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Byzantine Bricks and Brickstamps of
Thessaloniki
Konstantinos T. Raptis

Fig. 1

View of the Eastern Walls of
Thessaloniki (ca. 450 C.E.).

Blick über die östliche
Stadtmauer von Thessaloniki,
(um 450 n.Chr).

Fig. 2
Thessaloniki, Rotunda (4th/
6,h c.); view to the north.

Thessaloniki, Rotunda (4. / 6.

Jh.); Blick gegen Norden.

Fig. 3
Acheiropoietos Basilica (ca.
500); view to the northwest.

Acheiropoietos Basilika (um
500); Blick nach Nordwesten.

The present paper examines the Byzantine bricks produced and
used in public, both ecclesiastical and secular, architecture in
Thesssaloniki, focusing on the embossed brickstamps, documented

- with a few exceptions - on Early Byzantine bricks produced in
the state workshops of this significant Byzantine urban center.

Additionally, it documents the pattern of their extended use in
the Early Byzantine monuments of the city, as well as their reuse
in Medieval and Post-Medieval, both secular and ecclesiastical,
structures, offering some remarks and questions regarding their

- occasionally ignored - reconsumption for purpose different
than their original one.

Brick formats
The bricks of the Early Byzantine monuments ofThessaloniki -as
those of the Walls (fig. 1,4,20), the Christian phase of the Rotunda
(fig. 2, 5), and the foundation phases of the Acheiropoietos (fig. 3)

and St Demetrius basilicas -, produced and used from the early
fourth until the end of the sixth centuries, seem to have standard
dimensions: 30,8x41x4,5-5cm or 31,2x40x5-5,5 cm. Based on their
standardized width, it is assumed that they were designed and
produced based on the Roman or the Early Byzantine foot (fig.
6-11).
However, even though the standard dimensions of the bricks, i.e.,

their length and width, did not change significantly during the
following centuries - remaining ca. 30-32 x40-41 cm -, their thickness

varies throughout the Byzantine Middle Ages. The bricks
produced for the seventh century restoration of Early Byzantine
monuments or for the construction of new oeuvres of public
architecture in Thessaloniki during the seventh century, are quasi
analogous to those of the previous period.

The bricks produced and used for the construction of early Middle

Byzantine structures - mid-ninth to tenth centuries - are
usually thicker, up to 6 cm. Even though in some cases, as in
decorative conches, the use ofnarrower bricks, ca 3,5-4 cm wide, have
been also documented in ninth century structures. The bricks
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Byzantinische Backsteine und Backsteinstempel

von Thessaloniki
Konstantinos T. Raptis, gekürzte deutsche Fassung von Jürg Göll

Fig. 4

Thessaloniki, Hormisdas
Tower in the eastern city wall,
attributed to the Praetorian
prefect shortly before 450
C.E. Detail of the building
inscription with bricks:
«Hormisdas walled this city
with indestructible walls.»

Thessaloniki, Hormisdas-
Turm in der östlichen
Stadtmauer, dem Prätorianer-
präfekten kurz vor 450 n. Chr.

zugeschrieben. Ausschnitt
aus der Bauinschrift mit
Backsteinen: «Hormisdas
ummauerte diese Stadt mit
unzerstörbaren Mauern».

Der Beitrag von K. Raptis dokumentiert die frühbyzantinischen
Backsteine von Thessaloniki, die in leistungsfähigen, staatlichen Ziegeleienfür
öffentliche Bauten kirchlicher und säkularer Nutzung hergestellt wurden.
Besondere Beachtung gilt den Stempeln, die mit wenigen Ausnahmen auf
frühbyzantinischen Backsteinen vorkommen und primär logistischen
Zwecken dienten. Im 7. Jahrhundert ging die Backsteinproduktion wegen
der äusseren Bedrohung merklich zurück. Beim Wiederaufbau nach der
Erdbebenserie im 7. Jahrhundert und einem weiteren Erdbeben vor 820
wurden die alten Backsteine gesammelt und wiederverwendet. Den

gestempelten Backsteinen mit christlichen Symbolen kam eine neue,

apotropäische Bedeutung zu; sie wurden gezielt an gut sichtbaren
Schlüsselstellen angebracht. Dieser Brauch hielt sich bis in postbyzanti-
nisch/osmanische Zeit.

Die vorliegende deutsche Fassung stellt eine überarbeitete und gekürzte
Version des englischen Originals dar. Für Anmerkungen und Literaturzitate

konsultiere man die englische Originalvariante.
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produced for late Middle Byzantine buildings as well as for Late

Byzantine public architecture in Thessaloniki - from the twelfth
century until the fall of the city to the Ottomans in 1430 - are in
their great number thinner, with thickness that does not exceeds

3,5-4 cm. Additionally, from the late twelfth century onwards also
half width and thin bricks with dimensions ca. 27-30 x 13-15 x
2,5-3 cm, have been documented.

Raw material and molds
The Byzantine bricks from Thessaloniki were made of red, insufficiently

worked, clay of local origin, with coarse grained aggregates,
visible in the material of the fired product. They were produced by
the means of a wooden frame, which formed their narrow sides

defining their dimensions.1 However, it seems that at least until
the sixth century C.E., the wooden frame had on the one side a flat
surface made of two narrower wooden slats joined together,
forming a proper mold,2 in order to facilitate also the production
of stamped bricks, bearing embossed letters and symbols for the
overall control of their circulation (fig. 6-17).

Fig. 5 >
Thessaloniki, Rotunda. The
foundation of the centrally
planned building with the
massive brick-built dome (0
24,5 m) is attributed to either
Galerius (Augustus of the
East, 305-311) or (Konstantine

I (Augustus of the West,
306-324, Sole Emperor
324-337). The building was
converted into a Christian
Church and decorated with
mosaics during the Early
Byzantine period (late 4th to
6th c.).

Thessaloniki, Rotunda Der
Zentralbau mit der massiven
Backsteinkuppel (0 24,5m)
wird entweder Galerius
(Augustus des Ostens,
305-311) oder Konstantin I.

(Augustus des Westens,
306-324, Alleinherrscher
324-337) zugeschrieben. Das
Gebäude wurde in der
frühbyzantinischen Periode
(spätes 4. bis 6. Jh.) in eine
christliche Kirche umgewandelt

und mit Mosaiken
verziert.

Brickstamps
Byzantine brickstamps3 were produced in brick and tile producing
workshops, run or controlled by the Byzantine State through the

army and the ecclesiastical hierarchy,4 mainly in Constantinople,5
and in certain imperial cities of the Byzantine periphery, as

Rome,6 Thessaloniki,7 Nicopolis8 and elsewhere9. Each one of
these prominent urban centres had its own production of ceramic

building materials of high quality, produced, and used almost
exclusively in public architecture of mainly the fifth and sixth
centuries. Each city had its own system of different brickstamps,
embossed only on a small percentage of the production, as

trademarks, to ascertain their circulation, to control the quantities of
each order, and to certify the quality of the production. In these

public structures the brickstamps were usually invisible since
their purpose was fulfilled after their delivery at the construction
site.10

Brickstamps have been documented in bricks from Early Byzantine

monuments of Thessaloniki as early as the late nineteenth
century. The first drawings of brickstamps from Thessaloniki,
have been published by Ch. Texier and R. Popplewell Pullan11,

although some brickstamps from the city's Byzantine structures
had been drawn by the French consul J. B. Germain as early as
1746.12 In the early decades of the twentieth century, similar
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Backsteinformate
Die Backsteine der frühbyzantinischen Monumente

von Thessaloniki, wie diejenigen der Stadtmauern

(fig. 1, 4, 20), der christlichen Phasen der Rotunda

(fig. 2, 5) sowie der Gründungsphasen der Basiliken

Acheiropoietos (fig. 3) und St. Demetrios (fig. 18) aus

dem frühen 4. bis zum Ende des 6. Jahrhunderts,
hatten standardisierte Formate von 30,8x41 x4.5-
5 cm beziehungsweise 31,2x40x5-5,5 cm, die offenbar

aufdem römischen oderfrühbyzantinischen Fuss

basieren (fig. 6-11). Im Gegensatz zu den Längen und

Breiten variierte die Dicke während des gesamten

byzan tinischen Mittelalters.
Die Backsteine der frühen mittelbyzantinischen
Bauten, das heisst Mitte 9. bis 10. Jahrhundert, waren
gewöhnlich etwas dicker-bis etwa 6 cm. In Ausnahmefällen,

zum Beispiel in dekorativen Nischen, wurden
dünnere Quader von zirka 3,5-4 cm Stärke verbaut.

Ab dem 12. Jahrhundert, bis die Stadt 1430 an die

Osmanen fiel, wurden mehrheitlich dünnere

Backsteineproduziert, die selten 3,5-4 cm Dicke überschritten.

Darüber hinaus kamen halbbreite und dünne Ziegel

mit Abmessungen von zirka 27-30x13-15x2,5-3 cm

vor.

Rohmaterial und Modelformen
Die Backsteine wurden aus rotem, unzureichend
verarbeitetem Ton mit grobkörnigen Zuschlägen lokaler

Herkunft in hölzernen Rahmen hergestellt. Zumindest

im 6Jahrhundert wurden auch Formkisten verwendet,

in deren Boden mit einem scharfen, 4,5 mm breiten

Werkzeug Buchstaben und Symbole eingraviert
wurden, die sich in die Backsteine einprägten (fig.
6—17). Die gestempelte Fläche ist bei den meisten

Beispielen durch eine dünne Link zweigeteilt (fig. 6-7,
9—11, 14—16), weil der Boden der Formkiste jeweils
aus zwei aneinandergefügten Brettchen bestand, wo
der Lehm in den Spalt eindringen konnte und einen

leicht erhabenen Steg hinterliess.

Backsteinstempel
Backsteinstempel wurden in Werkstätten benutzt, die

vom byzantinischen Staat durch die Armee und die

kirchliche Hierarchie betrieben oder kontrolliert
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brickstamp drawings were published by 0. Tafrali,11 followed by
the reports by Ch. Diehl for the Acheiropoietos basilica,14 G. So-

tiriou for St Demetrius basilica,15 E. Hébrard for the Rotunda16,

and M. Kalligas for the Hagia Sophia Byzantine cathedral17.

Even though, as it is already mentioned, the Early Byzantine
bricks from Thessaloniki have standard dimensions, based on the
Roman or the Early Byzantine foot (30,8 and 31,2 cm), in most cases

the brickstamps are documented on bricks of the second category
made based on a foot 31,2 cm wide.18

The surface of their main side, which bears the stamp, is divided
in most examples into two parts by a thin line (fig. 6—7,9—11,14-16),

which was most probably due to the two wooden parts with
which the mold was constructed. Based on the elements, drawn
from the bricks themselves, the molds, probably wooden, were
made of two smaller slats, the joint of which created a small gap,
which was filled by the malleable clay, creating an elaborate linear
rib after it was fixed.19 The side walls of the mold were made of
small pieces. The joints of these pieces with the main wooden
surface of the mold, which bore the stamp, are visible on the

sharp edges of most bricks. The printed stamps had been made,

by engraving their negative on the wooden mold with a sharp
tool, about 4,5 mm thick (fig. 6-17). In some examples, the negative
of all or part of the brickstamp appears on the surface of the brick,
as the reversal of its pattern in the mold was not preceded by its
constructor.20

ENT-monogram
The main and most discussed brickstamp type in the bibliography,
documented on bricks used for the first time in the Early Byzantine
phases of the fortification walls (fig. 1,4), dated in the middle of
the fifth century as well as in most of the ecclesiastical Early
Byzantine monuments of Thessaloniki21 (fig. 2,3, 5), consists of
variants of a monogram, which is analyzed in the Greek letters
EN or ENT, between two crosses and in most of the cases with one
more letter of the Greek alphabet, namely the letters A, B, E, Z, I,

K and T (fig. 11,18a).22 However, apart from the arrangement of
the individual elements, these brickstamps present differences in
the form of the monogram as well, due to the way its negative is

engraved on the wooden mold of the brick.23

In the most usual variant of this group, found at the Acheiropoietos
basilica (fig. 3), the second - Christian - phase of the Rotunda
(fig. 2,5), the basilica of St. Demetrius, and the so-called Theodosian
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Fig. 6

Bricks and brickstamps with
«+ ENT+» monograms and
crosses from a late 5th / early
6,hc. secular building to the
north of the episcopal basilica.

Backsteine und Backsteinstempel

mit «+ ENT +»

Monogrammen und Kreuzen
von einem Profanbau aus dem
5./6. Jh. nördlich der
Bischofskirche.

wurden, vor allem in Konstantinopel und in einigen Reichsstädten der

byzantinischen Peripherie, wie Rom, Thessaloniki, Nikopolis und anderswo.

Jedes dieser städtischen Zentren verfügte über eine eigene Produktion
keramischer Baumaterialien von hoher Qualität, diefast ausschliesslich

in der öffentlichen Architektur vor allem des 5. und 6. Jahrhunderts
verwendet wurden. Jede Stadt verfügte über ein eigenes System
verschiedener Backsteinstempel, die nur aufeinem kleinen Prozentsatz der
Produktion als Markenzeichen eingeprägt wurden, um den Umlaufzu
kontrollieren, die Liefermengen zu steuern und die Qualität der Produktion

zu bestätigen. Die Backsteinstempel selbst waren in der Regel nicht

sichtbar, weil deren Zweck nach der Lieferung auf die Baustelle erfüllt
war. Sie weckten das Forschungsinteresse seit derMitte des 19. Jahrhunderts

und wurden entsprechend dokumentiert.

ENT-Monogramm
Der wichtigste und in der Literatur am meisten diskutierte Stempeltyp
besteht aus Varianten eines Monogramms, das als Ligatur der griechischen

BuchstabenEN oder ENT zwischen zwei Kreuzen gelesen wirdund
in den meisten Fällen mit einem weiteren Buchstaben des griechischen

Alphabets, nämlich mit den Buchstaben A, B, E, Z, I, K oder T versehen ist

(fig. 11,18a). Er taucht erstmals aufBacksteinen derfrühbyzantinischen
Festungsmauern in der Mitte des 5. Jahrhunderts auf und ist in den

meisten frühbyzantinischen Kirchen von Thessaloniki zu finden. Die

Interpretation des MonogrammsEN oder ENT ist umstritten. G.Soteriou
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walls of the city (fig. 1,4), the brickstamp consists of the monogram
ENT, between two small crosses in combination with a single letter
-A (fig. 6-8, lie and 18a), B, I, K (fig. 10) and T.24 In a second variant
of this type, the brickstamp consists of the ENT monogram, with
two small crosses on either side of it, accompanied by the letter I,

while the letter 0, is located independently of the monogram on
the same surface of the brick (fig. 9, llg-i). In some examples, the
ENT monogram is stamped between two crosses, without being
accompanied by a letter (fig. lla-d), while the letter 0 is placed
independently in the second half of the bricks' surface.25 In a

third variant of this group the brickstamp consists of the monogram

EN or ENT, framed by two crosses in combination with a

S-shaped symbol (fig. llf).26

However, variations of the monogram EN or ENT, between two
crosses, without being accompanied by other letters of symbols
have been also documented (fig. lla-d).27 This type ofbrickstamp,
which has been found on bricks built in all the Early Byzantine
monuments of Thessaloniki,28 presents a special variety due to
differences in the construction of its numerous similar molds, a

fact that probably testifies to its wide and possibly long-term use.29

It has been located at the northern peristyle of the Late Antique
palatial complex,30 the northern wall of the Acropolis,31 the eastern
wall of the lower city, near the Hippodrome32, in the western wall,
close to the Golden Gate33, as well as in second use in Ottoman
repairs of the Acheiropoietos basilica34, and in masonries of the
Byzantine cathedral of Hagia Sophia35.

All the variants of the monogram, presented, have been attributed
by G. Soteriou and M. Vickers to the abbreviated word
ENT[IKTIQN], i.e. ENAIKTIQN,36 that means indictio and the
combination of the monogram with Greek letters used also as numbers
in the ancient Greek arithmetic system, led to the performance of
the respective brickstamps as the mean of controlling and identifying

the brick production for public architectural programs, and

mainly the city walls, in specific years of an Indictio, the first year
ofwhich - that corresponds to the «+ ENT + A» brickstamp -was
identified with the year 447-448;37 an interpretation that has

been proved problematic, if not wrong.38 It has to be noted that,
even though, indictio years appear on the Constantinopolitan
bricks, they are indicated by the syllable I N, in some cases accompanied

by the abbreviation Sora bar, and not in the form of a

monogram.39 More recently, on the basis of the resemblance of the
ENT monogram of the Thessalonian brickstamps with personal
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Fig. 7

«+ ENT + A» brickstamp from
the Acheiropoietos basilica.

«+ ENT + A» Backsteinstempel
von der Acheiropoietos
Basilica.

und M. Vickers sahen darin eine Indiktionsangabe - ein Datierungssystem

- ENT[IKTIQN], Andere hielte es für Monogramme von Eigennamen,
von Kaisern bis zu Ziegeleiaufsehern. Jedenfalls kommen sie praktisch

nur im Mauerwerk von öffentlichen Gebäuden vor, wie zum Beispiel in

den Stadtmauern, im Palastkomplex sowie in den wichtigen Kirchen der
Erzdiözese Thessaloniki, und dürften dokumentieren, wie die Armee oder

der Bischofein staatliches Netzwerk von Werkstätten zurHerstellung von

Baumaterialfür öffentliche Gebäude kontrollierten. Es ist bezeichnend,

dass ähnliche Ziegel aus Privatbauten wohl nur in Zweitverwendung
vorkommen. Die unzähligen Kombinationen und vor allem die

Stempelvarianten des Monogramms zeugen wahrscheinlich von einer breiten

und langfristigen Verwendung. Wegen dieser weiten zeitlichen und
räumlichen Streuung und der vielen wiederverwendeten Stücke ist eine

präzisere Datierung als 5. bis Mitte 6. Jahrhundert problematisch.

Weitere Stempelmarken
Desweiterngibtes Backsteine mit verschiedenen unabhängigen Symbolen,
meist Kreuze oder Einzelbuchstaben (fig. 12-16,18b). Der häufige Buchstabe

© (fig. 9, llg-i) könnte sowohlfür ein Zahlzeichen als auchfür den

StacftwamenGEIZAAONIKH (Thessaloniki) stehen. Seltener sind Stempel

aus einer Kombination von zwei oder mehr Buchstaben, wie zum Beispiel

0E oder ZA aus der primären Phase der inneren Festungsmauer, die als

Namenskiirzel identifiziert werden konnten. Die Buchstabenkombinati-

onenKAAundK AM oder A A K und M A K dürften sich aufbestimmte
Werkstätten oder einzelne Hersteller beziehen. An Symbolen findet man

unter anderen lateinische Kreuze (fig. 12, 15a, 18b), Kreuze auf einem

Kreis (fig. 13,15d, 18b), die manfrüher als Symbol derKirche gedeutet hat,

und Kreuze, die in Kreis oder Quadrat eingeschrieben sind (13,15b-c, 18b).
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Fig. 8.

«+ ENT + A» brickstamp from
the south annexes of the
Christian phase of the
Rotunda.

«+ ENT + A» Backsteinstempel
vom Südannex der christlichen
Phase der Rotunda.

Fig. 9

«+ ENT + I» and «0»

brickstamp from the
Acheiropoietos basilica.

«+ ENT + I» und «Q»

Backsteinstempel von der
Acheiropoietos Basilika.

?«*
Fig. 10

«+ ENT + K (?)» brickstamp
from the western walls, near
the Letaia gate.

«+ ENT + K (?)» Backsteinstempel

von der westlichen
Stadmauer beim Letaia-Tor.

monograms of the late fifth century, which are dominated by a

central N, denoting a name, it has been proposed that the ENT

monogram on the Early Byzantine bricks from Thessaloniki
might be deciphered as AENT, standing for the name AEONTOI
or AEONTIOY; thus referring possibly to a number of individuals,
such as the fifth century emperor Leo I (457-474) or II (473-474),
the Prefect of the Illyricum Leontios (ca. 435/441), a lower officer
of the Byzantine state, or even an homonymous supervisor of the
respective brickyard.40

More brickstamps
Bricks with various independent symbols - usually crosses - or
individual letters have been also listed (fig. 12-16 and 18b).41

In the same monuments have been documented bricks bearing
the letter 0 (fig. 9, llg-i) that can be attributed to either a number
or the name of the city OEIIAAONIKH (Thessaloniki),42 bricks
with a Latin cross (fig. 12,15a and 18b) or a Latin cross on a circle
(fig. 13,15d and 18b) that has been interpreted as a symbol of the
church43, or bricks with a cross inscribed in a circle or a square
(fig. 13,15b-c and 18b).44

Small parts of bricks bearing the letter T (fig. 16a-b) have been

found in the Acheiropoietos basilica,45 the city walls,46 and the
Hagia Sophia.47 On bricks from the Acheiropoietos basilica the
letter (fig. 16f) as well as the letter N or Z (fig. 16g), have been
recorded.48 Similar bricks with the individual letters A, B, E (fig.
14), A, Z, I, K and N have been found in structures of the palatial
complex and the walls, in Byzantine cisterns49 as well as in second

use on the floor of the galleries of the Hagia Sophia Byzantine
cathedral.50

On the brick built bed of a marble paved stairway leading to an
unknown Early Byzantine, probably ecclesiasticalbuilding bricks
bearing the embossed letters E, G and the combination of the letters
G b have been documented. In the same building a brickstamp
consisted of an engraved star in combination of an individual
letter (A) has been also recorded.51

The letters O and P, which are probably part of a largerbrickstamp
have been documented on fragmentary maintained bricks reused

during Byzantine and Ottoman repairs of the Acheiropoietos
basilica (fig. 16e).52

Rarer are the brickstamps consisting of combination of two or
more letters, such as 0E or ZA, found in the primary phase of the
inner wall of the fortification, which could be identified as name
abbreviations, or K A A53 and KAM-orAAK and M A K - printed
upside down on the surface of the bricks, found on bricks from the
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Fig. 11

Various types of «+ ENT +» brickstamps.

Verschiedene Typen von «+ ENT +» Backsteinstempeln.

Fig. 12

Brickstamp with a latin cross from the floor of a
Byzantine cistern.

Backsteinstempel mit einem lateinischen Kreuz vom
Boden einer byzantinischen Zisterne.

Fig. 13

Brickstamp with a cross inscribed in circle from the
floor of a Byzantine cistern.

Backsteinstempel mit einem Kreuz, in Kreis eingeschrieben,

vom Boden einer byzantinischen Zisterne.
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Fig. 14

Brickstamp with the individual
letter E from the floor of a
Byzantine cistern.

Backsteinstempel mit einem
Einzelbuchstaben E vom
Boden einer byzantinischen
Zisterne.

Acheiropoietos basilica54 and on bricks from the western walls to
the north of the Letaia Gate55, as well as from the northeastern
section of the fortification, near the Klavdianos tower56. These

brickstamps could refer to certain brick producing workshops or
individual manufacturers, while the letters A and M next to the K

A combination may denote a certain group of workmen or a
workshop.57

Name brickstamps
Of particular interest is the hitherto unknown type of brick-

stamp - that was for the first time documented a few months ago

- which bears the full name EYCEBIC or EYCEBIOC in the general
case, EYCEBIOY, since all the bricks with the same brickstamp
documented so far, the suffix of the name is worn or not visible
(fig. 17). Given that in the standard brickstamp system of the Early
Byzantine brick production from Thessaloniki no other example
with a main name has been documented so far - and given that
similar bricks from Constantinople bear the name of emperors or
officers of the state58 -, Eusebius, mentioned on these bricks from
Thessaloniki, could be identified with the homonymous bishop
of Thessaloniki during the last decade of the sixth and the first
years of the seventh century.59

Additionally, in bricks dated in later periods, used for the first
time in monuments of the seventh century, such as the five-aisled
basilica of Agios Dimitrios, fragments of bricks with elaborate

cross-shaped monograms of Epiphaniou and Theoph[anou] as

well as bar monograms of Phok[a] have been found (fig. 18c), related

most probably to the production of bricks during the Transitional

period, i.e. seventh to eight centuries.60

Another type of brickstamp from the Acheiropoietos basilica,
documented only once, has been attributed to a later production
of the seventh or even the ninth century, a period when
brickstamps are really rare. It consists of a monogram which is read as

M[H]T[H]P 0[E0]Y, meaning Mother of God (fig. 19),61 and is probably

related with a certain brick production that was intended for
either the seventh or the ninth century restoration of the homonymous

basilica dedicated to the Virgin.

Apart from the last example which forms an unicum in the frame
of the brick production in Byzantine Thessaloniki, the
brickstamps that appear in all the Early Byzantine public buildings of
the city, comprise an important topic on the study of the ceramic

building materials of this period. As the brickstamps do not appear
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