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 While ancient Greece’s far-flung overseas slave trade deeply im-

pacted neighboring cultures and displaced thousands of foreign peo-

ple, it also acted as an unexpected catalyst that shifted the develop-

ment of the art of southeastern Europe. Evidence suggests that the 

trade opened new societal elements that had not previously existed 

in either the Scythian culture of the Eurasian steppes or the Thracian 

tribes of the Balkans. As a result, the slave trade contributed to a sig-

nificant change in the Scythians’ way of life that in turn introduced 

eastern artistic designs and techniques, a process known as 

“orientalizing,” that spread into the Balkans. Further, craftsmen of 

other cultures, such as the Celts who had moved into southeastern 

Europe from the west, quickly adopted and adapted the new designs. 

Beginning with the inception of Greek colonization in the seventh 

century BC, this dynamic, interwoven progression of artistic trans-

mission was driven to a peak in the fourth century and subsequently 

carried beyond, both in time and distance.  

 

I. The Nature and Extent of Greek Slavery 

 

 Exactly when slavery in the ancient Greek world began is un-

known,
1

 but it was all-pervasive. Compulsory, dependent labor was 

used in all places under Greek control and was so taken for granted 

that few, if any, questioned either its existence or its ethics. Even in 

the face of civil war, revolution or other crises, slavery remained un-

challenged because it was so rooted in society.
2 

 As the Greek city-states began to establish colonies and trading 

posts overseas, the slave trade naturally followed. Frequent argu-

ments have revolved around the extent of the trade with skeptics 

claiming that without records to quantify numbers, the trade must 

have been sporadic at best. However, in a thorough, quantitative 

analysis based on recorded slave costs vs. output ratios from silver 

mines in Thrace, archaeologist Timothy Taylor argues, “a systematic, 

large-scale and long-lived slave trade had existed in classical times in 

eastern Europe.”
3

 He has applied the same extrapolation to other 

parts of the Greek world. 

 In a treatise attributed to Aristotle called Oeconomica, we are told 

the life of slaves consisted of three things: “work, punishment and 

food.” However, not all slaves were assigned to pure drudgery. Slaves 

participated in every part of Greek life except the political process 

and citizenship. According to noted economic historian M. I. Finley,  
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“The efficient, skilled, reliable slave could look forward to manageri-

al status. In the cities…he could often achieve a curious sort of inde-

pendence, living and working on his own, paying a kind of rental to 

his owner, and accumulating earnings with which, ultimately, to pur-

chase his freedom.”
4

  

 Finley further states, “Skilled slave labor in antiquity was as good 

as any; that is obvious from fine pottery, metalwork or monumental 

buildings.”
5

 In spite of this quasi-independence and having fine 

skills, the slave or manumitted person was still considered at the 

lowest level of society. A person’s value, in Greek thinking, was in 

status, not in the type or quality of work performed. Organized slave 

revolts were rare and if a slave did rebel, it was usually to flee for his 

homeland. A completely different sense of freedom existed in the 

ancient Greek world compared with modern conceptions.  

 

II. Who Were the Slaves? 

 

 The Greeks almost uniformly equated slaves with foreigners and 

indeed most slaves were people who had been captured “outside the 

Greek orbit,”
6

 generally in war, piracy or raids for plunder. To a de-

gree, nationalities of slaves can be traced through a few fragmentary 

lists that have survived. These lists are by far incomplete, but they 

give a taste of the peoples’ origins. One undated fragment lists slaves 

who were confiscated and sold at a public auction. Of thirty-two, 

thirteen were Thracians, seven were Carians, and the rest were from 

a number of other locations including Cappadocia, Colchis, Scythia, 

Phrygia, Lydia, Syria, Illyria, Macedonia and the Peloponnese. An 

inscription in Attica dated from around the beginning of the fourth 

century BC contains the list of a ship’s crew that included slaves 

from Thrace, Dacia, Getae and Triballi (a Thracian tribal name).  

 According to Finley, slaves were “by definition nameless,”
7

 a 

reflection of the Greek attitude towards the lowest in status. 

Captured and sold people were given stock generic names derived 

from either that of the new master, the slave trader, the place where 

purchased, or from their place of origin. “Thratta,” for example, was 

the feminine version of the Greek word for Thracian; Davos was a 

Dacian name; and Tibeios stood for a Paphlagonian.
8 

 Epigraphic evidence also indicates ethnic diversity in slaves was 

desirable, as is reflected in the broad mixture of nationalities. This 

policy supposedly discouraged conspiracies that could have led to 

uprisings, although as noted earlier, organized slave revolts were 

rare. On the other hand, as generalized opinions designated which 

nationality made a better, stronger, more durable slave, those of 

specific ethnic origins became more valuable. Further, lists of 

property have included slaves designated as goldsmiths or other 

kinds of craftsmen, skills that raised value. Laws were put into place 

that required slave dealers to state a slave’s origins and skills—an 

attempt to prevent falsifications to achieve a higher price. Accuracy,  
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however, could be sketchy if physical characteristics did not reveal 

the slave’s true background, and often origins were confused or 

disguised due to language barriers and lack of geographic 

knowledge.
9 

 

III. Scythia 

 

 In the seventh century BC Greeks from Miletus on the southwest 

coast of Asia Minor began to ring the shores of the Black Sea with 

colonies. Olbia, estimated to have been founded at the beginning of 

the sixth century, was one of several cities built on the northern 

shore and put the Greeks in contact with the Scythians of the Pontic 

steppe.  

 Originating in central Asia, the Scythians first appear in history 

via Herodotus’s The Histories.
10

 Around 700 BC the Scythians 

emerged from the vast Asian steppes, their territory in the east 

running all the way to border China and Mongolia. Pushed by related 

tribes, they migrated west where they in turn pushed out the 

Cimmerian people from the Pontic steppe
22

 and occupied what is now 

present-day southern Russia, Ukraine, Moldova and parts of Romania. 

The Cimmerians dispersed into the Balkans and Asia Minor. If 

Herodotus is accurate, then the Scythians had settled into their new 

territory perhaps only a hundred years before Olbia was founded. 

 In The Histories, Herodotus describes the Scythians as having 

been nomadic when they first arrived, living in wagons and driving 

enormous herds of horses across the steppe as they followed game 

and grazing. They used slaves to milk the mares and created a 

fermented drink called koumiss. Acquired mostly through raids on 

other indigenous tribes in the area, these slaves were blinded—a 

method to keep them from running away. 

 Because of Herodotus’s account, we know more about Olbia and 

its relationship with the Scythians than we know of the other Black 

Sea cities. By the time the historian visited the colony and 

encountered the nomads in the mid-fifth century BC, their lifestyle 

had already changed significantly from the time they first appeared 

on the Pontic steppe. Herodotus tells us that they had evolved into 

three sub-groups: a pastoral class that raised and traded cattle, 

horses, sheep and goats;
12

 an agricultural group that settled in the 

chora, the land around the city of Olbia; and the Royal Scythians, the 

elite warrior class who ruled over the other two groups and remained 

semi-nomadic.  

 Recent studies suggest that many indigenous agricultural tribes 

occupied the steppe as well and were subject to the Royal Scythians’ 

dominance.
13

 Herodotus, though he valiantly attempted to identify 

each ethnic group he encountered or heard about, was not always 

correct or sure of those identities. He tended to lump together 

groups who were similar in appearance and custom under one name. 

 In the intervening century and a half between the founding of   
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Olbia and Herodotus’s visit, trade developed between the Scythians  

and Greek Olbians. The Scythians were highly negative towards the 

Greeks, even enforcing death penalties for any Scythian who took up 

a Greek lifestyle in the city. The Greeks viewed the Scythians as 

fierce primitive fighters who were easily drunk and smoked hemp.
14

 

But trade proved irresistible and the region was critical to the Aegean 

economy. Though always grudging of each other’s customs, they 

lived in relative peace as neighbors, kept trade flowing, and the 

Scythians provided a sort of protectorate role over the city.
15 

 With the establishment of colonies, the Greeks also introduced 

their own slave trade to the region. “The practice of selling slaves, in 

particular from Scythia, to Greece undoubtedly existed as early as 

the sixth century BC,” according to archaeologist Nadežda Gavriljuk.
16

 

Besides selling livestock and grain (millet and barley) to the Greeks, 

the Scythians discovered that instead of sacrificing the indigenous 

people they captured in raids to Ares, the god of war, those captives 

could be sold to a slave dealer in Olbia in return for luxury goods. 

Those goods included the wine that the Scythians drank so 

prodigiously (and undiluted), and most important of all, the stunning 

gold and silver metalwork for which they are renowned, a large 

quantity of which has been discovered in their tombs across Eurasia. 

 Up to the fifth century BC, exports from Scythia to Greece had 

been tepid at best. But around 475 BC, as Athens, Chios and other 

parts of the Greek world began to need slaves to fulfill their “energy” 

demands—i.e., muscular energy that was renewable—the market 

began to boom. Scythian elites could raid across the hinterland, even 

as far as the forest steppe to the north, easily round up people and 

trade them in Olbia or the other colonies in return for wine, olive oil 

and all kinds of Greek pottery and metalwork, the evidence of which 

spread throughout Scythian territory. Slaves were far cheaper and 

easier to transport than other commodities like grain. They were also 

far more profitable and were not susceptible to seasonality like the 

availability of crops. Later written sources claim a raid could net 

anywhere from several hundred to tens of thousands of slaves.
17 

 Scythian slaves were considered some of the most valuable for 

their hardiness. It should be qualified that “Scythians” who turned 

up in the Greek slave market could have been in truth a member of 

any one of these indigenous tribes lost to history but were labeled 

“Scythian” simply for having come from Scythian territory. 

 The Scythians had produced their own metalwork before the 

Greeks arrived—mostly weaponry and armor—but they had no 

sources of gold. They would have had to trade for it from as far away 

as the Caucasus, modern-day Kazakhstan or the Altai Mountains to 

the east, or what is now Transylvania in the west.
18

 When Greek items 

in silver and gold were introduced through trade with Olbia, the 

warrior elites’ interest in it soared. This was in the time of Greece’s 

great rise in power in the fifth century BC, a time of swift 

development from archaic simplicity to fabulously realistic classical  
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art, monumental architecture, drama, philosophy, wealth and 

prestige. 

  By the late fifth century BC, a metallurgical center had been 

established at Kamianka-Dniprovska, northeast of Olbia on the 

Dniepr River.
19

 By nature, metalworkers were itinerant, and Greek 

craftsmen were attracted to this and other Pontic cities. 

Archaeologist Mikhail Treister has identified five masters of jewelry 

and toreutics, not by physical locations of their workshops, but by 

technique and workmanship.
20

 He believes these masters and others 

who remain unidentified to have operated mainly in the first half of 

the fourth century BC and that they were Greek immigrant craftsmen 

who may have originated from Mysia in Anatolia, southern Italy or 

Macedon. Archaeologist John Boardman discusses a characteristic 

ease with which Greek artists adapted decorative fashions,
21

 meaning 

Greek craftsmen catered very well to other cultures’ tastes. Treister 

also suggests the masters could have been inspired by the art of the 

places from which they originated; however, while the workmanship 

may suggest this, the iconography does not.  

 It was in these workshops where the magnificent gold and silver 

objects were developed for the Scythians’ tastes and styles. Their 

early art was all about motion, a reflection of the nomadic Royal 

Scythians’ daily life moving across the grasslands. Though some 

motifs were borrowed from the Persians, Chinese, Assyrians and 

Urartians (Armenians), the subjects chosen were animals with which 

the Scythians came most into contact—eagles, leopards and deer. 

The act of one animal attacking another was often portrayed, and 

over time the figures became transformative, running from one form 

or animal body part into other forms or body parts. An example of 

this is seen in the pattern of three birds swirled into a stylized circle, 

known in some cultures as a triskele. Art historians have designated 

the Scythians’ depiction of beasts, both real and legendary, as a dis-

tinct “Eurasian Animal-Style.”
22 

 The fourth century BC was the highpoint of the Scythians’ power 

and wealth, and their animal-style art matured during this time. The 

elite class wore its gold ornamentation as symbols of self-image. 

They decorated their beloved horses as well. Plaques and other ob-

jects portrayed stags, horses, boars, dogs, leopards and other ani-

mals with their legs folded underneath, often with their heads turned 

back and in pairs that confronted each other. The artisans decorated 

everything imaginable: bowls, belts, headdresses, war gear, horse 

trappings, and clothing. In addition, torques, an open neck ring that 

also originated in Persia, grew highly fashionable for men, women 

and children. The neck ring’s terminals, typically worn in front, often 

depicted a pair of animal heads facing each other.
23 

 Greek influence needs to be mentioned as well. Though rarely 

portrayed in their own art, male Scythians were almost always shown 

as realistic figures in a combat scene or a blood oath ritual. The real-

ism is indicative of Greek craftsmanship, but the iconography is  
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Scythian. Females, on the other hand, were usually shown in other-

worldly representations of the primary goddess, Tabiti. Further, un-

like the Greeks, the Scythians for all their hard-drinking toughness 

had an aversion to nude human figures.
24 

 The fourth century BC was a period of transition. Both the pasto-

ral and agricultural groups began to make permanent settlements. 

The population grew quickly. The grain trade lessened in importance 

and the slave trade expanded to fund the massive amounts of expen-

sive gold treasures. While earlier trade with the Greek colonies had 

been confined to Black Sea coastal areas, now it expanded into the 

steppes. From Olbia it ran up the Dnieper and Bug rivers, pulling the 

previously disdained Greek trade items with it.
25

 Leadership and soci-

ety grew much more complex.
26

 Intermarriage took place increasingly 

between local people and Olbian Greeks.
27

 Apprentices of mixed 

blood began to work with metalsmiths. Workers, however, were 

slaves captured in the hinterland.
28

 Some of the goldsmiths men-

tioned in the slave lists could also have ended up in these work-

shops. 

 Though the fourth century brought Scythia its greatest riches, it 

also brought the onset of its downfall. As Greek influence increased, 

more Scythians grew sedentary, becoming agriculturalists. The Royal 

caste gradually settled as well, losing much of its warrior-like and 

nomadic ways. This shift in lifestyle significantly reduced their vital-

ity, and they became an assemblage of gold-wearing heavy-drinkers. 

The Sarmatians, a related group of people from central Asia, pres-

sured the Scythians’ territory, taking control of more of their lands 

with each passing year. Fading in power, the Scythians pressed 

against the Thracians’ eastern frontier. 

  The entire region grew unstable in the second half of the 

fourth century BC. Greece was in turmoil, its power, already greatly 

weakened in the Peloponnesian War (431- 404 BC), was further disin-

tegrating. Philip II of Macedon, ruling from c.359 BC, planted a firm 

foothold in both Thrace and northern Greece and threatened to cut 

off the Greeks’ grain trade with Scythia. Ateas, an ageing Scythian 

king, made the bold move to attack Thrace in 339 BC, possibly think-

ing the Thracians were preoccupied and vulnerable in the face of 

Philip’s aggression. Ateas misjudged and the Scythians faced the 

powerful Macedonian army instead. At 90-years old, or possibly even 

older, the king was killed in the battle. Reportedly, 20,000 Scythian 

women and children were enslaved as a result of Philip’s decisive 

victory.
29

  

   From that point on the severely weakened Scythians faced ex-

pulsion from the Pontic steppe or conquest by the Sarmatians.
30

 

Those that survived and were able to migrate west-ward were ab-

sorbed into the mixture of Balkan cultures. As a distinct group, the 

Scythians completely disappeared from history by 300 BC. 
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IV. Thrace 

 

 Thrace enters history in the seventh century BC, once again via 

the Greeks through a brief description from Herodotus. This period 

coincides with the advent of the Iron Age in eastern Europe, about 

three hundred years later than it did in Greece itself.
31

 Instability, fre-

quent migrations and conquests caused much confusion for Herodo-

tus—as with the Scythians, he attempted to distinguish among the 

Thracian tribes, but he did not always understand the differences. 

Thrace consisted of several tribes loosely related by culture and oc-

cupied roughly what is now present-day Bulgaria and parts of Roma-

nia, Macedonia and European Turkey. In the west some tribes were 

more closely related to the Illyrians. A group of Celts, known as the 

Scordisci, settled and partially assimilated into a neighboring tribe 

called the Triballi. Borders were territorial and highly fluid, and each 

time a new tribal king took control, the frontiers shifted.
32

  

 Originally it was thought that the Thracians and Scythians were 

closely related because of many similarities in their artwork, religion 

and social structure and because the steppes of the Scythians ran to 

the grasslands of the Thracians along the western Black Sea coast-

line. Earlier scholarship also suggested the Thracians had no artwork 

of their own and that any they had was either Greek or Scythian in 

origin. However, since the collapse of the Soviet bloc, new artifacts 

have come to light, dramatically changing this thinking. Archaeolo-

gists and historians have realized the two were distinct cultures. 

 As in Scythia, the Greeks introduced their slave trade into Thrace 

on the inception of Greek colonization in the seventh century BC. Ab-

dera, the first colony on the Aegean coast, was established in 654 BC. 

Other colonies followed, the chronology of which is uncertain. This 

time the Greeks were looking for natural resources—timber and sil-

ver—rather than trade when they initially took lands in this area. The 

Thracians beat them off at first, but the Greeks persisted, returning 

to settle and paying tribute for “protection,” which allowed them to 

stay. 

 Evidence suggests that unlike the Scythians, the Thracians had no 

form of slavery prior to this time.
33 

Once established, the Greek slave 

trade in Thrace sold captives mainly for the silver mines that were 

developed along the Aegean coast. The largest proportion of these 

slaves came from Thrace itself, Asia Minor and Scythia. A slave own-

er could also buy slaves cheaply and lease them to the mines for a 

high profit. In addition, overpopulation in Thrace was handled by 

selling off captives, undesirables and even, in Herodotus’s words, 

their children. 

  In return, imported Greek goods spread throughout Thrace, 

wealth increased, and fabulous gold and silver artwork was crafted, 

all in a similar manner as in Scythia. Thrace, however, seems to have 

been more resilient to outside pressures. Chieftains had been heredi-

tary controllers of tin supplies in the late Bronze Age. “…bronze- 
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smiths probably operated via ties of clientage,” says Taylor.
34

 But as 

ironworking became more established, society detribalized. “Control 

was lost by the old order, artisans became less tied to particular trib-

al groups or lineages, and status became something that was more 

often achieved than ascribed.”
35

 This indicates a more flexible social 

structure that could absorb new elements. 

 The Danube River corridor became the principal route of commu-

nication and trade between east and west. Instability in the Pontic 

steppe, Europe and elsewhere caused peoples to migrate into or 

through the region. As a result other cultures certainly influenced 

the artisans of the Balkans as well and must be taken into account. 

First, the remnants of the Cimmerian people from the Eurasian 

steppe, mentioned earlier, had already been absorbed. Their art 

showed Persian elements that had been passed on to Scythian art. In 

addition, Herodotus tells how the Persians launched a campaign 

against the Scythians in 513-12 BC from Thracian lands. Defeated 

through a clever ploy, the Grand Persian Army retreated into Thrace 

and maintained a presence there until the Greeks finally ran them 

out in 479 BC. The army’s elite kept an entourage of working artists 

during this hiatus, also possibly influencing Thracian art.
36 

 

 In an effort to bring some stability to the region at the end of 

Greece’s Persian Wars, the Scythians and Thracians executed a peace 

treaty c.480 BC.
37

 In spite of this, throughout the fifth and fourth 

centuries BC the Scythians continued to pressure Thrace’s borders. 

Further, by the fourth century BC, large amounts of Celtic people had 

migrated eastward from Gaul and established many communities in 

the Middle Danube and Transylvanian regions.
38

  Known for their 

constant raiding, groups of Celts continued east, creating the 

Scordisci tribal region as well as spreading more communities as far 

as present-day Moldova. In Thrace, they “undoubtedly played an ac-

tive role in the disruption of Thracian tribal regimes.”
39

 This disrup-

tion likely explains why hoards of silver and gold from the mid-

fourth century were buried in the region of modern-day North Bul-

garia—for safekeeping. 

 

V. The Orientalizing of Art in the Balkans 

 

 The Greek slave trade’s profound influence on the Scythians’ life-

style created a sort of chain reaction that is most readily seen 

through the art of the Balkans. Art historians, beginning with Paul 

Jacobsthal, coined the term “orientalizing”
40

—from the now not so 

politically correct label “oriental”—to describe the transmission of 

eastern characteristics to European art.  

 In the Balkans of the fourth century BC, Thracian art decidedly 

began to show specific traits strikingly similar to certain details in 

Scythian art. Some eastern influence had already appeared in the 

fifth century BC, most likely descendant from the Cimmerians and 

the Grand Persian Army’s presence, but by the fourth century BC, the  
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influence is much more pronounced. This could be due partly to 

Greek craftsmen working in the colonies along the Aegean coast mak-

ing goods for Thracian elites and who could have adopted motifs and 

styles from the influx of Scythians. There is also the likelihood that 

craftsmen fled the workshops in the Pontic steppe upon the invasion 

of Sarmatian conquerors and went to work for Thracian elites. Greek 

art picked up some of the animal-style motifs as well. 

 Archaeologist Ivan Marazov points out how “local Greek and 

Thracian artists developed a taste for Iranian (i.e., Persian/Scythian) 

models.”
41

 He also notes that Thracians and Scythians “influenced 

each other for centuries,”
42

 having had a similar social base and 

drawing from the same eastern sources. He does not mention the 

Cimmerians, a portion of whom were absorbed into the Thracians. 

Perhaps in this case he is equating the Cimmerians with the Scythi-

ans. 

 The animal-style art is one of two key motifs or styles that orien-

talized Thracian art. It is not only that recently discovered Thracian 

pieces portray the same animals—deer, eagles, lions, gryphons, ser-

pents, among others—but the way they are portrayed: around a “tree 

of life,” which is a symbol from Persia; as well as one beast attacking 

another and the sense of movement, both traits from Scythia. Shapes 

of horse trappings are nearly identical, including the triple spiral mo-

tif. Of personal adornment, the torque—though simpler than those 

the Scythians produced—appeared in both personal collections and 

were depicted on objects with human faces. All these elements origi-

nated in Persian art and were subsequently passed to Scythian art. 

Like the Scythians, individual masters and workshops in Thrace can 

be identified as well, and from the slave lists mentioned earlier, it is 

possible some enslaved Scythian goldsmiths toiled in these work-

shops. 

 A torque made of silver-plated iron, found in modern-day Ro-

denbach, Germany, with facing bulls’ heads and each bull wearing its 

own torque, is most likely Thracian. The famed Gundestrup Cauldron 

(found in Jutland and of a later period than explored here) has Celtic 

pictorials, including an antlered god wearing a torque and holding a 

second torque. Its construction and use of silver and gilding, howev-

er, are suspected to be Thracian.
43 

 How did these artifacts get so far away from their origins? The 

cauldron could have been a gift from an elite in Thrace to a king of 

another culture in northern Europe. Equally possible, they could have 

been plunder that was carried off. Intriguingly, many more objects in 

the same vein have been discovered across a far-flung region. 

 

VI. A Further Legacy 

 

 The Celtic people who migrated into the Balkans in the fourth 

century BC were a combination of settlers, raiders and mercenaries. 

They belonged to the Early La Tène phase of Celtic culture and art.  
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Their chieftains moved about with entourages that included expert 

craftsmen. Because every decoration on every object had meaning 

and every symbol was a form of communication, the artisan had to 

have a deep knowledge of Celtic mythology. Their craftsmen were 

not simply makers of pottery, shields and helmets. Rather, they were 

treated with great respect, something akin to a shaman.
44

 “They were 

the repository and the perpetrators of ancient skills and beliefs, and 

as such they themselves would surely have been regarded as being 

above normal men,”
45

 according to archaeologist Barry Cunliffe. This 

respect was completely the opposite of the way the Greeks, Thraci-

ans, Scythians, Persians and most other cultures treated their crafts-

men—like slaves even if they were not or had actually bought them 

as slaves. 

 The fourth century BC Early La Tène art of the Celts in the Bal-

kans shows a continuance of  

the same animal-style motifs taken from Scythian inspiration. This 

could have come either directly from Scythian crafts or indirectly 

through Thracian or Greek-made pieces. Either way, Celtic craftsmen 

were by tradition amazingly quick to adopt new styles and tech-

niques.  

 They were also by tradition highly mobile. Cunliffe’s analysis of 

the movements of Celtic people demonstrates not only did they 

swiftly migrate, settle, uproot and move on from west to east, but 

back again throughout the vast lands believed dominated by the 

Celts—from the Atlantic to the Black Sea—before, during and after 

the period studied here. Their craftsmen, held in high esteem, would 

certainly have accompanied their chieftains. They would not have 

been considered expendable and left behind as other cultures’ arti-

sans might have been. They would have carried their knowledge, 

skills and the new designs with them throughout Europe, traveling 

with their chieftains. 

 Archaeological finds appear to bear this out—many Celtic gold 

and silver decorative items which display Scythian influence have 

been discovered. Some show an even more dramatic influence than 

Thracian art does. A prime example is a hoard that included arm 

rings and neck rings with confronted rams’ heads that are turned 

back and the legs folded under—very reminiscent of Scythian gold 

work of the sixth and fifth centuries BC.
46

 That they came from a 

grave in modern-day Rodenbach, Germany in the Rhine basin attests 

to the high degree of the Celts’ mobility. Pieces found with the vege-

tal style, including the tree of life motif, have been found over vast 

distances, also supporting the suggestion that the Celtic warrior soci-

ety was highly mobile.
47

 And the triple spiral motif, of which Scythian 

art was often worked in birds,
48

 are found in the Celtic triskele. 

 Interestingly, no evidence suggests that Celts moving through 

southeastern Europe and farther east were forced into slavery. Possi-

bly some Celtic tribes, like the Boii, who originated in Gaul and had 

some sort of slave system of their own, brought that system with  
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them on their distant travels. However, the Celts in the Balkans ap-

pear to have had a profound sense of maintaining freedom, reflected 

in their lifestyle, art and mythology. Taylor makes an intriguing ob-

servation: “…that the elite neck torques of the La Tène Celts…

inspired in part by those of Persia, are a reflex of the existence of 

slave chains. Torques in some way symbolize enslavement, not to a 

superior human but to a superior power. To wear a gold or silver 

neckpiece signaled enslavement to deity and, by that very token, 

freedom on earth.”
49 

 

VII. Conclusion 

 

 Both Marazov and Cunliffe believe the finds discovered so far are 

only a tiny bit of what actually was moving around Europe and Asia, 

much more of which has yet to be found, analyzed and interpreted. 

Indeed, as Boardman illustrates so well in his work, goods carrying 

art were imported, exported, gifted and transported all over the 

known world. Moreover, numerous additional opportunities existed 

for the transmission of artistic traits. The import and export of 

goods, war and mercenaries transporting plunder, itinerant met-

alsmiths travelling from workshop to workshop, and migrations and 

settlement all could have contributed in some degree to the oriental-

izing of art in the Balkans. But the impact of Greek slavery certainly 

had a profound effect on the north Pontic steppe people in ways they 

never imagined when they first encountered the Greeks. In following 

the trail of the Scythians’ decline and dispersal, the Greek slave trade 

appears to have been a prime catalyst in transmitting artistic influ-

ence from eastern cultures to western art in the Balkans of the fourth 

century BC. 
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