attic variant of black‑glazed 
fine wares, overrepresented among the finds of the Kalfata 
necropolis in Apollonia, thus most likely, if not of local, at 
least of close vicinity manufacture9; 3) a range of roof‑tiles 
and architectural terracottas from Apollonia, some of 
them A‑stamped10, a device also borne by some tiles from 
“Pistiros”, but there flanked by a fan‑shaped device of 
relief lines11, thus rather in favour of an imported artefact 
from elsewhere12. Archaeometrical tests have consisted 
in comparisons of chemical data with samples of finds of 
similar types from “Pistiros”. 

The first comparative tests between the West‑Pontic 
area Apollonia‑Mesambria and “Pistiros” were focused on 
amphoras finds with englyphic stamp from both the Debelt 
area and Apollonia itself. The alternative of a continental 
track of delivery expected between them looking a priori 
rather uncertain, it appeared rather necessary to complete 
the comparative batch of samples Apollonia vs. “Pistiros” 
with an additional sortiment of amphoras from the 
North‑Aegean fringe (Thasos, Abdera, Maroneia, Doriskos).

On the dendrogramme of classification of amphoric 
samples [Pl. I], it appears that if, on the whole, samples 
ascribable to the Heraclean circle collected both in Debelt 
and Apollonia actually form a relatively homogenous 
geochemical group within cluster [D]13, on the other hand 
just a single one out of five of those collected in “Pistiros”, 
namely PST 14, stamped ΚΑΛ[…] ΑΙΑ[…] on neck as well as 
with graffito A under the handle. Furthermore, this group, 
gathered within cluster [D], appears clearly distinct from 
our amphorical references for the North‑Aegean littoral 
fringe Maroneia/Ainos‑Doriskos (clusters A et B)14, which 
more secondarily include two additional specimens from 
Pistiros: the former (PST 11) bearing a stamp ΜΑΤΡΟ / 
ΔΩΡΩ, side by side with a representation of helmet or 
vine‑leaf15, assigned to Virginia Grace’s Parmeniskos Group; 
the latter (PST 10), bearing a handle‑stamp with inscription 
[…] / ΝΕΟΣ. As for cluster [C], it theoretically is out of place 
within this setting: only gathering samples of common 
wares from Mesambria, we added it only tentatively, for 
lack of having at our disposal samples of amphoras from 
that site, assumed to be of local manufacture, which would 
have allowed us to cross their results with those of other 

8	 Balabanov 2010 ; id. 2011; Dupont 2023.
9	 Dupont 2024.
10	Stoyanova 2022, p. 155 Tabl. I, nos. 1 and 6.
11	Musil 1996, p. 54 Fig. 3 :7.
12	Bouzek et alii 2013, p. 94, pl. 28 :3.
13	As already previously obtained (Dupont 2023, p. 57 fig. 2, cluster B1).
14	The distinction between two separate clusters being mainly based on 

calcium contents – high ones for [A], low ones for [B] –, might well be 
here only artificial, the data processing often cutting into two separate 
units a too large dispersion of a single chemical element.

15	See Bouzek et alii 2007b, p. 142, n°A.1.

recent archaeometrical contributions16. Lastly, relegated in 
marginal position within one very loose cluster, our two last 
samples from Pistiros PST 12 and 13 are raising problems of 
different kind: as for the former, consisting in an over‑fired 
scrap collected on the hearth of a potter’s kiln, even if the 
possibility of identifying it as a local product of “Pistiros” 
itself appears not at all excluded, it might also be the result 
of a great urban fire, either accidental or connected with 
war events; as for the latter sample, bearing a no more 
decipherable handle‑stamp, its interpretation remains 
unclear at all.

Such results, focused on the Heraclean circle fit totally 
with those already obtained on the general distribution of 
amphoric finds17, which have already quite well evidenced 
the crushing majority of stamps of North‑Aegean origin 
(88%) in comparison with those from Heraclea (7%) 
and Cnidus (1%). 

Concerning our ten samples of black‑glazed wares 
from “Pistiros”18, they have displayed no overlap at all 
of chemical pattern with the assumed variant of local 
manufacture from the Kalfata necropolis of cluster [B] 
[Pl. II], but have at first formed a mixed cluster [A] together 
with a little fraction of our black‑glazed samples from the 
Ainos‑Doriskos area, thus suggesting a North‑Aegean 
origin, covering the Hebros estuary. Then, dealing 
with atticizing black‑glazed wares, we have submitted 
additionally these samples of cluster [A] – as usual in such 
a case – to a comparison test with Attic references from 
the Agora excavations19, test which proved to be positive. 
Conversely, the same samples of black‑glazed wares from 
“Pistiros” didn’t reveal particular chemical affinities with 
the majority of our references for the North‑Aegean littoral 
[clusters D‑E‑F‑G‑H]. In that case, such a predominance 
of Attic black‑glazed wares together with a few others of 
North‑Aegean manufacture might yet suggest deliveries 
in common up to the Thracian hinterland via the Hebros 
course. But, in that case, such a predominance of 
black‑glazed wares of Attic manufacture within our small 
set from Pistiros seems rather connected with our random 
selection. Only PST 22 and 25 go off within mini‑cluster 
[C], differing from both our Attic references and from the 
non‑Attic black‑glazed group from the Kalfata necropolis.

As for our minor lots of black‑glazed samples from 
Mangalia and Anchialos, concentrated within cluster [I], 
they obviously correspond too to the products of local 
workshops, distinct from the one of Apollonia, as already 
forecast for a long time by the excavators20, even if the 
leading role in the breakthrough of such West‑Pontic 

16	Viz those by Stoyanov 2019.
17	See Tushlova et alii 2010.
18	On the finds of black‑glazed vases from “Pistiros”, see Trefny 2013.
19	On the geochemical point of view, black‑glazed fine wares of Attic type 

are far from forming a homogenous group, so that attributions of origin 
are often more or less uncertain. For that reason, we have first of all 
based them on reference samples from the Athenian Agora excavations 
and matched up the results with those of similar finds of Attic type from 
Lycian Xanthos and Megara Hyblaea.

20	Bozkova 1997, p. 15.
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workshops across the Thracian hinterland still remains 
attributed to Apollonia 21.

Still more uncertain proved to be the comparison 
between Apollonia and “Pistiros” in the field of roof‑tiles 
and architectural terracottas22, for lack of having gathered 
at my disposal a suitable amount of samples. Faced with our 
thirty samples representative of Apollonia, supplemented 
by twelve more from Thasos and Maroneia, the only two 
fragments put at our disposal by the Septemvri Museum 
both formed on the dendrogramme [Pl. III] a single cluster 
[D] together with four of our specimens from Apollonia, 
three others from Thasos and a last one from Maroneia, 
thus rather in favour of a North‑Aegean origin23. It is 
also the case for two other clusters [A] and [B] on the 
dendrogramme, within which additional specimens of 
roof‑tiles and architectural terracottas from Apollonia 
appear side by side with others from Thasos and Maroneia, 
once again in favour of a Thasian manufacture24. As for 
the greater part of our specimens from Apollonia of local 
manufacture, they are concentrated within cluster [C], 
mainly gathering tiles, whereas architectural terracottas, 
most probably issued from a specialized workshop of 
coroplasts, stand apart within marginal mini‑cluster [E]. 

As for architectural terracottas brought to light in 
“Pistiros” itself and that we were not allowed to sample, 
their standard of quality is reported by the excavators to 
surpass definitely the one of West‑Pontic finds and parallels 
put forward, thus would rather to be assigned to the cities 
of the North‑Aegean coastal fringe25. In the same way, the 
above‑mentioned parallel between the stamp [A] struck on 
some tiles from Apollonia and the one observed on others 
from “Pistiros” doesn’t hold up too: in quadrangular recess 
for the former26; oval for the latter, surrounded by a double 
fan‑shaped pattern27. 

In the light of our first stage of archaeometrical 
results, it would therefore appear that the site more or 
less interpreted initially as “Pistiros”, on the basis of a 
rather aleatory inscription, rather than from a hypothetical 
West‑Pontic purveyor, was mainly receiving its imports, 
first of all of amphoras, from the North‑Aegean sphere, 
viz. from the Thasos‑Maroneia fringe, most probably by 
inland waterway via the Hebros valley28.

Nevertheless, additional cross‑inquiries might well 
still have to be envisaged about the impressive lot of finds 
of both tiles and architectural terracottas from Mesambria 

21	Bozkova 2010, p. 491.
22	On the finds of architectural terracottas from “Pistiros”, see Bouzek 

et alii 2013.
23	Even if the remains of a large kiln found there (Gotsev et alii 2011) 

confirm the existence of pottery manufacture, at least of common ware 
(Bouzek et alii 2013, p. 94).

24	Considering the poor amount of clay sources on Thasos Island, 
workshops of both tile‑makers and coroplasts were probably coastal 
ones, like those producing amphoras (see Picon, Garlan 1986).

25	Bouzek, Musil 2007, p. 118.
26	Stoyanova 2022, p. 155 Tabl. I nos. 1 and 6.
27	Musil 1996, p. 54, Fig. 3.7.
28	 At least during the favourable periods (see Chankowski 2010, p. 244).

excavations29, of potentially local manufacture too, in order 
to separate it clearly from its Apollonian counterpart, not 
to mention problems inherent to Mesambria itself, e.g. the 
case of the sima type bearing a Mοσχος stamp, brought to 
light concurrently on some ornamental tiles from Olbia30: 
are we faced with an import from Mesambria, with a local 
product of Olbia, or are we faced with two separate local 
products stamped under the aegis of two homonyms 
(officials ? producers ?). In the second case, one might also 
presume that Mesambria might have also distributed its 
local products towards the Thracian hinterland.

On the whole, at the present stage, amphoras finds 
probably represent our best indicator of the trade relations 
of ancient “Pistiros” as well as for other sites of the Thracian 
hinterland such as Seuthopolis, the amphoras imports of 
which, mostly originating from the North‑Aegean sphere 
(Acanthos, Thasos, Ainos, Samothrace), are three times 
more numerous than those attributable to the Pontic area 
(Heraclea, Sinop, Tauric Chersonesus)31. 

The rather convergent conclusions to which lead the 
preliminary attributions of origin of our selection of finds 
from the so‑called “Pistiros” thus would rather reinforce, 
as regards the historical point of view, the general opinion 
after which, during the first half of the 4th century B.C., the 
Odrysian dynasts continuously endeavoured to maintain 
their control between the hinterland transversal Hæmos 
chain and the Aegean littoral, thus conferring its major 
importance on the transit waterway represented by 
the Hebros course down to its mouth, bordered by the 
important transit port of Ainos.
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