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Abstract: Masons’ marks can be seen as informative symbols 
designed to convey one or more pieces of information from 
stonemasons or officials to other actors involved in the carving 
and building process. As such, when evaluated in their respec-
tive archaeological contexts, they can shed light on the artisanal 
and technical dynamics at play at different stages of work on 
building sites. In Late Antiquity, the alphabetic characters, usu-
ally carved on stone elements only once, had the form of single 
letters, multiple letters in ligature, or monograms. However, the 
marked objects were often double-numbered or, more rarely, 
engraved with multiple groups of marks. A thorough study of this 
phenomenon aims to explain the function of these marks and 
their significance for the workflow. In some cases, assembly or 
positioning marks are coupled with workshop marks, indicating 
the need of different groups of craftsmen to convey specific 
technical information. In other cases, more than one workshop is 
recorded on a single piece, providing data on the complexity of 
the craftsmanship, on the labor effort involved, and thus on the 
economic dimension of the project. This paper attempts to reas-
sess the phenomenon of multiple masons’ marks in its historical 
and geographical dimensions, with a focus on the building sites 
of the imperial capital and further reference to other archaeologi-
cal examples throughout the Mediterranean.

Keywords: Late Antique and Early Byzantine marble furnishings, 
masons’ marks, stonecutters’ marks, multiple marks, stone work-
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Introduction

In Late Antiquity, the emergence of 
imposing sites for construction of both 
civic and religious buildings made the 
stone industry one of the most dynami-
cally developing production sectors, 
supplying materials for masonry work 
and, above all, for furnishings. This pro-
gress led to an increase in the number 
of stone workshops in operation and 
to the reorganization of their manage-
ment and work processes. Beginning in 
the mid-4th century AD, several local, 
quarry-based workshops began to op-
erate in response to a variety of local 
architectural needs, and regional stone-
cutters’ workshops flourished in associa-
tion with them. The activities of these 
local workshops can be easily identified 
by investigating the petrographic char-
acteristics of their products and their 
stylistic features. An example is a mar-
ble workshop in Nicopolis ad Nestum 
in Bulgaria, which was engaged in the 
production of distinctive architectural 
furnishings marketed both locally and in 
the neighboring regions (Vaklinova 1984; 
Petrova 2012: 338–348). In Ćurlina, Ser-
bia, the study of Ionic impost capitals of 
an early Christian basilica has allowed 
the identification of a marble workshop 
that was active on many contemporary 
building sites in the province of Niš 
(Rakocija 2017). In northern Macedo-
nia, a recent archaeometric analysis of 
marble objects from highland archaeo-
logical sites has confirmed the involve-
ment of workshops associated with the 
Sivec quarries, which adopted the style 
and repertoire of the Prokonnesos and 
Dokimeion stone workshops for their 

products and disseminated them outside 
the Constantinopolitan and Anatolian 
marble networks (Niewöhner, Audley-
Miller, and Prochaska 2013). In Lykia, 
in the district of Alacadaǧ, particular 
carving techniques identified on arti-
facts in local limestone from several sa-
cral complexes can be traced to a single 
workshop that followed the stylistic and 
formal repertoire of Justinianic sculp-
ture from Constantinople (Harrison 
1963; Grossmann and Severin 2003: pas-
sim and 141–176). The artisanal vitality 
of the region is also confirmed by the 
architectural sculpture of the so-called 
Sun City Basilica in Ölüdeniz, where the 
presence of numerous unfinished archi-
tectural elements in local stone suggests 
that a dynamic sculpture workshop op-
erating from the neighboring island of 
Lebissos was active in the coastal cities 
(Asano 2010). In Apamea, Syria, several 
residential and ecclesiastical complex-
es, including the “maison aux colonnes 
bilobées”, the “maison des chapiteaux à 
consoles”, the “église à atrium” and the 
“cathédrale de l’Est”, featured artifacts 
in local limestone, sometimes painted 
red, testifying to the creativity of the 
district’s stone workshops, which were 
not only skilled in carving local stone 
but also drew on models from other re-
gions (Vanderheyde 2020). 

In addition to regional quarries, 
some of the major extraction sites, such 
as Thasos (Sodini, Lambraki, and Kozelj 
1980; Kozelj and Wurch-Kozelj 1995; Her-
rmann, Barbin, and Mentzos 1999; Her-
rmann Jr. and Newman 1999; Mentzos, 
Barbin, and Hermann 2002; Kozelj and 
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Wurch-Kozelj 1999; 2005), Dokimeion 
(Waelkens 1982; Kramer 1994; Herrmann 
Jr. and Tykot 2009; Niewöhner 2013; 
2014), and Prokonnesos, which were ac-
tive already in Imperial times, continued 
to be intensively exploited. Worth men-
tioning in the context of stonecutters’ 
workshops is the emblematic case of the 
Marmara quarries, which managed to ex-
tract an enormous amount of stone dur-
ing Late Antiquity and operated under a 
specific management system until at least 
the 7th century (Marsili 2019: 53–78, with 
further references) [Fig. 1]. In fact, due to 
their geographical proximity to the impe-
rial capital, the Marmara quarries were 
exploited on an unprecedented scale from 
the end of the 4th century AD onwards, 

yielding products for the adornment of 
Constantinople as well as provincial cit-
ies. The quarries flourished because of 
their location by the sea and their close 
relationship with the capital. The same 
factors probably motivated the Prokon-
nesian workshops to develop a highly 
efficient operational chain, character-
ized by a progressive rationalization of 
the production technology, as well as an 
acceleration of the manufacturing pro-
cess (Marsili 2023; Marsili and Lamanna 
2023). In line with these changes, in the 
same period, marble furnishings began to 
be increasingly labeled with epigraphic 
marks that provide insights into the large 
workforce and the articulated craftsman-
ship of the marble industry. 

Stonecutters’ marks in Late Antiquity: Morphology, 
meaning, and multiple occurrences

Masons’ or, rather, stonecutters’ marks 
can be considered an important means of 
communicating technical information for 
work sites over long distances. They often 
consist of single letters, which, depending 
on the context, can be used as alphabetical 
or numerical indicators. Carved or paint-
ed, these initials, abbreviated names or 
monograms are used to label a wide range 
of architectural and liturgical artifacts 
originating from numerous Mediterranean 
contexts. Different actors involved in the 
construction chain, whether in artisanal or 
administrative tasks, were linked to these 
coded signs. In this system, the marks were 
intended to convey one or more pieces of 
information relevant for building or for 
accounting purposes. Thus, these marks 
are unique sources of information on the 

administrative organization of quarry dis-
tricts and on the technical procedures used 
in carving and assembling stone furnish-
ings. In addition, they shed light on the 
mode of operation of the workshops, their 
movement, and, on a broader scale, the 
functioning and economics of the stone 
industry in early Byzantium. A compara-
tive analysis of the evidence related to the 
Prokonnesos quarries, amounting to some 
3400 marks from several Mediterranean 
regions, has revealed the logic underly-
ing their use. Essentially, it was possible 
to divide the marks into different groups 
based on their presumed purposes (Marsili 
2019: 79–184). Marks carved by workers 
in or near quarry workshops played the 
following roles: indications related to the 
quality control carried out by probatores 
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(quality control officers) before export; 
destination or patrons’ marks indicating 
the terminus or the person responsible for 
receiving the order; assembly or position-
ing marks, used as numerical guides for 
the correct positioning of architectural 
elements on the site. Workshop marks are 
closely linked to the activity and identity 
of artisanal units operating outside the 
quarries, probably in the vicinity of Con-
stantinople, and primarily responsible for 
the initial roughing and dressing of the 
artifacts. Storage marks, which indicate 
the name of the owner of marble stocks, 
usually refer to a temporary deposit of ar-
tifacts awaiting their shipment to a final 
destination. In addition, there are disas-
sembly marks, which can be considered 
as secondary marks, labeling the marble 
elements of dismantled buildings with the 
aim of reassembling them in secondary 
contexts (Marsili 2016: 153–154; Teatini 
2019; Barker 2020: 124–142). 

Alphabetic marks were usually 
carved on stone elements only once and 
had the form of single letters, ligatured 
characters, or monograms. However, it is 
noteworthy that many pieces are double-
marked or, more rarely, several groups of 
marks are engraved on the same object. 
Evaluating them in their proper archaeo-
logical context makes it easier to deter-
mine the function and significance of 
these signs in the supply chain, as well as 
to illuminate the different stages of mar-
ble use that they track. To date, about 
230 architectural elements in Prokon-
nesian marble, labeled with double or 
multiple marks, have been recorded 
from 34 different archaeological sites 
throughout the Mediterranean [Fig. 2]. 
Based on the methodological assump-
tions mentioned above, and taking into 
account the recognized function of each 
sign, these double or multiple marks can 
be divided into three main categories: 1) 

Fig. 1. Marmara Adası, Saraylar harbor, semi-finished architectural elements (After Marsili 2019: 21, 
Fig. 8)
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double series of alphanumeric marks; 2) 
numerals combined with other types of 
marks (mainly destination or workshop 
marks); 3) double series of workshop 
marks. 

Double series of alphanumeric marks
In contrast to the Classical and Hellenis-
tic periods, when stone carvers often used 
single letters to identify their workshops, 
in Late Antiquity isolated characters on 
stone usually had a numerical meaning. 
Only in rare cases can they be related to 
the identity of artisan groups. By and 
large, they were not used for quantita-
tive purposes, for which stonecutters 
usually resorted to other strategies, such 
as the use of vertical tally marks [Fig. 3]. 
Rather, the individual letters served as 
positioning and assembly marks. This 
system uniquely embodies the customs 
deeply rooted in the laboriously devel-
oped collective technical knowledge of 
stonemasons. In earlier centuries, its pri-
mary purpose was to guide the assem-

bly of adjacent marble segments, such 
as column drums or masonry blocks 
(Klimek 2013; Weber 2013; Kowalewska 
and Eisenberg 2019, all with references). 
In Late Antique architecture, the mark-
ing system was developed and adapted 
to fulfill two main technical purposes: 
when set in a sequence, the numerals were 
usually intended to assist in the proper 
spatial positioning of elements belong-
ing to a series, such as components of 
architectural orders or parts of articu-
lated liturgical furnishings. For example, 
in the episcopal church of Novae in Moe-
sia Inferior, the pulpit is inscribed with 
five alphabetical signs set in a sequence, 
with spaces in between (A, Δ, Ε, Ζ, Η) 
(Biernacki 1997: 72–76). In this context, 
the marks probably served as numerals 
to guide the assembly of the elements. At 
Philippi, the Π-shaped templon base in 
Basilica A, composed of adjoining pieces, 
bears a sequence of letters from E to Ξ 
(only Λ is missing) (Lemerle 1945: 396, Pls 
XXIV, XXXIII). When placed on adjacent 

Fig. 2. Distribution of architectural elements inscribed with multiple marks (Processing G. Marsili) 
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pieces of furnishings to be assembled, 
the numerals were probably intended to 
guide the correct sequence of elements, 
as in the base–column–capital set, both 
in the nave order and in the mullions, or 
in segments of arcades and stylobates (for 
several examples, see Paribeni 2017; Mar-
sili 2019: 100–114; for matching assembly 

instructions on elements of the order in 
the West Basilica in el-Atrun, see below, 
Table 1). In Late Antiquity, numerals are 
attested on more than 500 artifacts in dif-
ferent lithotypes from more than a hun-
dred monuments located in 51 different 
archaeological contexts, and this number 
is likely to increase considerably in the 
future [Fig. 4]. Their distribution pat-
terns attest to the existence of artisanal 
knowledge widely shared across regional 
boundaries. In addition, their technical 
characteristics reflect the existence of 
an organized workflow in quarries and 
worksites, as well as of an established sys-
tem of communication between different 
actors of the construction industry.

Some information can be derived 
from the double series of single letters, 
which are clearly understood as numer-
als on the basis of their paleographic 
and epigraphic features. In this case, 
too, the practice differed from that of 
the Classical period, when double series 
of numerals usually reflected different 

Fig. 3. Burgaz Adası, semi-finished impost 
capital with tally marks (Deutsches Archäolo-
gisches Institut, negative No. D-DAI-IST-R8622) 

Fig. 4. Distribution of assembly/positioning marks (After Marsili 2019: 263, Pl. 2)
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phases of construction and could be 
often interpreted as assembly and re-
assembly marks (Weber 2013: 339–349; 
Lippolis and Vallarino 2018: 179–188). 
In Late Antiquity, however, double nu-
merals were likely intended to convey 
information about one construction 
episode and referred to the assembly 
and positioning of sets of furnishings. 
A column base and an Ionic impost 
capital stored in the “Casa Romana” on 
Kos, labeled with a lunate E on their up-
per and lower surfaces, respectively, are 
cases in point [Fig. 5]. The provenance 
of many of the architectural elements 
collected there is unknown (Militsi-
Kechagia 2017; Baronio 2021). However, 
given the correspondence of the alpha-
numeric characters and the consistent 
sizes of the artifacts, it can be assumed 
that their assembly was guided by the 
letter E. Another letter, Γ, is carved on 
the upper surface of the column base, 

probably to provide additional guid-
ance as to the exact location of the set, 
namely the third place in the colonnade.

In Istanbul, urban cisterns offer the 
second largest corpus of architectural 
elements bearing masons’ marks, after 
the church of Hagia Sophia. Accord-
ing to a recent estimate, 209 covered 
cisterns have survived on the historic 
peninsula, most of them dating from 
the Late Antique period (Crow 2020). 
Their high number reflects the vital im-
portance of this water provision system 
in sustaining the urban population and 
ensuring its survival with a sufficient 
water supply in case of siege or threats 
to the city’s hinterland, where springs 
were located. The architectural fea-
tures of most cisterns include reused 
columns, bases, and a variety of capitals, 
both finished and unfinished, damaged 
and relatively well preserved. Many of 
them probably came from old stocks 

Fig. 5. Kos, “Casa Romana”: a – a column base; and b – an Ionic impost capital inscribed with 
marks E and Γ (Photo G. Marsili)
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and sometimes seem to have been recy-
cled more than once, so only a holistic 
analysis of architectural sculpture, ma-
sonry style, and brick dimensions can 
provide information reliable enough to 
date the structures to which they be-
long (Altuğ 2018). The masons’ marks 
on many of these elements have re-
ceived little attention in the literature, 
with only sporadic mentions (Forch-
heimer and Strzygowski 1893: 247–258; 
Wulzinger 1913b; Mamboury and Wie-
gand 1934; Mamboury 1936; Deichmann 
1976: 216–219; Marsili 2019: 79–173, pas-
sim). Nevertheless, they provide a ready 
means of detecting the different phases 
and strategies of use and reuse of the 
inscribed objects, especially when the 
pieces are marked more than once. A 
case in point is the Acımusluk Sokak 
cistern in the Fatih district, which 
dates from the middle Byzantine pe-
riod, although it was built with reused 
materials (Altuğ 2013: 268–269). Part-
ly explored by Ernst Wulzinger in the 
early 20th century (Wulzinger 1913a: 
377–382), it consists of two rows of six 
columns surmounted by simple imposts 
of Prokonnesian marble. On the south 
side, three imposts are marked with the 
letters A, B, and Γ, probably to indicate 
their correct place in a sequence, given 
their corresponding first, second and 
third places in the row. A second mark, 
IA, carved upside down on the abacus 
of the third capital near the character 
Γ, can also be interpreted as a number 
(11). Its inverted position may suggest 
that it belonged to a different phase of 
the element’s use and may have been 
related to the assembly or positioning 
of the capital when it was first mounted. 

Numerals combined with other types 
of marks
The alphanumeric signs were frequently 
paired with other characters, such as 
destination or workshop marks. A prime 
example of the first category comes from 
the Kalenderhane Camii in Istanbul 
(Striker and Kuban 1997). The builders of 
this middle Byzantine church dedicated 
to the Panagia Kyriotissa made exten-
sive use of materials salvaged from earlier 
buildings, probably not only from the 
early Christian church identified under 
the later structures, but also from neigh-
boring districts. This is clearly indicated 
by three reused Corinthian capitals in the 
outer wall of the northern aisle, marked 
on their lower surfaces by two sets of 
marks conveying two different pieces 
of information [Fig. 6]. The first group, 
ΤΟΥ ΑΓΙΟΥ ΠΑΥΛΟΥ, was intended to 
indicate the final destination of the mar-
bles, namely a church dedicated to St. 
Paul (for its hypothetical location: Berger 
1997: 15–16). The second group consists 
of the numerals Γ, Δ, Ε, which can be in-
terpreted either as accounting marks or 
as positioning marks. In the latter case, 
they may have indicated the exact posi-
tion of the capitals within the building. 
Overall, the analysis of the combined 
groups of marks provides evidence for a 
single episode of dismantling the marble 
furnishings of a Late Antique religious 
complex and their reuse within a later 
ecclesiastical building, probably after an 
interval in storage. 

A more common pattern is that of nu-
merals combined with workshop marks. 
The latter consist of one or more letters 
—sometimes ligatured— and mono-
grams, resolvable as personal names in 
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the genitive case (Marsili 2019: 120–184, 
with references). These marks appear 
with great frequency on Prokonnesian 
marble objects from the mid-5th century 
AD onwards, testifying to the impres-
sive activity of the Marmara quarries, 
the structural organization of craftwork, 
and the internal management of stone-
cutters’ workshops in Late Antiquity. 
What these marks meant in terms of the 
production and distribution dynamics 
of marble furnishings is still somewhat 
unclear, especially considering the ratio 
between marked and unmarked items. 
Nevertheless, both distribution patterns 
and comparative evidence suggest that 
they referred to the name of the chief 
stonemason, who supervised and vouched 
for the work of his team (Marsili 2019: 
120–170). Thus, when a workshop marked 
a piece of marble, it can be assumed that 
the craftsmen of that workshop were 
involved in its dressing. The purpose of 
this marking system seems to go beyond 
the intention of declaring authorship out 
of concern for preserving the memory 

of individual involvement or for mere 
publicity purposes. Indeed, Late Antique 
stoneworkers achieved these goals in oth-
er ways, for example through extensive 
votive inscriptions (Marsili 2019: 86–87). 
Rather, the epigraphic, typological, and 
distributional characteristics of work-
shop marks allow us to infer more prac-
tical purposes, namely those related to 
record-keeping and production tracking. 
It goes without saying that these require-
ments were deeply interwoven with the 
economic and production background 
described above. In addition, the com-
bined data on the manufacturing pro-
gress, the traces of tools, and the position 
of the marks suggest that these signs were 
usually carved after the rough dressing of 
the blocks. According to Nuşin Asgari’s 
classification, this intermediate stage 
of processing was the first to be carried 
out by workshops located away from the 
quarries (Asgari 1992: Fig. 8II–III; 1995: 
Fig. 12C). 

When unearthed in their original 
context of use, the primary meaning 

Fig. 6. Istanbul, Kalenderhane Camii, Corinthian capitals with destination and positioning marks 
(Photo G. Marsili)
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of alphanumeric signs combined with 
workshop marks is fairly easy to grasp 
and is usually related to placement. This 
is the case with some column bases from 
the upper order of the Western Basilica 
at El‑Atrun, which are marked with the 
same workshop monogram on the lower 
band (MAK, in ligature) and the posi-
tioning signs Γ, Δ, Ε, set in sequence, on 
the upper surface (Ward-Perkins and 
Goodchild 2003: 29, 254–255) [Table 1]. 

The same pattern is documented in 
the basilica of St. John in Ephesos, where 
some column bases, located in the north-
ern and southern aisles, are signed with 
the workshop mark ΓΕ/ΠΕ together with 
positioning marks, respectively A, Δ and 
Γ, Δ (Marsili 2019: Cat. Nos 1762–1765) 
[Fig. 7]. Worth mentioning again is the 
case of the Constantinopolitan cisterns, 
where workshop marks are frequently 
coupled with numerals. In the cistern 
discovered in 1936 by Ernst Mamboury 

in Yeniçeriler Caddesi, Divanı Ali Sokak, 
four rows of six columns each are topped 
with roughed-out impost capitals and 
imposts. In 12 cases they are inscribed 
with the workshop marks KY, ΙΩ, TP 
(Mamboury 1936; Özgümüş 2008: 154; 
Altuğ 2013: 364–365) [Fig. 8]. Relevant is 
the instance of the sign KY, carved in 
ligature, which finds close parallels in the 
basilica of St. Polyeuktos (Mathews 1971: 
Pl. 39; Harrison 1986: Fig. H, n. 14c; Mar-
sili 2019: Cat. No. 1412) and the church 
of SS. Sergius and Bacchus (Deichmann 
1976: 217; Bardill 2017: 75; Marsili 2019: 
Cat. Nos 1413–1421). According to these 
pieces of evidence, the mark can be as-
signed to a stone workshop operating in 
the first three decades of the 6th century 
AD. In the cistern, the signature KY on 
imposts and impost capitals is repeatedly 
combined with one or two alphanumeric 
signs in a matching scheme: the numer-
als on the abacus of the impost capitals 

Table 1. El-Atrun, Western Basilica, marks on architectural elements
Workshop and assembly/positioning marks

Column bases (upper 
order

Column shafts (nave)

Ionic impost capitals 
(nave)

Corinthian capitals, 
type Kautzsch VII 
(nave)
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correspond to those on the imposts above 
them. In this case, then, the signs do not 
simply indicate the positioning of the ob-
ject, but are primarily used for assembly 
purposes: the letters seem to be intended 
as a guide for the correct fitting of archi-
tectural elements inside the cistern, thus 
revealing clear clues as to the original de-
sign of the building, with a planned and 
calibrated arrangement of marble items. 
Furthermore, the uniformity of size and 
type of the marble elements, together 
with the corresponding stonecutters’ 
marks, suggest that new materials were 
used in this cistern, as in a few others 
in the city, such as the Binbirdirek one 
(Wulzinger 1913b). 

In fact, most of the Constantinopo-
litan water reservoirs were clearly built 
with reused marble items, as already 

noted. A good example is the Yerebatan 
cistern, which was built under the court-
yard of the Stoa Basilica around 527, using 
a variety of heterogeneous materials (Altuğ 
2013: 194–195; Marsili 2019: 113, 126–127). In 
this structure, 93 out of 107 Corinthian cap-
itals belong to the Kautzsch VIII–Pralong 
III type, and 62 of them bear stonecutters’ 
marks. In six cases, the workshop mark MA 
is accompanied by alphanumeric charac-
ters (Α: 1, Β: 2, ΛΘ: 39, Μ: 40, ΜΒ: 42, and 
ΜΔ: 44), while the workshop mark ZΩ is 
combined with the numerals ΛS (36) and 
ΛΘ (39) (Marsili 2019: Cat. Nos 1078–1079, 
1539–1546) [Fig. 9]. The position theoreti-
cally indicated by the marks is not reflected 
in the actual placement of the capitals in-
side the cistern. Moreover, given the high 
numerical value of most of the marks, their 
relation to the primary use of the elements 

Fig. 7. Ephesos, basilica of St. John, column base with assembly/positioning and workshop marks 
(Photo G. Marsili) 
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seems unlikely. However, it is precisely the 
high numerical value that allows the as-
sumption that in this case the numbers 
were actually used for tallying purposes. 
Given that the capitals were likely taken 
from storage areas, it is plausible that the 
marks were used for counting when sort-
ing spolia. This practice, although not very 
popular, finds further archaeological at-
testations throughout the Mediterranean, 
for example in the case of counting marks 
on two Corinthian capitals from Gortyn in 
Crete (Gagliano and Marsili 2017).

Double workshop marks
This category has numerous attestations 
and can be divided into two different 
classes: duplication of the same workshop 
mark, and two or more engraved indicators 
of different workshops. 

The doubling of the same workshop 
mark on a marble object could be explained 
either as a simple means of confirming the 
involvement of an artisanal unit in the 
workmanship, or as the participation of 
two different artisans from the same work-
shop in the rough-dressing process. In this 
regard, the paleography of the signs, which 
sometimes leave no doubt as to their ex-
ecution by the same craftsman, provides 
clues. The marks on 40 column shafts, 109 
drums and 69 impost capitals from the Bin-
birdirek cistern in Istanbul are emblematic 
examples of such peculiar epigraphic traits 
(Wulzinger 1913b). Evidence is also provided 
by the marks on a Corinthian capital in 
the Nakilbent cistern (Mamboury and 
Wiegand 1934: 48–49, Figs 21–22), a column 
base from the basilica in Lechaion [Fig. 10], 
and a column base from the Tetraconch in 

Fig. 8. Istanbul, cistern in Divanı Ali Sokak, stonecutters’ marks recorded by Ernst Mamboury (After 
Mamboury 1936: 175)
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Athens (Marsili 2019: Cat. Nos 997, 1080, 
Fig. 90). 

Remarkable insights into the workings 
of the stone industry are provided by mul-
tiple marks of different workshops on the 
same object. Many examples come from ar-
chaeological sites throughout the Mediter-
ranean, such as the Amrit shipwreck (Den-
nert and Westphalen 2004: 194, Cat. No. 35), 
the Marzamemi shipwreck (Kapitän 1980: 
83–84, Figs 6, 8; Marsili 2015), the basilica of 
St. John in Ephesos (Deichmann 1976: 213; 
for inscribed objects collected in the court-
yard of the Isa Bey mosque but originally 
belonging to the basilica of St. John, see 
Marsili 2019: Cat. No. 2233), the basilica of 
St. Leonidas in Lechaion (Deichmann 1976: 
220; Marsili 2019: Cat. No. 1964); and the 
basilica of St. Panteleimon in Aphrodisias 
(Marsili 2019: Cat. No. 1853). In addition, 

several interesting examples come from 
the imperial capital. Scattered evidence 
has been documented in the basilicas of 
St. Polyeuktos (Marsili 2019: Cat. Nos 226, 
307, 1960) and St. Irene (Marsili 2019: Cat. 
No. 110), the Hebdomon Palace (Marsili 
2019: Cat. No. 1914), the Forum Tauri (Mar-
sili 2019: Cat. Nos 758, 1400) [Fig. 11], Rou-
meli Hissar (Marsili 2019: Cat. No. 1570), 
Taşkasap (Marsili 2019: Cat. No. 616), and 
Çapa districts (Marsili 2019: Cat. No. 617), 
as well as on artifacts housed in the Ar-
chaeological Museum (Marsili 2019: Cat. 
Nos 121, 135, 433, 1510). In addition, many 
examples of imposts or Corinthian capitals 
from the Binbirdirek (Marsili 2019: Cat. 
Nos 184–186, 1451–1453, 1537) and Yerebatan 
cisterns (Marsili 2019: Cat. Nos 109, 120, 136, 
156, 192–194, 247, 278, 293, 299, 308, 610, 691, 
693, 812–813, 1079, 1309, 1383, 1436–1438, 

Fig. 9. Istanbul, Yerebatan cistern: left – layout of the cistern (After Marsili 2019: 127, Fig. 66);  
right – Corinthian capital in position D6 with a workshop mark and a numeric sign (Photo G. Marsili)
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1488, 1496, 1545–1547, 1717, 1729, 1738, 1961) 
bear the signatures of different workshops. 
Considering that most of these marbles are 
in rough or semi-finished form, the high 
frequency of multiple workshop marks tes-
tifies to two different phenomena. On the 
one hand, it suggests that the craftsmen 
who inscribed their marks were responsible 
for the preliminary phases of the work. On 
the other hand, they show that the account-
ing, counting or sorting information they 
provided was mainly relevant to the early 

stages of processing and distribution.
The case of the church of Hagia Sophia, 

where multiple workshop marks label 47 
cornices of the nave at both the ground and 
gallery levels, as well as 14 conch capitals, 
is relevant to the study of the dynamics of 
craftsmanship. With regard to the cornic-
es, it was assumed, based on workman-
ship features of the blocks, that they went 
through at least five stages of carving from 
initial rough-hewing to finishing. They were 
largely modeled on the ground, and then 

Fig. 10. Lechaion, basilica of St. Leonidas, column base with the very same workshop mark en-
graved on the plinth and the upper surface (Photo G. Marsili) 

Fig. 11. Istanbul, Forum Tauri, multiple workshop marks on a column base (Photo G. Marsili)
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Fig. 12. Istanbul, Hagia Sophia church, distribution of workshop marks on ground cornices in a 
drawing from R. L. Van Nice’s archive in Dumbarton Oaks (Courtesy of Dumbarton Oaks Institute. 
Robert Van Nice, Robert L. Van Nice records and fieldwork papers, ca. 1936–1989, Dumbarton Oaks, 
Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.)

Fig. 13. Istanbul, the church of Hagia Sophia: a – conch capitals in the gallery, southern side 
(Photo G. Marsili); b – detail of a conch capital from the nave with the mark AN (After Pedone 
2022: 225, Fig. 127); c – detail of Van Nice’s drawing with annotation of multiple marks on a capi-
tal of the north aisle (Courtesy of Dumbarton Oaks Institute. Robert Van Nice, Robert L. Van Nice 
records and fieldwork papers, ca. 1936–1989, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, 
Washington, D.C.)
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the decorative details were finished after 
assembly. Moreover, the attention paid by 
the builders to this group of materials can 
be explained by the fact that these elements 
were placed in a part of the building that 
was crucial for static purposes and there-
fore had to be prepared and placed with 
special care (Butler 1992). The intervention 
of several hands, indicated by different sig-
natures (up to four) on the same artifact, is 
documented for 39 cornice segments. They 
bear the following marks in various com-
binations: AN, ΓΕ, ΕΦΘ, ΖΩ, ΖΚ, ΘΕ, IΩ, 
ΠΑ/ΠΑΡ, ΠΘ, ΠΙ, CΙ, CΤΕ, ΤΡΥ, ΦΘ, ΦΙ, 
and ΦΜ (Butler 1989: 146–166; Marsili 
2019: Cat. Nos 242, 243, 439, 446–458, 973, 
974, 1062–1069, 1073–1076, 1155–1158, 1175, 
1306, 1716, 1736) [Fig. 12]. Sometimes, dif-
ferent abbreviations were variants of the 
same signature, as in the case of ΠΑ/ΠΑΡ 
with the letters free-standing or ligatured. 
In some other cases, one or more marks 
appear upside down, indicating that they 
were carved by different craftsmen, at 
different stages of production, and when 

the block lay in inverted position during 
the carving process. 

On Kesselkapitelle (conch capitals), up 
to four marks from different workshops 
are recorded on each object (Marsili 2019: 
132–136, with references). In this case, the 
marks were carved on different sides of 
the abacus, on the edges [Fig. 13]. They 
are often combined with single letters, 
probably intended as setting, counting or 
control marks. The reason for the involve-
ment of a larger number of workshops is 
probably the fact that this type of fur-
nishings was among the most sophisticat-
ed and challenging to carve. These pieces 
were installed in places that made carving 
difficult. They were intended to be fin-
ished after installation, as evidenced by 
a thorough examination of those left in 
rough form [Fig. 14]. Recent research has 
shown that these capitals went through 
five different stages of carving: 1) engrav-
ing of decorative motifs, 2) lowering of 
the background surface to bring out the 
motifs, 3) trimming of internal details, 4) 
delineation of motifs by drilling, and 5) 
removal of background and completion 
of the drilled details by chiseling (Russo 
2017). By matching the data on the work-
flow with workshop marks, it can be con-
cluded that in most cases these artifacts 
underwent the first or second stages of 
production in workshops located near the 
construction site and arrived on the spot 
in the form of roughly dressed impost 
capitals (Asgari 1995: 278, Fig. 12B). Once 
placed atop columns, they were finely 
chiseled by different highly skilled crafts-
men, most likely working on one item at 
a time (Marsili 2019: 132). 

Moreover, the scrutiny of the marks 
on the conch capitals and cornices in 

Fig. 14. Istanbul, the church of Hagia Sophia, 
unfinished detail of a capital in the southern 
aisle, ground floor (After Russo 2017: Pl. VI, 
Fig. 11) 
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Hagia Sophia shows that they often co-
incide, indicating that at least 18 work-
shops worked simultaneously and in 
close cooperation on the preparation 
of these two types of materials. The high 
degree of specialization of these work-
shops is also evidenced by the fact that 11 
of the 18 marks used in combination on 

these objects recur exclusively on them 
and on no other furnishing element in 
the Great Church. The multiple marks 
may, therefore, be linked to highly quali-
fied groups of craftsmen who were hired 
exclusively for the finishing of these two 
types of artifacts and who had to be ca-
pable of effective collaboration.

Conclusions
The study of double and multiple marks 
on marble furnishings confirms that 
these epigraphic signs always had a pre-
cise meaning in the production and con-
struction sequence. In fact, each stone-
cutter’s mark contained information 
that had to be passed on, either from 
one craftsman to another, or from the 
marble workshops to patrons or entre-
preneurs. Understanding their meaning 
depends to a large extent on the possi-
bility of studying them in close connec-
tion with their original archaeological 
contexts. Complementary data on the 
time of engraving are also provided by 
paleographic features which allow the 
identification of different hands, as in 
the case of the marks from the Binbirdi-
rek cistern, the basilica of St. Leonidas in 
Lechaion and the Tetraconch basilica in 
Athens. The direction of writing is also 
worth noting: the upright or inverted 
position of several marks on the same 
object reflects their relevance to a par-
ticular stage or stages of construction. 
In the case of marks on objects in their 
primary context of use, the detection of 
different hands or the inverted position 
of letters makes it possible to trace the 
involvement of different workers, such 
as stone carvers responsible for dress-

ing artifacts and craftsmen appointed 
to communicate information about the 
positioning and assembly of objects on 
site, as in the case of the cistern at Di-
vanı Ali Sokak in Istanbul. In the case of 
marks on reused objects, the abovemen-
tioned variations can convey information 
encoded at different life stages of the 
objects, as in the case of the Acımusluk 
Sokak and Yerebatan cisterns. Finally, 
the case of multiple workshop marks on 
architectural furnishings is noteworthy, 
with the church of Hagia Sophia as a case 
in point. The construction site of the 
Great Church was exceptional in many 
respects, both for its impressive dimen-
sions, architectural design solutions and 
the lavishness of its decorative elements. 
The analysis of the stonecutters’ marks 
on its marble items reflects the size and 
complexity of the construction project: 
1026 marble elements are inscribed with 
marks related to an estimated minimum 
of 142 working units (Marsili 2019: 131–
132). The 61 cornices and conch capitals 
bearing multiple marks provide insights 
into the innovative and synergistic 
working techniques used in the carving 
of the most sophisticated architectural 
elements. These data further substanti-
ate the idea that the Constantinopolitan 



49

Giulia Marsili	 Eastern Mediterranean

stone workshops, as well as the impos-
ing construction sites opened between 
the end of the 5th and the first half of 
the 6th century AD, implemented novel 

measures to rationalize production and 
save on processing times, with significant 
improvements in manufacturing skills 
and organizational procedures.
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