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Introduction

Thessaloniki is the second largest city of Greece after 
Athens. It is the administrative center of the north of the 
country, a thriving university center and an international 
trade fair and exhibition center. It is a wealthy metropolis 
with a cosmopolitan character. During its long existence 
it was influenced by subsequent cultures – Hellenistic, 
Roman, Byzantine, Turkish and Greek. Its history dates 
back to twenty-three centuries.

The well-preserved architecture of the early Byzantine 
period allows us to follow the changes in the religious 
topography of the city. This allows us to learn about the 
process of transformation of existing religious centers 
into new ones and the process of creating new places 
of worship. Thanks to the spatial analysis of the city to-
pography, it is possible to understand the relationship 
between ideology, tradition, and worship in the city plan-
ning process. It is essential to trace the process of inte-
grating a new religion in the city by evenly placing large 
Christian constructions in important city sectors. New 
buildings were located right next to the four most-impor-
tant streets of the city serving as cardo and decumanus. 
Scattered religious centers in the city were connected by 
a common tradition and worship, especially manifested 
during the holidays associated with Saint Demetrius. The 
tradition of performing processions was of particular 
importance for the integration of city dwellers into the 
structures of the new faith. Introducing a new religion 
to the city was not a chaotic process, the location of re-
ligious centers was planned in such a way that the new 
buildings could positively interact with the residents.1

1.  The civil and Christian topography of Thessaloniki was a topic of 
the author’s dissertation, published as a book in 2013. This arti-
cle, presents selected issues regarding the relation between the 
zones of sacrum and profanum. The problem of dating, decor and 
architectural structure is described in more detail in the author’s 
book (Szlązak 2013). This article has been supplemented with a 
new bibliography and new interpretations. 

1. The topography and history of the city

1.1. The 4th to 6th century 

During the transitional and early Byzantine Period, Thes-
saloniki was fundamentally transformed due to the ambi-
tious building programme of Emperor Galerius who set-
tled in Thessaloniki at the close of the 3rd century and 
started to construct a vast palatial complex.2 The palace 
became the town´s center of culture, administration, and 
religion. A similar drastic change was implemented when 
the administrative center was moved from the praetori-
um to the forum. The palace was located in the relatively 
narrow site, between city wall and hippodrome from the 
south-west and the theatre-stadium on the north-east in 
a specially designed section of the city. For this construc-
tion the southeast fortification walls were moved so that 
the complex could fit into the area. The Via Regia head-
ing towards the palace was decorated with a peristyle, 
and its south-western terminus merged into the palace’s 
buildings3 (Fig. 1).

The complex was divided into two parts: a religious 
one together with the rotunda on the north-west, and 
the civic-cultural one along with the palace, hippodrome, 
stadium and an octagonal building located in the south-
west. The Via Regia divided this centre into two and the 
two segments were linked by a triumphal arch (the Arch 
of Galerius/Kamara) built over the intersection of its tra-
jectory with the central axis of the palace.4 The main en-
trance to the palace complex was through the arch. The 
construction of the arch stimulated the city’s expansion 
towards the south-east where the wealthy Romans set-

2.  Lavas 1996: 24.
3.  Vitti 1993: 90; Adam-Veleni 2003: 171; Ćurčić 2010: 19; for the 

history of the research in the palace complex see Hadjitryphonos 
2008: 205–206. 

4.  The triumphal arch of Galerius was built to celebrate the victo-
ry over the Persians in the year 297; Spieser 1984: 97. Theodosia 
Stefanidou-Tiveriou believes that the Galerius Arch never was de-
signed as a separate structure, and that it was planned as part of 
the new palatial complex from the beginning. She thinks that it 
was not built only in Galerius` honour but that it was also a state 
monument, which symbolised system of tetrarchy; Stefanidou-Ti-
veriou 2006: 163–188.
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Fig. 1. An arrangement of early Byzantine churches in Thessaloniki (drawn by R. Szlązak, 2018)

tled and built their vast villas. These villas were usually 
located in the areas which had not been built-up previ-
ously.5

The 4th-century mint was part of the administrative 
center and possibly located within the area of the pal-
ace since the 5th century. It is possible that during the 
5th century, after the relocation of the capital of Illyri-
cum to Thessaloniki in 441/442, that the mint was con-
nected to the prefect’s palace or to the praetorium and 

5.  Adam-Veleni 2003: 169. We can distinguish two phases in the pal-
ace’s construction, one dated to the end of Galerius life and second 
probably in the period of the rule of Constantine I. The second 
phase of the construction is still under discussion. Slobodan Ćurčić 
believes in a link between the Galerius arch and Rotunda which 
was built during the second phase of construction; Ćurčić 2010: 19, 
53–54; cf. Mentzos 2010: 333–359.

not too the Galerius’ palace.6 However, it is not certain 
that the prefect’s and the emperor’s palaces were situ-
ated in the same area as Katherina Hattersley-Smith has 
pointed out. Michael Vickers located the palace of pre-
fect on the hill where the church of the Prophet Elijah 
(Sarayli Cami) is now standing. His hypothesis was based 
on the bricks found in this area by Charles Techier in 
1850, whose stamps date to the 5th century. Hattersley-
Smith believes that this hypothesis is wrong, and that 
the bricks probably are spolia originating from another 
building. Polyxeni Adam-Veleni believes that the palace 
of the prefect or praetorium was built in the place of 
the Hellenistic royal residence on the current Kyprion 
Agonistion square. S. Ćurčić locates the prefect’s palace 

6.  Hattersley-Smith 1996: 14, 39, 139–141.
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Fig. 2. Archaeological plan of the Galerius 
palace complex with the surrounding area and 
marked locations of the rotunda (111), tri-
umphal arch (108), hippodrome (100), palace 
(98), octagon (97), theatre-stadium (99), city 
walls (11, 17) (by M. Vitti 1996, after Kazamia-
Tsernou 2009: pl. 7)

on the Hagios Demetrious Street, south east from ba-
silica Hagios Demetrios, where “an unnamed cruciform 
church” was discovered.7

The first Christian buildings in Thessaloniki date back 
to the 4th century, however only one of these early 
structures, a small church, has been discovered in the 
city itself. It was found underneath the St. Demetrius ba-
silica.8 Martyria were built in the eastern and western 

7.  Vickers 1971:369–371, 1973a: 285–294; Hattersley-Smith 1996: 
138–139; Adam-Veleni 2003: 138–139. Slobodan Ćurčić stresses 
that the Christian function of the so-called “an unnamed cruciform 
church” discovered by Euterpi Marki, cannot be accepted; Ćurčić 
2010: 105, n. 81.

8.  Charalambos Bakirtzis thinks that after the Edict of Milan 313 AD, a 
“small house” (oikiskos) was built at Demetrius’ grave. It is however 
not known, whether its construction was made up of the remaining 
walls of the Roman baths, or whether it was a separate structure; 
Bakirtzis 1988: 11.

cemetery outside the city walls and a cemetery basilica 
has been recovered near Tritis-Septemvriou Street.9

The regular street grid in Thessaloniki was maintained 
during the 4th century.10 This changed during the 5th 
century when the implementation of Christian architec-
ture brought on major urban changes. At this time the 
regular street grid was interrupted due to the construc-
tion of major Christian basilicas (Figs 1–2). New construc-
tions, however, were largely built along the main courses 
of the street grid which, as Hattersley-Smith believes, 
was respected till 7th century.11 George Levas observed 
that in all periods the urban development of Thessaloniki 
was strongly influenced by the dominating religion. The 
rise of Christianity as Thessaloniki´s majority´s religion in 

9.  Marki 2006: 95–98, 2007a: 16–17.
10.  Lavas 1996: 26.
11.  K. Hattersley-Smith believes that the Hippodamian grid was re-

spected till 7th century due to the city law which forbade changes 
of the course of streets;  Hattersley-Smith 1996: 119-120.
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the 4th century led to an ideological shift in urban plan-
ning. The harmony, order, and regularity of the Hippo-
damian grid of streets lost their primary importance 
as priority was given to emphasising religious centres, 
namely impressive Christian basilicas, built in the 5th and 
6th century. The substantial ecclesiastical complex on the 
present Mackenzie King Street, the site of the Hagia Sofia 
church is a pertinent example. It included a large basilica 
with five naves, an atrium, the bishop’s palace, a bap-
tistery and a few other buildings. This vast complex was 
not alone, other elaborate buildings put up in the 5th 
and the 6th century include the Saint Demetrius church 
on the north-east side of the forum, the Acheiropoietos 
church on the south-east side of the forum, which is a 
basilica with three naves near the Constantine harbour 
whose apse is preserved in the St. Menas church, and 
the Latomu monastery in the upper part of the city to 
the north-west of Agia Sofia Street.12

The process of changes in the topography of the city 
during the Byzantine period (4th-15th centuries), has 
been analysed by G. Levas. According to him, the chang-
es took place gradually and it is not possible to attribute 
them entirely to the Early Byzantine period. However, 
there is no doubt, that the churches built in significant 
places in the 5th /6th century influenced the relocation 
of the religious centre through its dissipation. The Ro-
man rotunda, located approximately halfway along the 
south-eastern wall, was converted into a church, and the 
newly established Christian centres were located in vari-
ous parts of the city.13 

The churches were located in places that were es-
pecially important for the citizens. Moreover, the build-
ings of such size had to fit into the structure of the city 
without the destruction of other city constructions. 
Bathhouses happened to meet these requirements.14  
The new churches were put up in the areas occupied by 
former buildings in a way that their walls partly over-
lapped as seen on the examples of St. Demetrius church, 
and Latomou Monastery. Because of the extensive con-
struction of the new churches, the bathhouses did not 
play such an essential role as they had played before, 
although they were still in operation. In the course of 
time, the bathhouses were destroyed and replaced as 
new buildings were put up. The structural and architec-
tural changes in the town probably started, according to 

12.  Rautman 1990: 298; Hattersley-Smith 1996: 235, 269–270; Lavas 
1996: 26–27.

13.  Ćurčić assigns the conversion of Rotunda to Theodosius I and 
stresses that if the dating is correct, this conversion was the first 
instance of a surviving monumental structure in the Balkans to be 
converted to Christian use. In his opinion Theodosius had chosen 
Thessaloniki as example to follow; Ćurčić 2010: 71.

14.  K. Hattersley-Smith notes that the construction of the churches 
in Thessaloniki at the bathhouse is not an isolated case, as this 
phenomenon can also be observed in other cities in the region of 
Macedonia: Filippi and Herakleia Lykestis. See Hattersley-Smith 
1996: 236.

Hattersley–Smith, after the 6th century when changes 
to the street grid did not have to be consulted with the 
city council.15

The location of the Acheiropoietos Basilica and St. 
Demetrius basilica is related to the worship of St. Dem-
etrius. According to Passiones and Miracula Sancti Dem-
etrii, the Acheiropoietos basilica was built on the site 
where St. Demetrius was said to have taught and the St. 
Demetrius church on the site of his grave. Moreover, the 
five-nave basilica from the 5th/6th century discovered 
underneath the Hagia Sofia church could have been origi-
nally related to the worship of St. Demetrius and so the 
octagonal church by the Vader gate to the worship of St. 
Nestor. According to the legend written in Passiones and 
Miracula Sancti Demetrii, St. Demetrius was imprisoned 
in the bathhouses near the stadium. The Hagia Sofia 
church was built in place of a large complex of bathhous-
es near the theatre-stadium which makes it likely that 
the church was also related to the worship of St. Dem-
etrius. Nestor himself visited St. Demetrius asking him 
for a blessing before his fight with the gladiator Lyaeus 
(Lyeios). When Nestor won the contest, he and Dem-
etrius were killed at the order of the emperor. Nestor 
was buried near the Vader Gate, a site memorialised by 
an octagonal church with martyrium and a baptistery.16 

The origin of the St. Demetrius cult is unclear. Michael 
Vickers proposed that when the capital of Illyricum was 
moved from Sirmium17 to Thessaloniki in the 5th/6th cen-
tury the saint´s cult moved with it Passiones and Miracula 
sancta Demetrii could have clarified the location of 5th/6th-
century basilicas. At the same time (i.e., the 434/435 or the 
442/443) impressive basilicas were built, and the rotunda 
was converted into a church during the prosperous period 
in Macedonia after the Goths left for Italy.18

1.2. The period after the 6th century

In the 7th century, a series of earthquakes and fires de-
stroyed many of the town´s buildings. The city walls, the 
forum, churches and some of the buildings belonging 
to the palace complex were also damaged. Afterwards, 
some of the churches, like St. Demetrius, Acheiropoi-
etos, and the Rotunda were restored. Other buildings 
were rebuilt, but their architectural shape changed. The 

15.  Hattersley-Smith 1996: 269–270; Lavas 1996: 26.
16.  Hattersley-Smith 1996: 269–270; Lavas 1996: 26–27; Vakalopoulos 

1984: 20.
17.  Sirmium in the 4th c. was seat of imperial authority similar to 

Thessaloniki and up to its destruction it played a crucial role in 
the administration of the Balkans; Ćurčić 2010: 19; Popovič 1993: 
15–27.

18.  Vickers 1974: 338; see also Popovič 1987: 95–139. Ćurčić stress-
es that despite of the unresolved questions regarding the actual 
locus of the death and burial of St. Demetrious, Greek scholars 
uniformly accepted Thessaloniki as the original place of his mar-
tyrdom; Ćurčić 2010: 102, n. 71.
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domical Hagia Sofia basilica, for example, was replaced 
by a far larger five-nave basilica. At that time the city was 
besieged by the Slavs, which prolonged the time of res-
toration. The forum may not have been rebuilt at all and 
its remaining structures seem to have been quarried for 
the construction of churches and restoring the city walls. 
In the Early Byzantine Period, the area of the forum was 
used as a market and its lower part for trading copper.19 

19.  Hattersley-Smith 1996: 122–128, 234. The use of lower part of 
forum as a copper trading market can be confirmed by the name 

During the 7th century, the Galerius Palace did not 
serve its original function anymore. The drought and 
the Slavs who settled down in the vicinity of the city as 
well as the damage to the buildings after the series of 
earthquakes issued in a period of decline. During this 
time the baths, as well as the Odeon which had been 
in partial operation as late as in the 6th century, were 

chalkeutike stoa, the place of trade in copper, and by the name of 
the later church of Panagia ton Chalkedon from the 11th century; 
Mentzos 1997: 379–391.

Fig. 3. The Byzantine urban planning of Thessaloniki (by G.I. Theocharides 1954, after Kleinbauer 1972: 57) 
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abandoned. Some public buildings were even trans-
formed into water tanks and cisterns. During the period 
between the 7th and the 15th century, the city did not 
extend its borders outside the fortified perimeters. Very 
gradually new buildings, a forum and palace complex 
were re-erected.20 The original street grid was disturbed 
by the construction of new churches. 39 small and large 
churches and 25 monasteries were built from the 7th un-
til the 15th century (Fig. 3). After the city was conquered 
by the Turks in 1430, most of these churches were con-
verted into mosques. During the Ottoman period the city 
structure remained intact, the only major changes that 
took place involved erecting minarets and Turkish bath 
houses (hamam). The course of the city walls remained 
unchanged.21

Most of the city centre was damaged by the great fire 
in 1917. The western part of the city near the Byzantine 
walls from the north-south axis between the Lefkos Pyr-
gos tower and the church of Prophet Elias were com-
pletely destroyed. The St. Demetrius church was burned 
to the ground. During the following reconstruction of 
the city, its urban arrangement was changed. The old 
streets became wider and the new ones appeared. The 
original grid plan of the city is not as visible as it was 
before the fire. Due to a progressive process of hillside 
erosion and sedimentation within the low-lying town, 
the remaining Byzantine buildings are, at present, up to 
10 meters below the present street level. Yet despite all 
these changes, the ancient city still forms the centre of 
modern Thessaloniki.22

2. The theatre/stadium

During construction works in 1989 a fragment of a 
curved wall of an auditory (cavea) was found in the area 
of the Galerius palace and revealed by excavations which 
were conducted along the narrow Apellou Street to the 
west of the Navarinou square. This discovery was fol-
lowed by substantial archaeological excavations which 
demonstrated that the curved part of the 2 meters high 
and 3.5 meters thick construction belongs to a theatre or 
stadium (this theatre is mentioned in an inscription from 
the 2nd century).23 

This theatre/stadium was 100 meters wide and its 
remains reach to the Hagia Sofia church. It was in op-
eration from the 1st until the 4th century AD and closed 
when Theodosius the Great issued an edict banning pa-
gan performances. Modifications of the structure there-
after have nothing to do with its original function as a 
theatre-stadium. The most significant change in the con-
struction was made when the palace complex was built. 

20.  Cf. Bakirtzis 2003: 41; Paolo 2005: 35.
21.  Lavas 1996: 26–27.
22.  For the great fire in 1917 see: Hekimoglou 2010: 12–13.
23.  Adam-Veleni and Velenis 1997: 250.

The exterior part of the cavea was reconstructed and 
surrounded by a row of pillars and marble columns. The 
changes were made in order to integrate the theatre-
stadium into the area of the palace complex. It is not 
known whether, as seems likely, a passage between the 
theatre-stadium and the palace existed. The discovery of 
this theatre-palace compels us to reinterpret the impact 
of St. Demetrius as it shows that far from being subject 
to a radical conversion the citizens of Thessaloniki were 
celebrating two religions and two cultures, maintaining 
their Hellenic roots for a long time.24

3. The Rotunda

The rotunda is a carefully planned impressive structure 
which was built at the turn of the 3rd and 4th century 
and marked the northern terminus of the palace com-
plex. The space around the rotunda was attached to the 
city walls near the Archangels Gate. The function that 
this building originally served, is unknown, and it is even 
possible that the rotunda was built before the erection 
of the palace. Ralph F. Hoddinott and Ejnar Dyggve be-
lieve that it was built to function as the mausoleum of 
Galerius, P. Adam-Veleni believes that it was built as a 
temple of all gods or as a temple of those gods patron-
izing the tetrarchs. S. Ćurčić dates the construction of 
Rotunda to the second phase of Galerius palace con-
struction, which he relates to Constantin I. He believes 
that emperor started its construction as his mausoleum, 
but left it unfinished after 324, when he finally chose Byz-
antion as his new capital instead of Thessaloniki.25 The 
building was surrounded by a wall (peribolos) of octago-
nal or rectangular shape with two semi-circular exedras 
located on the south-east and north-west axis (Fig. 4) 
The rotunda was either covered with a wooden roof or 
a hemispheric cupola. Eight niches were found inside its 
main room. The main entrance was in the south-west 
facing the triumphal arch. The architecture and decora-
tions made the rotunda look very much like the Roman 
Pantheon.26 The main difference was that in the rotunda 
there were large windows over the niches and that its 
walls were made out of the combination of bricks and 
stones bonded with mortar (Fig. 5). Eugene Kleinbauer 
also notices the similarity of the rotunda to the church of 

24.  Adam-Veleni and Velenis in their first article about theater-sta-
dium considered the various shapes of the building plan, among 
others circle or oval; Adam-Veleni and Velenis 1989: 245. On the 
Roman circus see also Humphrey 1986: 30–33.

25.  Adam-Veleni 2003: 165; Hoddinott 1963: 108; Ćurčić 2000: 10–13, 
2010: 53–54. Ch. Bakirtsis agrees with this assessment on the ba-
sis of his mosaic analysis; Bakirtzis, Kourkoutidou-Nikolaidou and 
Mavropoulou-Tsioumi 2012; for dotation of the mosaic see also 
Bakirtzis and Mastora 2011: 33–45.

26.  Dyggve 1953: 66 n. 23; Mentzos 2001/2002: 61; Velenis 1974: 
305–306; Hoddinott 1963: 109.
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St. Stephen in Rome, the Rotonda of Anastasis on Golgo-
tha and the Diocletian’s mausoleum in Split.27

The rotunda´s function during the Early Byzantine pe-
riod is not clearly specified. Some people believe that it 
functioned as a martyrium, palace chapel, city church or 
cathedral.28 Between the years 450 and 550 it was one of 
the main churches in Thessaloniki.29 The rotunda`s transfor-
mation into a church went hand in hand with the following 
architectural changes: the opaion was closed and a pas-
sage, southeast entrances and a presbytery with an apse on 
its south-east side were added. The passage connecting the 
rotunda to the palace remained and the link to the trium-

27.  Mentzos 2001–2002: 58, 61; Kleinbauer 1972: 58.
28.  Nasrallah 2005: Konstantinos Raptis believes that in the 7th cen-

tury Thessalonican Episcopal See was located not in the Rotunda 
but in the Church of Acheiropoietos, which hosted the services 
of the episcopate untill the middle or the third quarter of the 8th 
century; Raptis 2016: 801–802. 

29.  Pazaras 1993: 5, 1985: 15; Kleinbauer 1972: 60; Weitzmann 1979: 
30; Hattersley-Smith 1996: 169; Krautheimer 1965: 54–56.

phal arch was enriched with a peribolos. The eastern niche 
was widened and a rectangular presbytery with a vaulted 
ceiling and an apse was built up so the rotunda could meet 
the architectural requirements of the Christian faith.30 

During the Early Byzantine Period, the building lacked 
exterior decorations – only its perfect proportions were 
visible from the street. Rich and splendid décor was lav-
ished on the inside of the building. The floor in its center 
an in the surrounding niches was raised and made of 
marble. The inside walls were also covered with marble, 
and the windows were bricked up; with only small round 
holes remaining. The most elaborate early Byzantine ele-

30.  Mentzos proposed that the Rotunda was transformed into a 
Church especially for the impérial wedding of Valentinian and 
Galla Placidia. Torp has hypothesized that its conversion may 
indicate Theodosius’ desire to renovate the palace-complex, or 
that its conversion may have been a theological statement against 
those he considered heretical or even as an apology in the form 
of benefaction to a city in which he had once approved a public 
massacre; Mentzos 2001–2002: 64, 77–79; Torp 2002: 27–28.

Fig. 4. Plan of the Rotunda with marked un-
covered fragments of its previous structure (by 
E. Hébrard 1920, after Mentzos 2001/2002: 59)

Fig. 5. Rotunda, view from the south, with 
Christian apsis, and the main entrance from 
the first stage of its construction (photo by 
R. Szlązak)
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ments were mosaics in the cupola and its encircling arch-
es above the small windows as well as the ceilings of the 
niches. The decor of the mosaics formed a comprehen-
sive iconographic programme.31 The by-pass, narthex and 
the southern porch were destroyed by an earthquake in 
the 7th century. Another earthquake in the 9th century 
destroyed a part of the cupola. The rotunda performed 
the function of an orthodox church until the Latin con-
quest of 1204. In the years between the 1515 and 1591 it 
served as the city´s cathedral and then it was converted 
into the Hortaci Süleyman Efendi Camii mosque with a 
minaret designed by Bey Sinan Pasza. It was rededicated 
as a church in  1912. In 1917, however the rotunda was 
turned into the Museum of Macedonia. Nowadays it 
serves as the Rotunda Museum and is sometimes used 
as a Greek Orthodox Church.32

Laura Nasrallah thinks that the conversion of the Ro-
tunda into a Church was a revolutionary moment for 
citizens of Thessaloniki. In her interpretation, the con-
struction of rotunda was used to express the imperial 
power and its conversion could be a symbol of Christian 
triumph.  This sacralisation of Christian space, might 
even have involved the desacralisation of Roman space. 
As the Rotunda was not functioning alone in its urban 
framework, it is essential to analyse the meaning of its 
transformation in its local context, both as part of Gale-
rius’ palace complex and the structure of the wider city. 
The different interpretations of the original function of 
Rotunda which range from an urban shrine, a private 
temple, or a public building makes further contextual in-
vestigations difficult. Until the problem of identification 
can be solved, it is not possible to understand the exact 
connection between the rotunda and Galerius palace. 
This lack of knowledge makes it impossible to thoroughly 
understand the impact transforming the building had on 
Thessaloniki’s citizens.33

The Octagon was located in the southwest of the 
Rotunda in Galerius’s palace complex. It probably origi-
nally functioned as an octagonal audience hall or tem-
ple for the imperial or city cult. The interpretation of 
the original function of this structure a discovery of a 
marble arch, the so called small Arch of Galerius, in 
the atrium or, as Ćurčić believes, in open court, which 
could be part of octagon complex is crucial.34 This mar-
ble structure was carved with relief busts of Galerius 
and Tyche in roundels, supported by figures in Phrygian 
dress, and by the depiction of the mythological figures 
Pan, a maenad, and Dionysos. Inside of the Octagon 

31.  The mosaic of Rotunda has been a subject of many studies. The 
most recent analyses are by Ch. Bakirtzis, Ch.B. Kiilerich and 
H. Torp; Kiilerich and Torp 2017; Bakirtzis, Kourkoutidou-Niko-
laidou and Mavropoulou-Tsioumi 2012.

32.  Mentzos 2001–2002: 62, 66. For the investigations of the Rotun-
da’s structure during conservation after the earthquake of 1978, 
see Peneli 2008: 53–58.

33.  Nasrallah 2005: 468–469.
34.  Stefanidou-Tiveriou 1995: 53.

four marble pilasters from its original decoration were 
discovered which are carved with  reliefs of Kabiros, Hy-
geia, Zeus, the Dioscuri, and perhaps even Tyche and 
Galerius. Based on this discoverys it is possible that the 
Octagon could have also had a religious function. This 
is significant because in the eastern apse or roundel of 
the Octagon, from the second phase of its construction, 
is probably contemporary with the second phase of the 
palace’s construction, in which a brickwork image of 
cross inscribed in a circle supported by two palms was 
found. This image was placed 3,5 m above the original 
floor level. The interpretation of the Christian meaning 
of this cross has been discussed controversially. Ćurčić 
believes that roundel would have been covered by the 
marble revetment making the cross invisible. Moreover, 
is not sure if the apse with the cross is dated to the 
second or to the third phase of the Octagon’s construc-
tion. Nasrallah believes that in the later phase the Oc-
tagon probably was converted into the church, during 
the same period as the Rotunda. Ćurčić agrees with this 
opinion and sees its conversion coinciding with Theo-
dosius I visit to Thessaloniki. In his opinion the Octogon 
continued to be used as a secular structure until the 
end of 5th century. Nasrallah stressed that probably after 
the 6th century the Octagon served not only a private or 
public Christian function but may even have been the 
city’s cathedral.35 

4. The Saint Demetrius Basilica

The Saint Demetrius church was built in the city centre 
near the present Agiou Dimitriou Street to the north of 
the Roman forum. It was built on the ruins of Roman bath-
houses. The great antiquity of this structure is demonstrat-
ed by the Theodosian composite capitals, capitals with 
acanthus leaf ornament and the close ties of the church to 
the legend of St. Demetrius. It is believed that the basilica 
was built at the turn of the 5th and 6th century.36

Although the link of the church with the cult of Saint 
Demetrius is generally accepted by most researchers the 
genesis of the cult is a topic of discussion.37 The actual 
tomb of Saint Demetrius has not been found except for 
the symbolic grave in the church.38 Vickers argued that 
the genesis of his cult could be connected not with Thes-

35.  Vickers 1973a: 285–94, 1973b: 111; Knithakes 1975: 105–106; 
Hoddinott 1996: 76–78; Blackman 2000: 77; Nasrallah 2005: 476 
n. 24; Ćurčić 2010: 22, 53–54, 103.

36.  Cormack 1985: 51–55.
37.  Woods believes that the Demetrius cult might have been bor-

rowed from the cult of the Spanish holy soldiers Emetrius and 
Chelidonius. He draws attention to the similarity of the sound of 
the names Demetrios and Emetrius; Woods 2000: 227–234; cf. 
Toth 2010: 145–170.

38.  Lemerle 1953b: 673; Bakirtzis 2002: 178.
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Fig. 6. A) The walls of the Roman baths found under the basilica of St. Demetrius; B) Reconstruction of the basilica’s plan 
from the 5th century (after Soteriou and Soteriou 1952: 140)

Fig. 7. Basilica of St. Demetrius, view from 
the north (photo by R. Szlązak)

saloniki but with Sirmium39, from where it could be trans-
ferred after the destruction of the city by Attila in 411. 
According to Vickers and Lemerle, the legends of Saint 

39.  According to Walter, there was a sanctuary dedicated to Saint 
Demetrius in Sirmium from the sixth to the eleventh century; 
Walter 1973: 159.

Demetrius are not a good historical source about the 
genesis of cult and the origin of the church, as they were 
written after 600 AD.40

40.  Vickers 1974: 337–339; Lemerle 1953a: 349–361; see also Bauer 
2013.

A B
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Originally the church was constructed as a Roman 
basilica with three naves and a transept from the south-
east side and a narthex and an atrium on the north-west 
side. The construction made use of the remaining walls of 
the Roman bathhouses. The apse was located above the 
nymphaeum. The north-west part of the main nave stood 
above the palaestra and the side naves were over the 
peristyle of palaestra, while the north-east nave – over 
the remains of tepidarium and caldarium (Fig. 6). The apse 
of the caldarium has been preserved up to the present 
time and is used as a chapel as well as the foundations of 
a bell-tower that was built after the fire of 191741 (Fig. 7).

On the south-east side of the church there was a 9-me-
ter-wide apse with five windows. Inside the apse stood 
the bishop’s throne and a synthronon with presbyters’ 
seats. In the central part of the transept, there was an 
altar with the side panels separated from the main nave 
by a partition. One of the partition’s pillars is now built 
into the north-east wall of the church. In the central part 
of the church, above a small cross-shaped crypt, there 
was a ciborium supported by four square pillars with Co-
rinthian capitals. On the southern part of the transept, 
there was a stairwell to a crypt believed to be a grave 
of St. Demetrius. In the middle of the crypt a well and a 
marble ciborium supported by seven pillars were found.42 

In the centre of the main nave of the church there 
would have been a further ciborium marking the place 
of St. Demetrius’ worship – his symbolic grave. The floor 
in the main nave was paved with marble slabs. The exact 
nature of the church´s decor is unknown but its general 
appearance can be reconstructed on the basis of surviv-

41.  Hoddinott 1963: 128. A place of worship of Saint Demetrius was 
discovered in the ciborium of the crypt; Hattersley-Smith 1996: 
153–155.

42.  Lemerle 1953b: 662; Hoddinott 1963: 130.

ing elements of mosaics, fragments of paintings, sculp-
tures and capitals.43 

The church was damaged by fire between the years 
629 and 634. The fire was probably not so devastating, 
probably only the roof and the wooden galleries and 
their stairs burned down, the interior decoration was 
not affected.44  The church was reconstructed in the 
form of a basilica with five naves. In the Ottoman pe-
riod it was converted into the Kasimiye mosque then, 
in the following Greek period, it became a church 
again. It was burned to the ground during the great 
fire in 1917 (Fig. 8). The burned construction was not 
restored until the 1946 when archaeological research 
started to be conducted inside the building and in the 
1949 it was reconstructed.45 

5. The Acheiropoietos Basilica

This basilica has survived almost unchanged up to the 
present time (Fig. 9). It is located on the western side of 
the junction of Agia Sophia and P. Papegeorgiu Streets 
and from the eastern side on the junction of Acheiropoi-
etou and Dionysiu Streets. It was built in the centre of 
the Byzantine city, to the east of the forum, near the Via 
Regia and Leoforos Street on the site of a Roman bath 
house whose remains have been found near the western 
propylon wall under the baptistery and by the entrance 
to the basilica.46 

43.  Lemerle 1953b: 664; cf. Brenk 1994: 29–31.
44.  Hattersley-Smith 1996: 154; cf. Spieser 1984: 197: Brenk 1994: 27. 
45.  Cormack 1985: 45.
46.  Hattersley-Smith 1996: 146. On the basis of on both recent ar-

chaeological data and a reappraisal of earlier findings in the basil-
ica Raptis claims that the previous structure on which church was 
built was not a late Roman bath as previously stated, but could 
have been a large villa, or public, secular edifice; Raptis 2016: 795. 

Fig. 8. Church of St. Demetrius after the 
fire in 1917 (after Soteriou and Soteriou 1952: 
121)
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Fig. 9. The Acheiropoietos Basilica, view 
from the east (photo by R. Szlązak)

Fig. 10. Plan of the Acheiropoietos Basilica 
(after Kourkoutidou-Nikolaidou 1989: 16)
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The exact date of the Basilica’s construction has not 
been confirmed. On the basis of Theodosian capitals, the 
typology of the remained inlays, an inscription with the 
name of Andrew (benefactor of the basilica) and brick 
stamps, it is likely that the process of construction took 
place during the turn of the 5th to the 6th century.47 

The basilica is a typical Hellenic construction with 
three naves, galleries, an apse and a narthex. The pre-
sent-day basilica is 51.9 metres long and 30.8 meters 
wide with the side walls of 14 metres high at the side ex-
ternal walls, and 22 m on the top of the roof of the cen-
tral aisle (Fig. 10). Originally there were two entrances, 
once from the side of the narthex and the other from the 
south-west side leading through monumental propylon. 
Its construction is almost same as it was in the 5th cen-
tury. In his recent research Konstantinos Raptis observed 
that the basilica was redesigned and reconstructed sev-
eral times in such a way that the later phases of construc-
tion followed the plan of the Early Byzantine church. 
These renewals usually retained the preceeding ground-
floor level.48 The original roofing with overhead windows 
was not preserved. Raptis and Zombou-Asimi believe that 
originally the gallery above the narthex, the elevated sec-
tion of the central aisle, was higher than it is today, which 
allowed their upper part to act as a light-well.49 The apse 
and the narthex have both been rebuilt.50 The only re-
maining parts of the propylon are their foundations. To 
the east of the propylon the remains of a 5th century 
building which is recognised as a baptistery were found.51 
The baptistery was reconstructed in the years between 
the 1927 and 1928. The archaeological excavations have 
shown that on the north-west side of the basilica there 
was a two-story annexe with a wooden roof; the remains 
of its stairs can be seen in the front elevation.52 

47.  Kleinbauer 1984: 248. Raptis in his recent works dates the con-
struction of the church to the last decade of the 5th or the first 
decade of the 6th century (about 500), in the period of Anasta-
sios I’s reign (491–518) and the bishopric of Andreas (ca 490–513); 
Raptis 2016: 801, 2017: 290, 294. For a summary of the history of 
the monument see Papakyriakou 2012: 65–81.

48.  On the basis of the morphological study of the masonry, which 
were re-documented during the last program of conservation of 
the church, Raptis proposes that earlier scholarly opinions which 
held that the church was preserved unaltered should be re-ex-
amined; Raptis 2017b: 290–291; Raptis and Zombou-Asimi 2008: 
307–14, 2013: 411–428; cf. also Ćurčić 2012: 107–109.

49.  Raptis and Zombou-Asimi 2013: 411; Raptis 2017b: 295–297. 
Ćurčić observed  that the structure`s lightness, the  proportions of 
the main nave and the splendid decoration testify to the fact that 
this church was used for ceremonial purposes; Ćurčić 2010: 108.

50.  In the apsis we can distinguish at least three phases; Raptis 2017: 
292, 297. 

51.  The small building could be an early Byzantine deacon´s residence 
and not a baptistery; Kourkoutidou-Nikolaidou 1989: 19; cf. Klein-
bauer 1984: 242; Spieser 1984: 192–193; Diehl et al. 1918: 35.

52.  Kourkoutidou-Nikolaidou 1989: 18; for more on the architecture 
of the Acheiropoietos Basilica, see: Tafrali 1913; Diehl 1918: 339–
346; Pelekanidis 1949: 43–68; Kleinbauer 1984: 241–257; Oraiou-
los 1992: 11–32; Raptis 1999: 219–237, 2017: 112–115.

Despite Ernest Hébrard’s opinion that 5th-century 
basilicas always have a quadrilateral atrium, the Acheir-
opoietos church was built without this kind of structure. 
This is due to the importance of the pre-existing cardo. 
Konstantinos Raptis believes, that the basilica may have 
had an open exonarthex as its western façade. He also 
thinks that the basilica occupied the northern part of the 
insula in order to provide sufficient space to its south, 
where monumental annexes were probably arranged 
forming the access to the basilica from the decumanus 
maximus. This was either in the form of a large rectangu-
lar atrium along the south side of the church, or portico 
similar to the one which was connecting Rotunda with 
Galerius’s triumphal arch during the same period.53

The Acheiropoietos church is characterised by harmony 
and consistency in its decoration. It is known for its homog-
enous architectural sculptures and decorative mosaic mu-
rals, They proclaim the Late Antique aesthetic conception 
of the monument. The columns and floors were made of 
proconnesian and white and grey marble and green Thes-
salian marble was used for the tribelon. Different kinds of 
columns were used in the construction. Columns made in 
Constantinople were used to separate the main nave from 
the side naves. The columns have attic bases and so called 
Theodosian capitals with a chrismon between the acan-
thus leaves. In the upper galleries, ionic capitals with floral 
decorations and a sign of a cross were used for decoration. 
They were imported from the capital city, which is shown 
by a mason’s mark which is characteristic for workshops in 
Constantinople that was found on one of the columns. The 
5th-century ambo, another part of the original construc-
tion that has survived, was in the form of a monolith with 
a single flight of stairs with four steps.54 

The only wall mosaics that remained in the basilica 
are the ones below the tribelon arch and below the 
arches of the columns separating the naves. The mosa-
ics were decorated with floral and geometrical motifs. 
The mural mosaics of the church have been recently dis-
cussed in a series of studies.55

6. The Saint Menas Church

St. Menas church is a post-Byzantine basilica. It consists 
of three naves and is surrounded by an arcaded portico. 
It is situated in an industrial area by the Vasileou Irkleiou 
Street, 200 metres away from the present day harbour. In 
the years 1851–1852 the church was built onto the apse 
of an older church, dated for the turn of the 5th and 6th 
century, which had been destroyed. In the Early Byzantine 
and Byzantine period it was adjacent to the main gate of 

53.  Raptis 2016: 795.
54.  Spieser 1984: 200–201; Kourkoutidou-Nikolaidou 1989: 10; Raptis 

and Zombou-Asimi 2013: 412. 
55.  Kourkoutidou-Nikolaidou 2012; Fourlas 2012; Taddei 2009, 2010, 

2012; Raptis 2014: 102–107, 109–112.
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Constantine the Great’s harbour and it constituted a part 
of a monastery. It must have been an important place, 
because after it was burned down in the 1890s (Ottoman 
period) the area where it was located started to be called 
Yanik Manastir meaning a burned monastery.56 

As observed by Thanassis Papazotos, the only parts 
of the Early Byzantine basilica that still remain are the 
lower part of a semi-circular apse, two capitals, ambo 
and a few sculptured stones57 (Fig. 11). It is difficult to 
reconstruct exact architectonical shape of the whole 
structure based on these few surviving elements. 
Thaleia Mantopoulu-Panagiotopoulou believes that it 
was probably a transept basilica surrounded by a por-
tico larger than the church itself.58 The lower part of the 
apse is typologically dated for the Early Byzantine period 

56.  Mantopoulu-Panagiotopoulou 1996: 239.
57.  Papazotos 1985: 75.
58.  Mantopoulu-Panagiotopoulou 1996: 239, 256.

(between the 5th and the 6th century). The exterior 
diameter of the apse is 11.8 metres. The wall is 1.7 me-
tres wide and 1.98 to 2.07 metres long. The walls were 
made out of loose stones separated by a brick layer. The 
mortar is of a light pink colour as it contains traces of 
roof tiles. The remaining Early Byzantine ambo typologi-
cally refers to the ambo in St. Demetrius church and its 
decoration to the ambo in rotunda. It is dated for the 
first half of the 6th century.59

7. The Hosios David Church

The Hosios David church originally functioned as the ca-
tholicon of the Latomos Monastery (Fig. 12). It was built 
in the 5th century in the upper part of the city in the 
area of former Roman bath houses.60 The plan of the ca-
tholicon was based on the Greek cross set within a nine 
polar square with an apse on the eastern side.61 Above 
the main nave, on the junction of two arch vaults there 
was a cupola supported by a tambour. Less than two 
thirds of the Early Byzantine construction of the church 

59.  Mantopoulu-Panagiotopoulou 1996: 258; Orlandos 1952: 218–
219, 545–549; Sodini 1976: 500–502.

60.  James Snyder refers to written reports that the construction of the 
baths were funded by Theodora, daughter or stepdaughter of the 
tetrarch Maximian; Snyder: 1968: 145.

61.  The Catholikon of the Latomos Monastery was one of the first 
churches built on the plan of Greek cross; Grossmann 1984–1985: 
258–260; Ćurčić 2010: 110.

Fig. 11. Plan and the drawing of the aps of the St. Menas 
church (after Mantopoulou-Panagiotopoulou 1996: plates IV-V)

Fig. 12. Church of Hosios David, view from the east (photo 
by R. Szlązak)
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are preserved. The eastern part of the church with an 
apse remained while the western part was destroyed. 
The central part together with the arms of the cross 
were reconstructed. Originally the main entrance to the 
church was on the western side. Andreas Xyngopoulos, 
however believes, that there had once been another en-
trance on the south-east side which was reconstructed 
during the Ottoman period and now functions as the 
main entrance62 (Fig. 13).

In the legend Theodora – a daughter of Maximus the 
emperor was a benefactor of the decoration and the con-
struction of the church itself in the place of her residence. 
This story is undoubtedly an imaginative fabrication, but 
as Ćurčić has observed it can be interesting because it al-
ludes to the conversion a private building into a Christian 
sanctuary, which was common in the 5h century.63

The church is well known to scholars, because of its 
decoration, and the problems posed by its interpretation. 
The semi-circular part of the apse is covered by a mosaic 
depicting Maiestas Domini.64  The remaining part of the 
interior is decorated with wall paintings. At the time of 
iconoclasm, the paintings were covered with plaster. Dur-
ing an earthquake in the 821 the plaster layer covering 
the mosaics fell off, as witnessed by one of the monks. 
This event was considered to be an act of theophany, a 

62.  Xyngopoulos 1929: 142–143, 148.
63.  Ćurčić 2010: 109–110.
64.  Snyder 1968: 145. New interpretation of the mosaic depiction has 

been presented by Semoglou 2012: 5-16.

revelation of God. Since then the Latomos Monastery was 
called the Christ the Saviour monastery. Under Ottoman 
rule, the building was converted into a mosque (probably 
in the 16th century), until it was reconsecrated as a Greek 
Orthodox Church in 1921 and was given its present name.

8. Other sacred buildings

8.1. The basilica under the Hagia Sofia church

The basilica under the Hagia Sofia church was probably 
built at the end of the 5th or the beginning of the 6th 
century on the ruins of Roman bathhouses.65 Founda-
tions are the only part of the church that have survived.

This large church had five naves with a and semi-cir-
cular apse on the east, narthex, and atrium on the west. 
The central nave together with the side naves was 94 me-
ters wide and 53.05 meters long what made it the larg-
est basilica in Thessaloniki and one of the largest in the 
Balkans. Only the northern, southern and western parts 
of the basilica´s walls have survived. The foundations of 
the argestatrium and the exterior narthex or the eastern 
atrium’s portico have been recovered in excavations66. 
Inside the basilica, there are remains of stylobates, frag-
ments of opus sectile mosaics, marble slabs of the pres-
bytery, central and northern naves. Some elements of 
this church survive in the fabric of the succeeding Ha-
gia Sophia church including the capitals of the columns 
of the bottom gallery, the old portico, and segments of 
the floor. The interior of the basilica was divided to the 
central nave of 19.45 meters wide and four side naves of 
6.30–6.35 meters by the stylobates. From the east, there 
were seven aisles leading to the narthex, one on each 
from the side naves and three in the main nave. The in-
terior of the narthex was paved with a stone floor as was 
the exterior narthex and atrium’s portico. The atrium was 
54–55 meters long and 53 meters wide and was reaching 
up to propylaea as of the Byzantine church (present site 
of the Agia Sophia Street). South of the basilica a hexago-
nal structure was discovered, which today is known as the 
“Hagisma of Hagios Ioannis”. Its form was highlighted by 
six horseshoe-shaped niches. The interior corners of the 
structure were enlivened by six large columns, fitted be-
tween the niches. By architectonical analysis and location 
next to the basilica under the Hagia Sofia church, we can 
assume that this construction could have served as a bap-

65.  Aristotelis Mentzos proposes that the construction of the basilica 
could be connected with the transfer the capital of the Illyricum 
prefecture to Thessaloniki in 442 AD; Mentzos 1981: 202, 1997: 
202; Theocharidou 1988: 9; Devolis 2007: 16; Hattersley-Smith 
1996: 141; cf. Marki: 1997: 55.

66.  The basilica was much larger than the other churches of Thessa-
loniki such as Acheiropoietos (about 37.4 meters long) and Saint 
Demetrius (about 47 meters long). It was also twice as large as 
the current Hagia Sofia church; Hattersley-Smith 1996: 143–144; 
Mentzos 1981: 203.

Fig. 13. The present plan of the Hosios David church with 
its surroundings (made by Eforat of Byzantine Antiquity in 
Thessaloniki, after  Kazamia-Tsernou 2009: 564)
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tistery, its date of erection can’t be precisely determinate. 
Ćurčić believes that its foundation was associated with the 
incipient Christianisation of the city, which started around 
400 and was Thessaloniki´s first baptistery. Discovered in 
the area of the south-east baths is possible that it was part 
of the bishop’s palace. If this interpretation is correct, both 
baptistery and episcopal residence show that the basilica 
under the Hagia Sofia could have served as the first cathe-
dral of the city67 (Fig. 14). 

The basilica under the Hagia Sofia church was de-
stroyed at the beginning of the 7th century by an earth-
quake. It was not reconstructed, but instead replaced by 
the smaller Hagia Sophia basilica with cupolas. The wor-
ship of Saint Nestor probably took place in the St. Dem-
etrius basilica. During the Ottoman period, the smaller 
Hagia Sophia was converted into a mosque. However, the 
neighbouring bathhouses preserved its name.68 

8.2. The octagonal church by the Vardar Gate 

The foundations of an octagonal church from the 5th/6th 
century were discovered during the excavations conduct-
ed from the 1970 to 1982. The church is dated on the 
basis of pottery finds. The church may be connected with 
St. Nestor. According to the Passiones Nestor was buried 
near the Vader or the Golden Gate in the eastern part 
of the city.69

The church seems to have been a detached, octago-
nal building with an apse in the east and a rectangular 
narthex (40 by 7 metres) occupying an area of 54 by 59 

67.  Ćurčić 2010: 104–106.
68.  Theocharidou 1988: 11–12; Mentzos, 1981: 208, 216–217; Hatter-

sley-Smith 1996: 143.
69.  Marki 1983: 117–119, 130.

metres. A small semi-circular niche was recessed into on 
each of the walls apart from the northern and western 
segments. The octagon was surrounded by stylobates 
that supported the entrance pillars. Only four rows of 
the interior pillars survived with one of them of stylo-
bate form which was discovered in situ near the north-
western wall. Besides the 4th and 5th century pillars five 
5th/6th century Corinthian capitals were also discovered. 
The central part of the octagon was covered by a cupola, 
the narthex and the ambulatory by a lower arched vault. 
The construction of the church might have resembled 
the Galerius palace complex and the octagon in Philippi 
from the 5th century.70

Hattersley-Smith points out that the chronology of 
this complex is unclear. According to Marki, on the basis 
of architectural decoration discovered during excava-
tions, it is possible to date construction in the late 5th 
century or early 6th century. According to Hattersley-
Smith, this dating fits the period of intensification of 
the cult of St. Demetrius, with whom the cult of Saint 
Nestor was tied up. Ćurčić believes that construction of 
the Church was part of a climate of aggressive Christiani-
sation initiated by Theodosius I, moreover – similarly as 
the rotunda – the Octagon was located next to the prin-
cipal gate of the city, two buildings located on the posit 
ends of Via Regia (Odos Egnatia) were creating an ideo-
logical framework of the city. It is not known how long 
the church functioned. Marki believes that it could have 
been destroyed during the earthquake in 518 AD. This is 
the same quake that damaged the church of Acheiropoi-
etos. Hattersley-Smith thinks that it is more likely that it 
was destroyed during a series of earthquakes that struck 
Thessaloniki around 620 AD. A monastery was erected 
on the ruins of the complex and martyrium was changed 

70.  Hattersley-Smith 1996: 74, 164.

Fig. 14. A) Reconstruction of the plan of the basilica and the surrounding area; B) Reconstruction of the baptistery  
(after Marki 1997: 57, 59)

A B



180 ArchAeologicA Hereditas • 13

roman szlązak

Fig. 15. The extent of cemeteries in the early Byzantine period with the location of  martyries and cemetery basilicas:  
1. Maryrium at Tritis-Septemvriou st.; 2. Martyrium in the Agia Triada district; 3. Martyrium near the basin of the Aristotle Uni-
versity of Thessaloniki; 4. Martyrium near the hospital of Agios Dimitrios; 5. Martyrium of St. Anysia; 6. The cemetery’s basilica 
at Heptapyrgion (Eptapirgio); 7. Church of St. Theodora (Sikies); 8. Martyrium of the three saints Eirene, Agape and Chionii;  
9. Basilica at the intersection of Agia Dimitriou street and Lagakada street; 10. Martyrium at the junction of Ambelononi street 
and Kallitheas street (drawn by R. Szlązak 2018, based on Marki)

by the monks into a bathhouse. The cult of the saint was 
transferred either to the Basilica of Saint. Demetrius, or 
to a church built in its vicinity.71 

Byzantine written sources record the existence of 
further 6th century churches: St. Mark´s church is men-
tioned in 519, St. Laurence´s church is confirmed by 
15th-century sources, and an inscription in the Koukole-
otes monastery. These churches have not been identified 
with confidence. However, the five naved basilica which 
was found under the Hagia Sofia church may have origi-
nally been St. Mark’s church.

A baptistery and a martyrium shaped like a Greek 
cross plan are also connected to the octagon by the Var-
dar Gate.

On the north side of the narthex a baptistery was built 
on a square plan of 15 by 15 m, with rectangular and 
semi-circular niches in the thickness of the walls. In the 
16th century, this construction was incrusted by Turkish 
baths. A martyrium was found to the south-west of the 
octagon, its size was similar to the baptistery. Hattersley-

71.  Hattersley-Smith 1996: 124, 165; Marki 1983: 130; Ćurčić 2010: 
104–105.

Smith believes that from the mid-5th century on, mar-
tyria containing relics of saints were built inside the city 
walls next to the churches associated with their worship. 
On this basis, she concludes that the octagonal church 
at the Vardar gate and associated with the church mar-
tyrium was dedicated to Saint Nestor.

9. Cemeteries

Until the 4th century, there were no separate Christian 
cemeteries in Thessaloniki. Christians buried their dead 
in Roman, pagan cemeteries, and former Hellenic grave-
yards. These graves were marked by funerary monu-
ments adorned with Christian symbols. The interior of 
the tombs could be decorated with paintings with the 
scenes from the Old and New Testament.72 Usually, the 
graves were surrounded by small gardens. The custom of 
visiting the graves originates in Roman tradition. Conven-
ient access to water was provided for watering the plants 
and for the needs of the sepulchral feast (cena funebris). 

72.  Allamani-Souri 2003: 94–95.
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The water was stored in cisterns supplied from surround-
ing streams via water pipes. Three rectangular or square 
funerary cisterns have been found in Thessaloniki. The 
roofs of the cisterns were constructed in a way so they 
could collect rain water.73

9.1. The topography of the cemeteries

Roman cemeteries in Thessaloniki were laid out along 
the main roads heading out of the city: to the west to-
wards Pella and to the east towards Amphipolis (the 
burial place of the poorer inhabitants) and along the 
road leading to the Kalamaria valley (the burial place of 
the rich citizens). It was not until the end of the 4th cen-
tury that the first Christian cemeteries were established. 
The oldest ones date back to the time of Constantine 
the Great.74

They were set up around the martyria, where the 
saints were either worshipped or believed to have been 
buried. The earliest graves were usually located the clos-
est to the martyria (ad sanctos burials)75. The size of the 
cemeteries varied according to the lay of the land, and 
their borders were formed by natural features like hill-
sides and streams but also buildings. 

The eastern cemetery was the largest when it comes 
to the number of the graves and the western cemetery 
when it comes to the area size. Since the 4th century 
Thessaloniki also had a Jewish cemetery that was situ-
ated in the eastern part of the city between the Evagelis-
tria and Saranta Ekklisies Street, and the present Agiou 
Dimitriou and Egnatia Streets76 (Fig. 15).

9.2. The martyria and the cemeteries  
in Thessaloniki

The first martyria in Thessaloniki were built after the year 
313 when the Edict of Milan which legalized Christian-
ity was issued. They were places for commemorating 
the death and martyrdom of their patrons. With the in-
creased number of the faithful, cemetery basilicas were 
built next to martyrs´ graves. These martyria could be 
found not only in the cemeteries but also in other sites 
that played important roles in the lives of the saints. Ex-
amples of such cemeteries are Agia Triada and a martyr-
ium near the Tritis-Septemvriou Street (Fig. 16). In those 
cases when a martyrium was erected in the area of a 
former cemetery and a new Christian cemetery was set 
up around it, the earlier/pagan graves were destroyed 
and reused.77 This can be seen in the cemeteries next 

73.  Marki 1988: 51–64, 89–104.
74.  Marki 2006: 49.
75.  Marki 2007b: 43.
76.  Marki 2006: 57–60.
77.  Marki 2007b: 44.

to the martyrium next to the Aristotle University pool 
as well as the martyrium next to the St. Demetrius hos-
pital. While non- Christian cemeteries were functioning 
in Thessaloniki even after the Edict of Milan was issued, 
their area was much reduced. 

In the 6th century most of the martyria were convert-
ed to be catholicons of surrounding monasteries. In the 
618 these monasteries were destroyed by the Avars who 
laid fire to the outskirts of the city.78 This catastrophe, is 
mentioned in the Miracula sancti Demetrii79 which states 
that Avars burned down all the houses and buildings situ-
ated beyond the city walls. There are also archeological 
evidences confirming the widespread destruction of the 
fire and only a few of buildings like St. Anysia monas-
tery80 were reconstructed thereafter and functioned dur-
ing the Early Byzantine period.81 

When in the 7th century the area around Thessa-
loniki was settled by Slavs the city dwellers were afraid 
to go out beyond the city walls. They stopped using the 
cemeteries outside the city and started to bury people 
in abandoned urban sites, e.g., in the area of the an-

78.  Lemerle 1981: 103; cf. Marki 2007b: 52.
79.  Lemerle 1981: 189.
80.  St. Anisia was martyred about 304, as a result of persecution ini-

tiated by the tetrarch Maximian. Currently her relics are in the 
church of St. Demetris in Thessaloniki. Her holiday is celebrated 
on December 30 (Viteau 1991: 62–63).

81.  Marki 2007b: 52.

Fig. 16. Martyrium under Tritis-Septemvriou street (after 
Marki 2006: 80)
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cient agora. Later the dead were also buried around the 
churches and monasteries. When the Slavs no longer 
threatened the city, dwellers started to use the exterior 
cemeteries again82 (Fig. 15).

There is information about the eight martyria from 
the time between the 3rd and the 7th century. Five of 
them were located in the eastern and one in the west-
ern cemetery. The exact number of cemetery basilicas 
that existed in late antique Thessaloniki is unknown. We 
know about the existence of five basilicas: one near the 
Tritis-Septemvriuo Street, one in the northern part of 
the Acropolis, one by Margaropoulou Street., one on the 
junction of Agia Dimitriou and Lagakada Street and one 
next to the Aristotle University.83

Conclusions

The history and topography of Thessaloniki in the Early 
Byzantine period is of crucial importance for the de-
velopment of the city. The reconstruction of particular 
changes in the topography and the character of the city 
is possible thanks to written sources and archaeological 
excavations that have taken place in the 20th and 21st 
centuries. 

From the 4th until the 7th century Thessaloniki devel-
oping very quickly becoming the second Byzantine me-
tropolis. The city was not only the paramount administra-
tive centre but also a centre of religion, culture, and trade 
which is reflected by the existence of a large number of 
public buildings. While the Hellenic and Roman topogra-
phy of the city would continue to provide its basic ground 
plan, the location of the churches was governed by Chris-
tian ideology and the imagined topography generated by 
the cult of the saints. It can be assumed that the construc-
tion of Christian buildings in the city and the conversion of 

82.  Marki 2007b: 53.
83.  Ćurčić 2010:102.

Rotunda into the church could be a result of the plan for 
the Christianization of city made by Theodosius I. How-
ever, the lack of good dating methods of early Christian 
churches of Thessaloniki makes it difficult to trace this 
process and assign it to one person. Newly constructed 
buildings were the symbols of power and religion and pre-
vailed over the earlier urban architecture redefining the 
character of the city. The knowledge of these continuous 
changes allows us to understand the city itself. 

This collection of information about the sacred and 
public buildings in Thessaloniki in the Early Byzantine 
period demonstrates not only what is known but also 
how much more there is to know, challenging future re-
searchers. Some of the monuments like St. Demetrius, 
Acheiropoietos of Hosios David church have been pub-
lished monographically, there is, however, a clear need 
for a comprehensive re-evaluation of even these land-
mark sites. There have been many studies on the Roman 
forum and the Galerius palace complex, but there is no 
publication that attempts a synthetic overview. The de-
fences of Thessaloniki and its cemeteries have also been 
dealt with in monographs which are, however almost all 
written in Greek, which makes it hard for many foreign 
researchers to access this topic. 

The majority of the Early Byzantine buildings can be 
found as deep as ten meters below the present city sur-
face. Rescue archaeological research conducted at the 
time of the subway construction and their preliminary 
reporting has provided us with some new and fascinating 
information. There has been a vivid discussion about the 
importance of the at times spectacular features which 
were discovered, in particular a segment of a marble 
road leading to the harbour with the surrounding Early 
Byzantine buildings found in 2012. 

In the light of new discoveries, a comprehensive re-
view of the architecture of the city may help future re-
searchers to work out their own interpretations about 
the development and meaning of Thessaloniki´s past.
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vyzantino̲n archaioti̲to̲n.

2010.  Architecture in the Balkans from Diocletian to Suleyman 
the Magnificent. London: Yale University Press.

Devolis, P.V.
2007.  Katakόmvi tou Αg-Giánni ton pistón, i to «numfaίo» ton 
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53–59. Thessaloniki: Polutechnikí Scholí Α.P.Th. 
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Thessalonίkis katá tous skoteinoύs aiónes, [in:] I. Vara-
lis and F. Karagiannis (red.), KΤiΤOΡ, Αfiéroma ston 
dáskalo Geórgio Βeléni, 289–307. Thessalonik: Myg-
donia Publishing House

Raptis, K.T. and A. Zombou-Asimi
2008.  Αcheiropoίitos Thessalonίkis: steréosi kai apokatástasi 

tis palaiochristianikís vasilikís. Τo archaiologikό érgo sti 
Μakedonίa kai sti Thráki 22: 307–314.

2013.  The consolidation and restoration project of Acheiropoi-
etos Basilica in Thessaloniki, [in:] M. Koui, F. Zezza and 
P. Koutsoukos (eds), Proceedings of the 8th International 
Symposium on the Conservation of Monuments in the 
Mediterranean Basin May 31-June 2 “Monument Dam-
age Hazards and Rehabilitation Technologies”, I, 411–
428. Patras: Technical Chamber of Greece.

Rautman, M.L.
1990.  Observations on the Byzantine palaces of Thessaloniki. 

Byzantion 60: 292–306.
Semoglou, A.
2012.  La mosaïque de « Hosios David » à Thessalonique. 

Une interprétation néotestamentaire. Cahiers Ar-
chéologiques 54: 5–16.

Snyder, J.
1968.  The meaning of Maiestas Domini in Hosios David. Byzan-

tion 37: 143–152.



185Sacred Space: contributionS to the archaeology of belief

Roman Szlązak Towards a sacred topography of Early Byzantine Thessaloniki 

Sodini, J.P.
1976.  Lambon de la Rotonde Saint-Georges: remarques sur la 

typologie et le décor. Bulletin de Correspondance Hellé-
nique 100: 593–510.

Soteriou G. and M. Soteriou 
1952.  Hē basilikē tu Hagiu Dēmētriu Thessalonikēs. Athens 

The Archaeological Society at Athens.
Spieser, J.M.
1984.  Thessalonique et ses monuments du IVe au VIe siécle. 

Contribution à l’étude d’une ville paléochrétienne. Paris: 
PERSEE.

Stefanidou-Tiveriou, T.
1995.  Τo mikró tochó tou Galeriou sti Thessaloniki. Athens: 

ΙΜΧΑ.
2006.  Τo anaktorikό sugkrόtima tou Galerίou sti Thessalonίki: 

Schediasmόs kai chronolόgisi. Εgnatίa 10: 163–188.
Szlązak, R. 
2013.  Saloniki w okresie wczesnobizantyjskim (IV-VI wiek). 

Rzeszów: Fundacja Rzeszowskiego Ośrodka Archeolog-
icznego.

Taddei, Α.
2009.  Eclettismo e sintesi nella decorazione musiva dell’Achei-

ropoietos di Tessalonica. Rivista on line di Storia dell’Ar-
te 12: 33–52.

2010.  I mosaici della chiesa della Panagia Acheiropoietos in 
due acquerelli inediti di Walter Sykes George, [in:] A. 
Armati, M. Cerasoli and Cr. Luciani (eds), Alle gentili arti 
ammaestra. Studi in onore di Alkistis Proiou, 59–95. Tes-
ti e Studi Bizantino-Neoellenici 18. Roma: Dipartimento 
di filologia greca e latina, Sezione bizantino-neoellenica, 
Università di Roma La Sapienza. 

2012.  Il mosaico parietale aniconico da Tessalonica a Cos-
tantinopoli, [in:] A.A. Longo, G. Cavallo, A. Guiglia and 
A. Iacobini (eds), La sapienza bizantina. Un secolo di 
ricerche sulla civiltà di Bizanzio all’Università di Roma, 
153–182. Roma: Campisano.

Tafrali, Ο. 
1913.  Topographie de Thessalonique. Paris: Paul Geuthner.
Theocharidou, K.
1988.  The architecture of Hagia Sophia, Thessaloniki, from its 

erection up to the Turkish conquest. Oxford: BAR.

Torp, H.
2002.  Dogmatic themes in the mosaics of the Rotunda at Thes-

saloniki. Arte Medievale n.s. 1 (1): 27–28. 
Toth, P.
2010.  Sirmian martyrs in exile. Pannonian case-studies and re-

evaluation of the St. Demetrius problem. Byzantinische 
Zeitschrift 103: 145–170. 

Vakalopoulos, A.E.
1984.  A history of Thessaloniki. Thessaloniki: Institute for Bal-

kan Studies.
Velenis, G.
1974.  Some observations on the original form of the Rotunda 

in Thessaloniki. Balkan Studies 15 (2): 298–307.
Vickers, M.
1971.  A note on the Byzantine Palace at Thessaloniki. Annual 

of the British School at Athens 66: 369 -371.
1973a.  Fifth-century brickstamps from Thessaloniki. Annual of 

the British School at Athens 68: 285–294.
1973b.  Observations on the Octagon at Thessaloniki. Journal 

of Roman Studies 63: 111–120.
1974.  Sirmium or Thessaloniki? A critical examination of the 

St. Demetrius legend. Byzantinische Zeitschrift 67 (2): 
337–350.

Viteau, J.
1897.  Passions des Saints Ecaterine et Pierre d’Alexandrie, Bar-

bara et Anysia. Paris: Librarie Emile Bouillon.
Vitti, M.
1993.  In Palazzo di Galeriano a Salonicco. Journal of Ancient 

Topography 3: 77–107.
Walter, J. 
1973.  St. Demetrius. The Myroblytos of Thessalonika. Eastern 

Churches Review 5: 157–178.
Weitzmann, K. (ed.) 
1979.  Age of spirituality. Late Antique and Early Christian art, 

third to seventh century. New York: Metropolitan Museum of 
Art.

Woods, D.
2000.  Thessalonika’a patron: Saint Demetrius or Emeterius? 

Harvard Theological Review 93: 227–234.
Xyngopoulos, A.
1929.  Τό katholikόn tís Μonís ton Latόmou en Thessalonίki 

kaί to en autó psifidotόn. Άrchaiologikόn Deltίon 12: 
142–180.





Notes on the authors

ArchAeologicA
Hereditas 13
229

Adriana Ciesielska – Dr, archaeologist and historian, Fac-
ulty of Pedagogy and Fine Arts in Kalisz, Adam Mickiewicz 
University in Poznań, Poland

Bożena Józefów-Czerwińska – Dr, archaeologist and an-
thropologist, Pułtusk Academy of Humanities, Poland

Antonia Flontaş – MA, archaeologist, PhD student in 
the Institut für Vor- und Frühgeschichtliche Archäologie 
und Provinzialrömische Archäologie, Ludwig-Maximil-
ians-Universität München, Germany

Marta Kaczmarek – MA, archaeologist, Poland

Zbigniew Kobyliński – Professor Dr habil., archaeologist 
and manager of cultural heritage. Director of the Insti-
tute of Archaeology of the Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński 
University in Warsaw

Grzegorz Łyszkowicz – MA, archaeologist, excavation 
company Archeolog.co, Poland

Krzysztof Narloch – Dr, archaeologist, Ośrodek Badań 
nad Antykiem Europy Południowo-Wschodniej, Warsaw 
University, Poland

Louis Daniel Nebelsick – Dr habil., archaeologist, Profes-
sor at the Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University in War-
saw, Poland

Kamil Rabiega – MA, archaeologist, PhD student in the 
Institute of Archaeology, Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński Uni-
versity in Warsaw, Poland

Laerke Recht – Dr, archaeologist, Marie Skłodowska-
-Curie European Fellow in the McDonald Institute for 
Archaeological Research, Cambridge University, United 
Kingdom

Nicola Scheyhing – MA, Landesmuseum für Vorges-
chichte Halle, Germany

Roman Szlązak – MA, archaeologist, PhD student in the 
Institute of Archaeology, Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński Uni-
versity in Warsaw, Poland

Joanna Wawrzeniuk – Dr, archaeologist, Institute of Ar-
chaeology, Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University in War-
saw, Poland

Imke Westhausen – MA, archaeologist, PhD student in 
the Institut für Vor- und Frühgeschichtliche Archäologie 
und Provinzialrömische Archäologie, Ludwig-Maximil-
ians-Universität München, Germany

Christine Winkelmann – Dr, archaeologist, Andante 
Travels Ltd, United Kingdom

Edvard Zajkovski – Dr, archaeologist, National Academy 
of Sciences of Belarus, Minsk

Katarzyna Zeman-Wiśniewska – Dr, archaeologist, Insti-
tute of Archaeology, Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University 
in Warsaw, Poland




