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ON THE DISCOVERY OF THE STEPPE MARMOT BONE
(MARMOTA BOBAK MULLER, RODENTIA)
IN THE ANCIENT PANTICAPAEUM
(KERCH PENINSULA, CRIMEAN PENINSULA, RUSSIA)
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The aim of the communication is to report and investigate the discovery of the
Steppe marmot lower jaw in the layers the first centuries AD in the ancient
Greek city Panticapaeum. This is the first record of the marmot remains from
the easternmost part of the Crimean Peninsula (Kerch Peninsula). Although
the animal could have been delivered to the city from the northern shores of
Aral and Black Seas due to the valuable meat and fat, there is still a high
possibility of marmot inhabiting this part of the Peninsula at the turn of our
era.
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Introduction. Scattered bones of the representatives of the genus
Marmota are known in Eurasia from the end Pliocene. However, they
become numerous only by the Late Pleistocene (Zimina, Gerasimov, 1973).
Morphological similarity of the thirteen species, belonging to this genus,
supports their recent diversification, proved by molecular and genetic
analyses (Vorontsov et al., 1969; Brandler, 2003). Adapted to the cold
steppes of the periglacial zone, marmots have widely spread over Eurasia
during the Valdai (Wiirm) glaciation. One of the species, the Steppe, or
Bobak Marmot, has its modern distribution in Ukraine, western part of the
European Russia, on the Middle Volga and Middle Ural, in the southern
Urals, as well as in the steppes of the Northern Kazakhstan (Ognev, 1947).
Modern disrupted areal of the Steppe marmot is evidently the remnant of the
once more continuous distribution (Zimina, Gerasimov, 1973; Kirikov,
1980). The western border of the past distribution of the marmot has reached
the western Germany (Brand, Woldrich, 1887), while the southern border has
enclosed the northern shore of the Black Sea (see Figure 1). Bones of the
Steppe marmot have been discovered by I.G. Pidoplichko (1938) on the
course of excavation of the ancient Greek city Olbia; A.A. Brauner (1913)
recorded the lost burrows of the Steppe marmot in the former Taurian
Province of the Russian Empire (fig. 1). Bones of the marmot are known
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from the foothills of the Crimea (Gromov et al., 1965; Markova, 2011),
although the question on the time of its disappearance from the Crimean
peninsula remains open. Marmot bones have never been reported from the
Kerch Peninsula.

Historical background of the site. The ancient Greek city
Panticapacum was founded by Milesians and build between 7™ and 6™ cent.
BC on the Mount Mithridat. The city became the residence of the Thracian
kings of the Bosporus in 5™ — 4™ cent. BC. Then it was left to the famous
Mithridates VI Eupator, king of Pontus. Panticapaecum gradually became the
colony of the Roman Empire after the suicide of Mithridates in 63 BC. The
city was destroyed by the Huns around 370 AD. Coming under the control of
the Byzantine Empire, the city was rebuilt and developed later into the
modern city of Kerch.

Azov Sea
Caspian Sea

Black Sea Pantic m

Fig. 1. Map showing past (X) and present (@) distribution of the Steppe Marmot
and the location of ancient Greek cities Panticapaeum and Olbia
(after Ognev, 1947 with changes)
Puc. 1. Kapra npomioro (X) 1 HeIHEUTHETO (®) pacmpocTpaneHus Oaitbaka c
yKa3aHue JApeBHerpeueckux ropoaos [lantukarneii u OnbBus
(o OrueBy, 1947 ¢ M3MEHEHUAMN)

Material and methods. The material for this study is a left mandible
of the Steppe Marmot, excavated on the Upper Mithridat excavation site by
the Bosporus Expedition of the Pushkin State Museum. The mandible was
found the cistern (fig. 2), carved in the rock and filled with household refuse
by the 4™ cent. AD (V.P. Tolstikov, pers. comm.). The tip of the angular
process, as well as the first and third molars of the mandible have been lost
during the excavations (fig. 3). The age of the animal was subsequently
determined according to the specifications by Yang, Zhang (1986).
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Results and discussion. The mandible belongs to the adult marmot of
8-9 age stages (Yang, Zhang, 1986). This means, that the marmot has lived
already more than a half of its average lifespan, estimated in 7 — 10 years (de
Magalhaes, Costa, 2009). The bone lacks any traces of butchery and
gnawing.

A
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Fig. 2. The entrance to the cistern, carved in the rock,
where the mandible of the Steppe Marmot was discovered (photo by the author)
Puc. 2. Bxox B uucTepHy, BHIIOJIOIEHHYIO B CKaJle,

B KOTOpOIi ObLIa HaliieHa 4enrocTh Oatibaka (hoTo aBTOpa)

The discovery of the marmot lower jaw in the ancient Panticapacum
cannot directly prove the Steppe Marmot distribution in the Kerch Peninsula
during the first centuries AD. The discovery of the mandible in the cistern,
filled with household refuse could point onto the practical use of the marmot;
its meat is tender and fat, close to the meat of the lamb. In this case the
animal can be shipped from the northern shores of Azov and Black Seas,
where it has lived in the historical time (Pidoplichko, 1938; Ognev, 1947;
Abelentsev, 1971). However, the lack of the processing makes this
hypothesis less viable. In case of the export of the Marmot for the meat’s or
fat’s sake the head and the skin should have been left in the area, where the
animal has been hunted. We also do not know any historical and
archaeological records of the use of the marmot meat and fat in the region.
Further discoveries of the marmot bones across the Crimean peninsula are
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necessary to reconstruct the picture of the animal distribution throughout the
region.

Conclusions. The mandible of the Steppe Marmot, found in the
ancient city of Panticapaeum, shows its presence on the Kerch Peninsula
(easternmost part of the Crimean Peninsula) in the first centuries AD.
Although the transportation of the animal from more northern areas was
possible, the probability, that the marmot has once inhabited this region, is
relatively high.

Fig. 3. Left branch of the Steppe Marmot’s mandible,
found in Panticapacum (photo by the author).
Puc. 3. JleBas BeTBb HIDKHE YENIIOCTH Oaiibaka,
HaiinenHas B [lantukanee (poto aBTOpa).
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O HAXOJIKE KOCTEN BAWBAKA (MARMOTA BOBAK MULLER,
RODENTIA) B IPEBHEM ITAHTUKATIEE (KEPYEHCKHUIA
MOJIYOCTPOB, KPBIMCKHUI1 IOJIYOCTPOB, POCCHSI)

A.B. 3uHoBLeB

TBepckol ToCyJapCTBEHHBIN YHUBEPCUTET, TBEPh

HacTosmee cooOmieHne MOCBAIIEHO ONUCAaHWIO M MEPBUYHOMY aHAJIHU3Y
HaXOJKM KocTell Oaiibaka B CIIOSX NEPBBIX BEKOB Halllel 3pbl B IPEUECKOM
ropoge [lanTHkameir. DTo mepBoe COOOIICHWE O HAaXOAKE KOCTEH B CaMoOi
BocToYHOH yactu KpriMckoro noiyoctpoa (KepueHckuii moayocTpoB). XoTs
KHUBOTHOE MOIJIO OBITH INPHBE3EHO C CEBEPHBIX OEperoB ApajbCKOro M
YepHoro Mopeld mH3-3a IEHHOTO Msca M JKHpa, COXpaHsAETCs OOJbIIas
BEPOATHOCTb €ro OOMTaHMSA B 3TOM 00JIACTH MONyOCTpOBa B Hauajie Haulen
9pBI.

Knrouesvie cnosa: Panticapaeum, Crimean Peninsula;, mandible; Steppe
Marmot.
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