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In this article the author studied the available epigraphic-and ar-

chaeological data about viticulture and wine production in An-

cient period (ca 4th c. BC–6th c. AD) as well as the related to them 

cult of Dionysos in Northeastern Thrace (in the lands of present 

day Northeastern Bulgaria). Described and discussed are in-

scriptions, sculptures, reliefs, structures, etc., which evidenced 

about the long time traditions and achievement of these occu-

pations in the region. The collected data suggest that much in-

volved were the citizens of the ancient cities located on the an-

cient Western Black Sea coast: Dionysopolis (Balchik); Byzone 

(Kavarna); Odessos (Varna); an unknown by name Late Antique 

town near Byala, Region of Varna and Marcianopolis (Devnya) in 

vicinity. Several well-preserved Late Antique wineries discovered 

in some of them present various ways of producing wine in An-

cient times. Some Late Antique finds with Early Christian inscrip-

tions, which might be related to wine production in the region 

have been also discussed in the study.
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At the same time approximately, there is an important epigraph-

ic evidence about vineyards that were planted in the northern 

part of Bulgarian Black Sea coast. It comes from the ancient port 

city of Dionysopolis (present day Balchik). This Milesian appoi-

kia located north of Haemus Mountain (Stara planina) was es-

tablished about 5th c. BC most probably on the site of an ear-

lier Thracian settlement and has had its heyday period during 

Hellenistic age.7 According to Pseudo Scymnos, it was original-

ly called Krounoi, but after the sea washed out on the shore a 

statue of Dionysos, the ancient Thracian-and Greek town was re-

named to become Dionysopolis.8

In an inscription of the first half of 3rd c. BC, discovered not long 

ago in the local temple of Cybele, called here the [Great] Pon-

tic Mother of Gods, there is mentioned a large donation to the 

temple by a certain believer. Apart from a few workshops in the 

town, he donated to the goddess also vineyards “along with all 

possessions around them” (this means maybe an winery and the 

adjacent storerooms and other spaces?), which were located at 

a site (or a settlement) somewhere in the chora of the ancient 

city.9 The site, where the vineyards were situated and its name 

is mentioned in the inscription was probably not so far from Di-

onysopolis and in the region in the same time there is expect-

ed to be more plots of land, which have been also planted with 

vines. This piece of information is very important because it con-

tains sure data about viticulture as being traditional occupation 

of the people living in the region. During Early Hellenistic Age 

this activity seems to have been not a single instance but rather 

typical for the region of Northeastern Thrace and along the en-

tire West Pontic coast. Having in mind also the theophoric name 

of the ancient city it is quite possible that vineyards may have 

been available in the region around even in earlier times. Anoth-

er proof about the importance of the viticulture (and respective-

ly the wine production) in Dionysopolis and the region around 

are the bronze coins series struck in the city-mint during Hellen-

istic Age, starting about late 4th c. BC. Most of them apart from 

the typical head of Dionysos on the obverse, have on the reverse 

very informative images: a cluster and sometimes triple clusters 

of grapes, or (rarely) vines. By no doubts, they are symbols of the 

patron deity but most probably they illustrated also one of the 

most important occupations of the local citizens.10

The ancient port city of Odessos (modern Varna) was estab-

lished as a Milesian apoikia about the second quarter of 6th c. BC 

also on the site of an ancient Thracian settlement if we judge 

by its name. According to Pseudo-Scymnos and some other an-

cient Greek historical sources, this has happened at the time 

when in Asia Minor ruled the last Median King Astyages (ca. 585–

550).11 The archaeological evidence (pottery) collected by exca-

vation in the ancient city during last 130 years confirmed abso-

lutely this story. Within next two centuries, Odessos emerged as 

one of the most important trade ports along the Western Black 

The appearance of viticulture needs some preconditions: an en-

vironmental zone where wild vine grows; specific climatic and 

weather conditions during the year that will help the grape to 

ripen well; people living there who use wine in their religious 

rites.1 It has been established that the viticulture appeared in-

dependently (and successfully) in several regions of Eastern Eu-

rope and Asia Minor, where the wild vine traditionally and con-

stantly grows.2 The people who inhabited these regions began 

by using it as food and later came to the idea of processing the 

juice of the smashed grape clusters until it fermented and drink-

ing it. Maybe at the beginning it was used just as a specific cult 

drink as part of special festivities and rites.

In the lands of present day Bulgaria, the use of wild grape as food 

and probably also for producing wine has a long history. The be-

ginning has been traced back to the Late Neolithic period, i.e. 

about late 6th–early 5th millennium BC and there is no doubt that 

the people then have done it continuously. Charcoaled remains 

of grape seeds were found during excavation of a praehistoric 

site of that period called Damyanitsa, in South Bulgaria. By ar-

chaeobotanical research it was established that apart of picking 

up grapes, the people who lived in that settlement not only did 

collect and ate grapes fresh but they also used to leave some of 

the clusters to dry for a later use as raisins.3 There is no sure evi-

dence of wine production in that period available although this 

does seem very possible. One may expect though, that the wine 

must have been produced in a limited volume and maybe it was 

used mostly for certain religious practices and rites.

The real beginning of viticulture in the region is considered to be 

part of the new agricultural inventions of the Pre-Thracian peo-

ple/tribes, which occupied the Eastern part of the Balkans and 

beyond: up to the territories between Danube and Dniepr Rivers 

and practiced widely agriculture and stock breading as perma-

nent occupation.4 During excavation of the Early Bronze Age Tell 

near Ezero, Disrict of Nova Zagora in South Bulgaria, there have 

been found grape seeds of the usual vine sort called Vitis vinif-

era, which according to pottery and other finds were dated to 

the early 3rd millennium BC.5

However, the real data about viticulture being practiced is of 

much later date and it has been attested securely mostly in 

sites along the Western Black Sea coast of Bulgaria. The earli-

est so far evidence about planted vines and respectively pro-

ducing wine in that region is from the Late Classical–Early Hel-

lenistic period. At several sites near Sozopol (ancient Apollonia 

Pontica), a city located on the southern Bulgarian coast of Pon-

tus Euxeinos, there have been found traces of a number of par-

allel trenches, which have been interpreted by the archaeolo-

gists who conducted the excavation sites as traces of planted 

vineyards. The trenches are located in vicinity of the ancient 

city and were dated by black glazed Greek pottery fragments 

found on the sites to the 4th–3rd c. BC.6

1  Шепард 2010, 295 and bibl.

2  McGovern, 2003, 152–171.

3  See lately on that topic:  

 Попова, Маринова 2017: 783–785 and bibl.

4  Шепард 2010, 295–296.

5  Катинчаров 1979, 417; 421–423.

6  Богданова, Недев, Попова 2017, 248–250, 

 Figs. 1–3 and bibl.

7  Damyanov 2007, 1–36.

8  [Scymn.] 751–757.

9  Lazarenko et al. 2010, 31–32.

10  Draganov 1997, 370–377.

11  [Scymn.] 750–760; Str. 7.6.1.
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Sea (Pontic) coast north of Haemus Mountain, now Stara plani-

na.12 In the countryside west of the city, there were a lot of fer-

tile lands, where many Thracian settlements and their residents 

had as main occupations agriculture and stock breading but ap-

parently also viticulture.

The reason to believe it is that mentioned above ancient city of 

Dionysopolis is located about 60 km north from Odessos and 

even now, the winter there is usually more severe. One will ex-

pect that in the Hellenistic period the climate in that area should 

have been worst. After the Greeks settled here, in the warmer 

chora of Odessos it was easier to develop viticulture (and to have 

wine production) in a larger scale than it was done before by the 

local inhabitants of Thracian origin. Supposedly, it became the 

main occupation of some Greek landowners, who otherwise 

lived in the city. Judging also by a number of small finds connect-

ed to the cult of Dionysos of 4th–3rd c. BC (which will be discussed 

later), we may assume that the beginning of cultivating vines in 

the region should have started by the new Greek settlers earlier: 

maybe not so long after the time when ancient Odessos was es-

tablished as Greek city, maybe in the second half of 6th c. BC.

For example, on the other side of the Black Sea — at Tiritaki on  

the Cimmerian Bosporus there have been discovered several  

large wineries, which functioned already in 3rd–2nd c. BC and had 

very large wine production.13 Thus, it is clear that by the Hellen-

istic Age or even earlier, the people of different ethnic origin 

who lived along the Pontic coastline did practice the viticulture 

and wine production as permanent occupation and an usual 

part of their life.

The same goes for the cult of the wine and jolly life deity Dionys-

os, which has also a long history on the Balkan Peninsula. Its 

roots go back maybe to the Neolithicum (ca late 7th–6th millen-

nium BC) and are connected directly to viticulture. The roots of 

Dionysos’ cult are considered to have existed already in that pe-

riod.14 Many ancient Greek authors starting with Herodotus are 

unanimous that his cult has a Thracian origin and apart from the 

Balkans, where it originally appeared, it was adopted afterwards 

also by the people of Greek origin in the Aegean World.15

The veneration of Dionysos has strong and ancient roots in the 

coastal Greek cities of Northern Thrace. In Byzone (modern day 

Kavarna) the cult to Dionysos is attested by many terracotta fig-

urines discovered in the ancient city and its vicinity, which are 

dated mostly to the Early Hellenistic period (4th–3rd c. BC.) and lat-

er. They represent satyrs and maenads — the traditional com-

panions of the deity and there is also a matrix used for produc-

tion of molds for making Satyr masks (Fig. 1).16

There is a lot of evidence found in Dionysopolis confirming the 

obvious popularity of the deity in the city and it has been sug-

gested that the appearance of its cult here was connected to the 

large production of grapes and wine in the city and the region 

around.17 In the Early Hellenistic period or sometime earlier, in 

Dionysopolis was erected a temple dedicated to the city-patron, 

which has not been found yet. We judge about it by the torso of 

a very fine marble statue of Dionysos, which was discovered over 

a hundred years ago in Balchik and dated to the Early Hellenistic 

period (ca. 3rd c. BC). It was sculptured over life size, which helps 

to assume that this was the main image of the deity in his tem-

ple.18 About that time, in the ancient city there was organized al-

ready a local society of priests of Dionysos, which performed cer-

tain religious services dedicated to their patron deity. Evidence 

about that is a middle size marble statue of a Satyr playing the 

syrinx, which bears on the pedestal a dedication in Greek to Di-

onysos made by the priests — members of the speira of the de-

ity in the city (Fig. 2). The statue was discovered in Balchik and 

dated also about the 3rd c. BC.19 There is no doubt that the cult 

to Dionysos continued to play a very important role in the reli-

gious life of the citizens of Dionysopolis during Roman period 

too. The figure of Dionysos appears on Imperial coins of late 2nd–

early 3rd c. AD minted here but now on the reverse. The venera-

tion of the deity continued probably up to the second half of 

4th c. AD, when the new religion: Christianity was declared for the 

only one in the Empire. Then as it is well known, all pagan cults 

were forbidden and most of the ancient temples were destroyed.

In Odessos, the cult of Dionysos has been introduced not later 

than 4th c. BC and maybe much earlier. Evidence about that are sev-

eral lead bucrania of 4th–3rd c. BC with bunches of grapes hanged 

over the head of the bull, which are considered to be dedications 

to Dionysos.20 Some of these small votive objects were discov-

ered in private houses in the ancient city, while other ones came 

to light in a possible pit sanctuary located outside of the fortress 

wall but not far away from it.21 In the Early Hellenistic necropolis 

of Odessos and in vicinity there were found a number of relief ter-

racotta figurines, which depict Dionysos alone or along with Ari-

adne as well as members of his thiasos: satyrs and maenads danc-

ing and playing various musical instruments (Fig. 3).22 Quite a few 

are combined in groups and were used as decorations on wood-

en sarcophagi. Some of these terracotta figurines have been im-

ported from Asia Minor workshops, but a number of other ones 

were locally produced probably after similar imported original 

coroplastic works.23 All terracottas representing members of the 

Dionysiac circle were dated between the 4th and 2nd c. BC and they 

are a good proof how much the wine-god was venerated in the 

city.24 A plastic Hellenistic vase (askos) of late 4th–3rd c. BC repre-

senting an old Satyr reclining on wine bag, may be pointed as a 

side evidence about the popularity of Dionysos’ cult too.25 It must 

be underlined that the deity was much venerated all along the 

ancient cities located on the Western Black Sea coast.26

There is scarce but interesting data about cultivating vine and 

wine production in Odessos and the region during the Roman 

period (1st–3rd c. AD). On a number of marble gravestones with 

scenes in relief showing the so called coena funebris scene, 

12  Minchev 2003, 209–278 and bibl.

13  Андрущенко 2010, 40–42, фиг. IX. 1–2.

14  Шепард 2010, 295–297 and bibl.

15  Hdt. 5.7; D. S. 4.81.1, etc.

16  Тончева 1982, 37–38, обр. 3, 5, 8 and 

 unpublished terracotta finds in the  

 Municipal Museum of Kavarna.

17  Шопова 1998, 34–36.

18  Filow 1925, 28, Fig. 20.

19  Kalinka 1906, 168–170, no. 188, Fig. 51.

20  Des Thraces aux Ottomans 2006, 104, no. 152.

21  Минчев 2012, 759.

22  Мирчев 1956, 3–7, табл. I–VII, nos. 1–29.

23  Мирчев 1956, 3, 5.

24  Мирчев 1956, 10.

25  Des Thraces aux Ottomans 2006, 84–85, no. 130.

26  Гочева 2011, 333–347.
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In the city there have been discovered also some other votive of-

ferings or personal belongings of same time connected with Di-

onysos cult. They are evidence about the variety of objects pro-

duced for his worshiping in the city, or connected to it. Among 

them, an unpublished bronze figurine of Dionysos holding a jug 

in his right hand and obviously a thirsus (which is now missing) in 

his raised up left one must be noted (Fig. 8). There is also a bronze 

balsamarium shaped as a bust of a Satyr dressed in a nebris.34

The number of statues and votive reliefs discovered in Odessos 

help to assume that in the city there existed a special temple (or 

a sanctuary), dedicated to this deity. It is possible also that his 

images of various size and type have been erected in the tem-

ples of other deities, as adherents of various deities have done 

this often in ancient times. In the late 2nd–3rd c. AD, there was may-

be an altar dedicated to Dionysos in the Roman bath of Odessos, 

where one of the reliefs was found.35

These diverse dedications to Dionysos or private belongings as 

well as other described above finds connected directly or in-

directly to his cult, attested well the popularity of the deity in 

Odessos and in the territory around. One of the reasons about 

this large veneration was maybe the much developed viticulture 

and the long tradition in wine production in the region.

Another very important evidence about wine production is the 

recent discovery in the city of at least three pottery kilns used for 

local producing/firing of both transport-and table amphorae of 

rather big size. In and around the kilns there were discovered sev-

eral amphorae damaged during firing process and a number of 

fragments and production waste of similar vessels, which were 

dated about the second half of 3rd c. AD. The excavation report is 

not published yet and I am indebted for this information to Dr. 

M. Manolova and Dr. I. Lazarenko who conducted the excavation 

in 2017. A long time ago, the production of specific type ampho-

rae of small size dated to the 3rd–4th c. AD has been also proved 

in Odessos due to a vessel damaged during firing process discov-

ered in the city.36 Recently, it was pointed that a large production 

of amphorae was always strongly connected to olive oil produc-

tion and especially to wine production and there were pottery 

workshops which deliberately produced these jars close to vine-

yards.37 Due to climatic reasons: colder and windy winters, olives 

could not be planted in the city chora of Odessos (and in the re-

gion of Northern Thrace in general) and that is why there was 

never olive oil production here. Therefore, apart from being used 

in the houses as containers for water, there is a good reason to 

believe that the made in the city amphorae were mostly used to 

contain, transport and sale wine, which was locally produced.

Except in Odessos, a sanctuary of Dionysos as well as private al-

tars dedicated to the deity existed also in Marcianopolis (mod-

ern Devnya), located about 30 km west from the port city. This 

large Roman- and Late Antique city was founded in the early 

there are grape clusters depicted on the table in front of the de-

ceased person (Fig. 4). These reliefs are typical for the city grave 

monuments and are dated mostly to the 2nd–3rd c. AD.27

A possible evidence about the wine production in Roman 

Odessos is an unpublished large rectangular wine press made of 

limestone, which seems to has been used for treading grapes by 

feet and thus for producing grape juice — and later wine. It was 

discovered in vicinity of the ancient city and was probably part 

of the household of a vineyard owner, where a little winery was 

located too. The stone press is rectangular in shape and meas-

ures 2.10 × 0.90 × 0.26 m. At one side it has a flat square platform: 

the space for treading the grape surrounded by shallow grooves, 

which joined in front to enter a rectangular and not very deep ba-

sin. Inside it, the produced grape juice was collected (Fig. 5). From 

there, it was taken out probably by means of ladles or jugs, and 

was poured out into a large container, usually a pithos where the 

fermentation process of the wine had to be completed.

By no doubts, connected to viticulture and wine production is 

the Dionysos’ cult, which in Roman period continued to be very 

popular in Odessos and in the city chora. The deity was widely 

worshiped by the locals, both in the city and in the region around, 

which has been proved by a number of finds related to his cult. 

Several fragmented statues and statuettes of Dionysos have 

been discovered in the city showing various types of his repre-

sentation. All of them are made of marble. Among them, a nice 

head of a medium size statue of the deity of 2nd c. AD must be 

pointed as a very fine example of local Roman sculpture art (Fig. 

6).28 There are also two torsos of 2nd–3rd c. AD fragmented statues 

of Dionysos: one of half / life size and a bit smaller one found by 

chance in the city.29 A fine little panther statuette found in the 

city belonged once to a medium size or larger statuary of Dionys-

os. It is dated to the 2nd–3rd c. AD and apparently, the deity was rep-

resented there accompanied by his thiasos.30

A very big unfinished limestone relief of 3rd c. AD found in Odessos 

and by no doubts made there, shows the wine god alone, staying 

with a thyrsus in his raised left hand and in his unfinished right 

one he was supposed to hold probably a jug.31 On a few more en-

tirely preserved or fragmented votive reliefs much smaller in size 

but made of marble, Dionysos appears usually dressed in a nebris 

and along with his companions: Satyrs, Maenads and accompa-

nied by his beloved animal: the panther. Three of the reliefs were 

found in Odessos.32 Dionysos and his thiasos along with Hercales 

are represented on another one marble relief with dedication in-

scription in Greek (Fig. 7). It was found in the Village of Dyulino, 

Varna Region but judging by the fine craftwork, the votive plaque 

was produced obviously in the ancient city.33 All listed above big-

ger or smaller reliefs of Roman period representing the deity 

alone or with members of his circle, which have been found in 

the city or in the region around, are dated to the 2nd–3rd c. AD.

27  Mihailov 1970, 176–183, nos. 163–166; 171, 176 ter, etc.

28  Minchev 2010, 457–462, pl. 1/1.

29  Тончева 1960, 77, no. 3; 5, табл. VII, 36; 38.

30  Тончева 1960, 78, no. 7, табл. VIII, 40.

31  Тончева 1958, 540–541, обр. 7.

32  Тончева 1960, 77–78, no. 6, 9, табл. VIII, 39, 42; 

 Des Thraces aux Ottomans 2006, 136, no. 210.

33  Des Thraces aux Ottomans 2006, 140, no. 213.

34  Des Thraces aux Ottomans 2006, 149, no. 224.

35  Тончева 1960, 77.

36  Минчев 1983, 11–12, no. 12, табл. 1: 3; 5: 1.

37  Kay 2014, 228–229.
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2nd c. AD by Trajan (98–117) after his victory over the Dacians in AD 

106 and in the early 4th c. AD was declared by Diocletian (284–305) 

capital of the newly established Late Roman Province of Moesia 

Secunda.38 In Marcianopolis, a fragment of nice marble statuary, 

which originally showed maybe Dionysos and several members 

of his thiasos was discovered. On the survived fragment a drink-

ing scene is represented, which included a young satyr carrying 

an wine-skin and pouring from it wine into the drinking vessel of 

another figure: according to the interpretation of its publisher, 

maybe Ampelos. Beneath them the panther of Dionysos is seen, 

which means the god was probably member of that group too 

(Fig. 9). This fine middle-size statuary is dated to the 2nd– early 

3rd c. AD.39 Another little fragment of an unpublished yet statuary 

of approximately same size was found in the city. It represents 

a young boy carrying on his shoulder an amphora and pouring 

wine from it, which make believe that it may be connected to the 

cult of Dionysos too (Fig. 10). In the debris of a 2nd–early 3rd c. AD 

large residential house located in the central area of Marciano-

polis, a little votive relief was found. The house was destroyed 

by fire in the middle of the later century during the invasion of 

the Goths in AD 250–251, which helps to date the little relief in 

the first half of 3rd c. AD. On the marble plaque, the embraced 

very fine figures of Dionysos and Heracles are depicted and un-

der them there is a written in Greek dedication by a Romanized 

local citizen, most probably the owner. The votive relief was de-

posited obviously in his home altar, which was dedicated either 

to one of these deities or to both of them.40

No sure traces of wine production of Roman time (2nd–3rd c. AD) in, 

or around Marcianopolis have been found yet. On the other hand, 

we have to have in mind the fact, that the Roman city established 

by Trajan (98–117) and extensively built by Hadrian (117–138) and 

Antoninus Pius (138–162) was totally ruined and burnt to ashes 

during the invasion of the Goths in AD 250–251.41 Besides, in the 

debris of many houses of that period, which were demolished 

later when in the second half of 3rd c. AD the entire city was re-

erected from foundations, there have been discovered a number 

of pithoi, sometimes located in special rooms. We have to admit 

that these pithoi functioned often as containers of locally made 

wine. In Marcianopolis there was found a good evidence about 

that. In a large residential house built in late 3rd or in very ear-

ly 4th c. AD, which was in use until mid-5th c. AD, there were discov-

ered six large pithoi, in a room where no other finds have been 

found. This premise was situated just between the tablinum and 

the large reception hall — oecus of this lavishly decorated by mo-

saics Late Roman domus. This was the reason to believe that the 

mentioned space which hosted several large container jars, was 

the wine cellar of the owner.42

It must be underlined, that in Odessos and the region there 

are much more direct finds of Late Antiquity, which are con-

nected to the viticulture and wine producing. In the city, there 

is data about local production of at least two types of ampho-

rae: a small one used for serving as table ware and a large glob-

ular one, used as transport container. Both vessel types are typ-

ical for 5th–early 7th c. AD. Entirely preserved defective (damaged 

during firing in the kiln) vessels of the small type and pottery 

wastes of the second type have been found at different sites in 

Late Antique houses of Odessos.43 Local potters produced also 

terracotta lids for large and middle size amphorae dated to the 

same period.44 These ceramic finds as well as most of the middle- 

and large size containers (pithoi) of 4th–6th c. AD found often dur-

ing excavation of houses of same time were needed for — and 

used by the local producers of wine for fermentation and stor-

age of wine, as well as for its distribution and sale. During Late 

Antiquity just like in Roman period, these storage jars were used 

for domestic needs in the households as well as in wineries and 

taverns in the city and in its vicinity.

An important proof about wine production in Odessos during 

Late Antiquity is a recently discovered weight-stone, which be-

longed once to an wooden device for pressing grapes in large 

quantity. It was found near by a partially preserved building of 

5th–6th c. AD, which was situated not far from the Late Antique for-

tress wall. One of its premises has a floor covered by stone slabs 

and inside a shelter-covered type of space next to it, there were 

found several pithoi, terracotta lids for them and many ampho-

ra stoppers as well as fragments of three types of amphorae of 

middle- and small size of same time. All these finds concentrated 

in a little area were the reason to interpret the building as a pos-

sible pub with an adjusted to it winery. Most probably it served 

the needs of the people living in the neighborhood around and 

also the little garrison, which defended a located nearby tower 

and a section of the city fortification. Based on the found coins 

and pottery, the last stage of the entire building complex and re-

spectively the weight-stone was dated to the 6th–early 7th c. AD.45

A very similar in shape and dimensions large stone-cut base of 

pyramidal shape used in the 6th–early 7th c. AD was discovered 

in situ in a very well-preserved winery located in the unknown 

by name Late Antique port town at Cape Sveti Atanas, near By-

ala, Region of Varna. The winery consists of two premises and 

one shelter-type space adjoined next to it. The weight-stone was 

found situated not far from the wall of a large basin where the 

grape clusters were pressed. It has a solid stone-built foundation, 

while the actual basin is constructed by bricks of Roman type: 

0.31 × 0.31 × 0.04 m in size. The flooring is made of large irregular 

in shape limestone slabs and was covered inside by 0.10 m thick 

water proofed mortar. The basin measures 3 × 3 m with a depth of 

about 0.60 m (Fig. 11).

The pressing function was carried out by means of a big wood-

en press driven by a high wooden screw device, which at one end 

was inserted and fixed in the discovered stone base. It was used 

in conjunction with a lever, which carried the wooden press used 

in the process.46 That type of screw wine press, which is known 

as galeagra and is described as “Greek press” by Plinius in his His-

toria Naturalis, has a long history in the ancient world.47 The so-

phisticated screw device was invented about 1st c. BC and by the 

38  Gerov 1980, 289–312 with lit.

39  Тончева 1960, 78, no. 12, табл. 8: 44.

40  Minchev 2002, 245, Колева 2017, 81, обр. 21.

41  Gerov 1980, 289–291 with lit.

42  Minchev 2002, 247, Fig. 1:16.

43  Минчев 1983, 13–14, no. 14, 

 табл. 1: 4; 5: 3; no. 15–16, табл. 3: 1а–б 

 and some new, unpublished finds.

44  Минчев 1983, 10–11, no. 10, табл. 4: 2; 5: 2.

45  Минчев, Йотов 2015, 322, обр. 3.

46  Lewit 2012, 138.

47  HN 17.317.
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to assume that the viticulture and wine production was one of- 

or maybe the main occupation of the local citizens who lived 

during 5th–early 7th c. AD in the Late Antique town near Byala. 

Another interesting fact connected to wine production in the 

town near Byala must be especially mentioned. Several of the 

pithoi found in the town are decorated in a special way. On two 

of them, there are incised before- or after their firing inscrip-

tions in Greek Κυριε βοιφη, which reads “God help” and they 

are usually combined with smaller or bigger crosses too. In the 

first case, on the mouth of the large jar next to the same accla-

mation in Greek there are incised Roman numbers, which refer 

probably to its volume.53 

The other case is even more interesting. On the shoulder of the 

second one large container jar there is an well designed large 

cross along with vine tendrils and grape clusters around it next 

to the inscription Κυριε βοιφη (Fig. 13). Both the inscription and 

the image have been deliberately incised by the potter in a very 

careful way before the pithos was fired in the kiln.54 Of course, 

both the cross and vines with grapes are typical Christian sym-

bols but in this case, it is possible to interpreted this acclamation 

and image not only as connected to Christian religion but also 

in relation to the occupation of the owner of that particular jar. 

One may suppose that this man was wine producer and he has 

asked the potter to make the image and inscription. The back-

ground of his wish was to express his obsecration to God, whom 

he actually prayed to help in producing good wine. The reason 

to believe it is that in the building it belonged to, there were dis-

covered several more pithoi of similar shape and size, but of or-

dinary simple work: with no decoration.

On several other large jars of same type, which have been discov-

ered in the town during recent excavation (in 2014–2017) and are 

not published yet, there are incised only crosses of various size 

and shape. Occasionally, they are designed on the body of the 

container in a peculiar way: they are made of sun-like stamped 

elements. This decoration appears on several pithoi, which 

might be the “trade mark” of one of the local pottery workshops, 

which functioned in the town between second half of 5th and 6th–

early 7th c. AD. One may speculate that in these cases the crosses, 

which are the most typical Christian symbols are not only con-

nected to the religion of their owners, but they have been used 

also to ensure the God’s blessing for their production of good 

wine. Therefore, in some if not in all of these cases of pithoi with 

acclamations and depicted crosses found in the Late Antique 

town near Byala, we can trace a tide connection between the lo-

cal wine production and Christian religion during 5th–6th c. AD.

There is also another, though a side-evidence about the local 

wine production. It came from a pottery kiln of 6th c. AD excavat-

ed in the town. In a pit full of production wastes, which was sit-

uated next to the compulsion camera, among the other pottery 

types there were found also fragments of table amphorae of 

medium and small size (unpublished). They may have been pro-

duced to fulfill the needs of the citizens to serve wine both at 

home and in the city taverns.

time when it was constructed in the town near Byala was used 

already for over six hundred years.48 Remains of similar screw 

presses have been found throughout the Roman and Late Roman 

Empire up to 7th c. and it must be underlined that their construc-

tion needed a serious investment and specific knowledge.49 The 

grape juice produced in the winery at cape Sveti Atanas was col-

lected in an especially designed pithos situated under a stone-

made outflow, which was built-in when the basin was construct-

ed. The outflow of the basin was made of one piece of limestone 

and was inserted in the front wall of the basin and leveled to its 

bottoms. The pithos has a large, 1 m in diameter mouth and had 

an estimated volume of about 300 liters. There is no doubt that 

it was designed especially for easier collecting the grape juice 

after pressing the grape clusters in the basins. Later on, the col-

lected in it grape juice was transferred into six other, ordinary 

in shape pithoi of various size situated in the floor of the same 

premise. Inside it, a stone table base was found as well. There 

are some more similar jars (all together fourteen) located in the 

other spaces of the building, including the shelter. Some of them 

still have either stone or ceramic lids, which cover their mouths. 

In them actually, the real fermentation of the wine had to be 

completed.50 All these finds concentrated within that building 

support the possibility that apart from being a winery with two 

storerooms around, this complex may have served as a pub too. 

Based on parallels from the Ukraine, a functioning reconstruc-

tion of the wooden device for pressing was made over the origi-

nal pressing basin at the site in Byala (Fig. 12).

Recently, in the same neighborhood of the Late Antique town 

near Byala, next or near the main street of the town, there have 

been discovered two more wineries, which are not so well pre-

served but are constructed in the same way. The press basins are 

of same rectangular shape and construction and have different di-

mensions but more or less close to the described above one. They 

are supplied in front also with same specific type pithoi. The large 

jars have diameter of the mouth of 0.90–1 m. Inside- and around 

the premises where the press basins were located, there are usu-

ally concentrated many ordinary pithoi also of large size but with 

smaller mouths, where the wine was stored. According to the pot-

tery- and coin finds, all wineries are dated to the 6th–early 7th c. AD.51 

There are traces of at least two more but badly preserved basins 

constructed like the described ones, which were found in other 

living areas of the town. They are not excavated yet but according 

to the collected data around these structures, one of them must 

be of approximately same date, while the second one belongs to 

an earlier period (late 4th/early 5th–mid-5th c. AD).

There is a very important phenomenon, which appeared regu-

larly during the ten years excavation of the site that passed. In 

most of the houses excavated in the ancient town near Byala 

there were found a large number of pithoi, either entirely pre-

served or partially damaged during- and after the destruction of 

the Late Antique town in the early 7th c. AD.52 They are over 140 

so far, which outnumbers any other Ancient or Late Antique site 

continuously studied by excavation in Bulgaria. This fact helps 

48  White 1975, 229–223 with lit.

49  Lewit 2012, 138–143 and bibl.

50  Йотов, Минчев 2013, 41–44, обр. на с. 41–42.

51  Йотов, Минчев 2013, 41.

52  Йотов, Минчев 2013, 65, Fig. 42; 75–76.

53  Yotov, Minchev, 2016, 167–168, Figs. 7–8.

54  Yotov, Minchev, 2016, Fig. 2.
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In general, all discoveries discussed above are evidence that 

this so far unknown by name Late Antique town was one of 

the most important wine producing centers not only around 

Odessos, but also in the region of Northeastern Thrace. It seems 

also, that the wine production not only did fulfilled the needs of 

its own residents, but the local producers exported part of their 

wine to the markets of villages and larger settlements located 

in the vicinity and maybe beyond (to Constantinople?).

During Late Antiquity, another center of wine production in the 

region of Northeastern Thrace was Marcianopolis: the capital of 

Moesia Secunda province nominated by Diocletian about the 

very beginning of 4th c. AD. However, according to the so far col-

lected data, this occupation was maybe not very popular among 

the citizens as it was in the much smaller town near Byala. The 

reason is probably that during the AD 447 invasion of the Huns, 

the city was captured again, devastated and set on fire to ashes. 

Afterwards, although the newly erected Marcianopolis contin-

ued to be still the capital city of the province, it was much small-

er as size of the built area and much less significant as activity.

In the city, there was excavated also a winery, which functioned 

in the time before that disaster occurred. There is no available 

data about the building which it belonged to. There was discov-

ered a press basin for grapes, which has a similar construction 

to the ones in Byala but is much smaller in size and as produc-

tion facilities (Fig. 14). The basin has a stone-built foundation 

and an over-ground structure built of half bricks of Roman type: 

0.31 × 0.17 × 0.03/0.04 m. It had a floor made of bricks and was plas-

tered inside by water proofed mortar. The basin has outer dimen-

sions of 2.10 × 1.70 m. with survived height of the walls of 0.35 m 

and the estimated original one maybe about 0.50–0.60 m., while 

the width with plastering is 0.19–0.20 m. Having in mind the 

size of the structure, the process of treading grape clusters in-

side was done by means of bare-feet people. In the center of the 

front wall of the basin there was inserted a large stone-cut spout, 

which was leveled to its bottom. Underneath it, there was situ-

ated in the ground a medium size pithos with wider than usually 

mouth (0.70 m in diameter), where the produced grape juice was 

collected. Based on pottery finds in- and around it, the winery 

was dated to the late 4th–first half of 5th c. AD (unpublished res-

cue excavation of the author).

The size of this wine press speaks in favor of the hypothesis, that 

it was used in a local household. It belonged obviously to a winery 

of small capacity. Therefore, it must be admitted that the basin 

was designed and constructed for making wine in order to fulfill 

mostly if not only, the private needs of the owner and his family.

Farther north of Odessos, there is also data that during the Late 

Antique period, the port town of Caria/Carea (ancient Caron 

Limen; modern day Shabla) was also an wine production center. 

According to archaeological finds collected during excavations 

on the site and under water, the town was established about 

5th–early 4th c. BC and its ancient name (Caron Limen = Port of the 

Carians) connected the site with the Carians but also points to a 

specific port facility here.55 The Carians inhabited the region in 

southwestern Anatolia with same name (Caria) and were known 

as maritime people in ancient times. Over 20 year ago there was 

discovered a large and deep basin for pressing grapes, which by 

no doubts belong to a big winery. It was located in a 4th c. AD tow-

er situated in the south western corner of the of the Late An-

tique town fortification (a quadriburgium), which was ruined 

and abandoned in mid-5th c. AD. In the second half of 5th c. AD, a 

new and larger fortress with different layout was erected on the 

site and the old tower became out of function. Then its space 

was used for constructing a large wine press. The pressing ba-

sin has a stone-built fundament and upper, functional section 

constructed by Roman bricks (0.31/0.32 × 0.31/0.32 × 0.03/0.04 m), 

which is covered inside by a thick layer or water proof plaster. 

Its dimensions are 2.50 × 2.24 m with width of the walls 0.70 m. 

The basin is 1.30 m deep and has a displacement in both south- 

and east direction, which allows the easier outflow of the grape 

juice produced inside it. In the southeastern corner of the basin, 

there is a build-in spout, where from the collected grape juice 

runs out into a large pithos with diameter over 1 m and located 

right underneath it. The outfall was made of a fragment of an 

Early Christian marble post, detail of a church chancel screen 

(Figs. 15–16). For that purpose, the post was drilled in following 

its length. Within the area around the tower, some not well pre-

served pithoi have been found too. The basin belonged to an win-

ery which, according to the archaeological finds discovered in-

side it and at the site has functioned in the 6th c. AD.56 There is no 

available data or finds of the excavation, which may help to de-

cide how the clusters of grape were processed inside the basin. 

Both possibilities are possible: either by bare feet people or by 

using for that purpose a movable wooden lever and drum, or le-

ver and weights press.

The listed above structures and various other finds speak in fa-

vor of a long existing and widely practiced tradition in viticul-

ture and wine production in North Eastern Thrace (Map 1). For 

the time being the sure data about their establishing in the re-

gion are pointing to about 4th c. BC. During all Ancient period 

there were involved people in both larger cities and in smaller 

towns, located mostly on the Black Sea coast and the closer ar-

55  Торбатов 2002, 197–215.

56  The winery was excavated by Dr. S. Torbatov  

 of the National Institute of Archaeology  

 with Museum in Sofia but the results are not  

 published yet. Here again I express him  

 my deepest gratitude for his generosity to  

 share all data with me and the permission  

 to publish in this article his description and photos. 
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eas. Despite that we have no real data so far about viticulture 

and wine production deeper in the countryside presumably it 

was practiced there too. The widely penetrated cult of Dionysos 

among the Thracians is a base to believe, that it was the same in 

most areas of the Balkan Peninsula where there were favorable 

climatic conditions and specific qualities of the land for growing 

vines, never mind in towns, villages or smaller settlements.

The end of these traditional occupations of the residents in the 

region came to an end in late 6th–early 7th c. AD because of the 

permanent invasions of Avars and Slavs in the Balkans. All still 

existing by then settlements in Northeastern Thrace (probably 

only a few in numbers already) were totally devastated and ru-

ined by the barbarians. Most of their inhabitants emigrated to 

the south and those who decided to stay home have been either 

killed or taken prisoners of war by the invaders. In AD 614/615 

Odessos, and a few other cities on the Black Sea coast: the last 

available strongholds of the Early Byzantine Empire in North-

ern Thrace were abandoned and then captured by the Avars and 

Slavs, plundered and ruined by fire.57 This has happened at the 

time after Emperor Heraclius (610–641) withdrew the little still 

available military troops from the Danube River limes and sta-

tioned them along the strong defensive system erected earlier 

on top of Haemus Mountain, which became the new northern 

border of the Empire. His decision was provoked by the very seri-

ous threat of the Persians and loss of territories in the Southern 

part of the Early Byzantine Empire which left the emperor with-

out any military and financial power to defend the north most 

Provinces of Moesia Secunda and Scythia. In order to have a bet-

ter and more secure defense of the territories close to the cap-

ital Constantinople, Heraclius decided to abandon totally the 

lands beyond Haemus.58 This important historical event marked 

the end of life and the ancient culture in the entire region of the 

North Balkans. The life, and respectively the viticulture and wine 

production had here their revival again only in the 8th century, 

several decades after in 681 the first Bulgarian Kingdom was es-

tablished and settlements of the new settlers: Bulgarians and 

Slavs started to arise in the region.

57  Minchev 2006, 186–187.

58  Рашев 1984, 10–16 with bibl.
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Figure 1

Terracotta matrix for 

producing molds  

for Satyr masks  

from Byzone (Kavarna),  

ca. 4th–3rd c. BC. 

(photo courtesy  

of P. Georgiev,  

Kavarna Museum)

Figure 2

Marble statue  

of sitting Satyr  

playing the sirinx 

from Dionysopolis (Balchik),  

ca 3rd c. BC. 

(after Kalinka 1906,  

168–170, Fig. 51)

Figure 3

Dancing and playing  

Satyrs and Maenads:  

terracotta figurines  

from Odessos (Varna),  

late 4th–3rd c. BC. 

(photo by R. Kostadinova)

Figure 4

Gravestone with  

cosena funebris and 

clusters of grape  

on the table  

from Odessos (Varna),  

2nd–3rd c. AD. 

(photo by R. Kostadinova)

Figure 5

Limestone press basin  

for producing grape juice  

from Odessos (Varna),  

ca. 2nd–3rd c. AD. 

(photo by the author)
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Figure 6

Marble head of Dionysos  

from Odessos (Varna),  

2nd–3rd c. AD. 

(photo by the author)

Figure 7

Marble relief of  

Dionysos and Heracles  

from Dyulino,  

Region of Varna,  

2nd–3rd c. AD. 

(photo by R. Kostadinova)

Figure 8

Bronze figurine  

of Dionysos  

from Odessos (Varna),  

2nd–3rd c. AD. 

(photo by R. Kostadinova)

Figure 9

Fragment of  

a marble statuary  

representing a young  

satyr with wine bag  

from Marcianopolis (Devnya),  

2nd–3rd c. AD. 

(photo by R. Kostadinova)

Figure 10

Fragment of  

a marble statuary  

representing a young  

boy with amphora  

from Marcianopolis (Devnya),  

2nd–3rd c. AD. 

(photo by R. Kostadinova)
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Figure 11

The pressing basin  

of the 6th c. AD winery 

discovered in Byala,  

Region of Varna  

after excavation,  

6th c. AD. 

(photo by V. Yotov)

Figure 12

The same basin  

with the reconstructed  

wooden pressing device  

on the site.  

(photo by the author)

Figure. 13

A pithos with 

inscribed cross, grapes  

and Christian acclamation  

“God help” in Greek  

from Byala,  

Region of Varna,  

6th c. AD. 

(photo by V. Yotov)
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Figure 14

Layout of  

the pressing basin  

of a winery from  

Marcianopolis (Devnya),  

late 5th–first half of 5th c. AD. 

(drawing by the author)

Figure 15

Winery discovered  

at Caria (Shabla),  

5th c. AD. 

(photo by S. Torbatov)

Figure 16

Detail of the basin  

with its spout and  

the large pithos for 

collecting grape juice  

underneath.  

(photo by S. Torbatov)

MAP 1

Map of Northeastern Thrace,  

showing the sites where  

wineries of 5th–6th c. AD 

have been discovered.  

(adapted by the author)

fiGure 16 map 1



9 789538 143267

2
5
0
,0
0
 k
n


