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Byzantine emperors used their seals to authenticate the state 
documents and to secure their correspondence or even bags 
containing coins, the so called apokombia which were ceremo-
nial gifts distributed by them. their own effigy was depicted 
on these gold (χρυσόβουλλo) or lead (μολυβδόβουλo) seals of 
theirs1. From the 6th century also lead seals of kommerkiarioi, 
which were used on commercial packages as a license of 
circulation of the stamped commodities, depict the emperor 
in a way similar to that of the imperial seals or coins2. again, 
the stamping of silver vessels fabricated in state workshops, 
sometimes with the bust of the emperor (the so called imperial 
series) appears in the 6th century until around 6703. 

Let us proceed to examine the occurrence of effigies of 
Byzantine emperors on stamps of Late Roman amphoras. in 
a previous paper, we presented the group of stamped local 
amphoras of the 6th/7th century that was found at a Late Roman 
settlement, at Halasarna of Kos, in the southeast aegean Sea. 
in addition, there was an attempt to examine the overall situ-
ation of the Late Roman/early Byzantine amphora stamps. 
the basic suggestions were the following4:

1. the stamps of the Koan amphoras from Halasarna were 
part of a state-control financial mechanism operated by Kom-
merkiarioi, which provided an easy, quick and secure way of 
control: one stamped amphora could secure the circulation 
of a number of unstamped ones.

2. We also suggested that the monograms and the busts, 
which exist on some of the published stamps of the amphoras 
of the 6th/7th century, refer on the one hand to the Kommer-
kiarioi (monograms), and on the other to the symbol of the 
state, the emperor himself (busts). 

these suggestions were based, among other factors, on the 
observance of similarities with the two commercial stamping 
systems of the 6/7th century mentioned above which bear 
images of the emperor, the lead seals of Kommerkiarioi and 
the stamps on silver vessels. 

1 their image appears also, in the 6th century, on seals of imperial institu-
tions and on the boundary markers of imperial properties: OikOnOmides 
1986, 36; id. 1987, 240; id. 1995, 71. the individual portraits, if any, 
were a very rare exception: Cheynet 1997, 109; 111; 114; 116. 

2 it is worthy to note here that in some other cases of officers’ stamps the 
appearance of the emperor’s effigy on them is connected with commer-
cial/financial activities as well: OikOnOmidès 1986, 36–37; mOrrissOn/
seibt 1982, 222–223. 

3 dOdd 1961; mundell-mangO 1986, 14. 
4 diamanti 2010b, 1–6. See also ead. 2010d, 92–107; 168–171; 209–215; 

222–224.

Since then, a stamp found at Halasarna of Kos (fig. 1) on 
a locally produced amphora of the LR 13 type5, depicting 
the effigy of an emperor (Koan amphora stamp type III6) has 
strengthened even more these suggestions and confirmed the 
similarity of the Halasarnian stamped amphoras with these 
two kinds of state stamps. it was the first stamp of this kind 
of known origin: the bust of a man wearing a cross-topped 
crown with pendants, holding in his left hand a sceptre with 
a cross-shaped end. the traces of a Greek inscription [---] 
COU+EWE[---] above the bust are preserved7. 

 in this paper we will present another Byzantine imperial 
stamp on a Koan amphora ii/LRa13, which also belongs to 
the Koan amphora stamp type III, very probably depicting 
another emperor (fig. 2–3). 

on this new find, part of the body of a man facing the 
front is preserved and also his shoulders and all the left hand, 
which is laid on the chest holding a cross-topped sceptre. We 
can distinguish the neck and the outline of the whole face. 
the face is triangularly shaped, which is very probably the 
result of indicating a beard. the hair is short. the man is 
wearing a crown, which has survived in outline as well as 
its decoration on the upper part, which seems to be depicted 
by dots. above the bust and at the perimeter of the stamp 
some letters of an inscription are preserved: [---] ΟΥ+Ε [---]. 

iconographically, both the busts of the Koan stamps, but 
especially the first one (fig. 1), are similar to a few published 
examples, all also on type LRa 13, like the Koan amphoras, 
the provenance of which however is not known. in all of them, 
the man is depicted holding a cross-topped sceptre in his left 
hand. in addition, on the example found in alexandria, in the 
surviving right hand the man is holding the mappa. all these 
similar busts of the man with a decorated crown and sceptre 
can only represent an emperor, and probably the same one8. 

5 according to the typology of J. riley, 1979, 231–232; diamanti 2010a, 
146–147; ead. 2010d, 80–88.

6 ead. 2010c. Type I: Stamps whose content has not survived (fig. 5). Type 
II: Stamps with a monogram and inscription. their characteristic is their 
central cross-like Greek monograms which, we suggest, indicate the 
name of the emperor. in their perimeter, there is a Greek inscription in 
upper case characters containing among other things names and titles of 
officials, probably Kommerkiarioi (fig. 4). type iii (fig. 1; 3): Bust of an 
emperor and inscription on the upper part of the round stamp perimeter.

7 ibid. 
8 See diamanti 2010b, 1–2 n. 9–11 and ead. 2010c for relevant details. 

Here we remind that they were found at Saraçhane of Constantinople 
(hayes 1992, 77), at Pnyka of athens (graCe 1949, 184; 188; id. 
1956, 171), in alexandria (sztetyllO/bOrkOwski 1986) and finally on 
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Charikleia diamanti

to identify these emperors, we turned our research to 
icono graphic comparisons with stamped silver plates and coins.

the so-called imperial series of stamps on the silver 
plates has been studied and dated by erica Dodd. Usually, 
the stamps were five (round, square, hexagonal, long and 
cross-shaped stamps). the round stamp is the most interesting 
for our study since, according to the shape, the content and 
its arrangement is similar to the amphora stamps presented. 
in detail, the round stamps of the imperial series represent 
the bust of the emperor, while a name or title of an official 
surrounds it9. Based on comparisons with coins, Dodd dis-
tinguished eight types of busts dated from the 6th until the 7th 
century. We believe that type 3, which is dated most probably 
during the reign of tiberius (578–582) and shows a beardless 
man “without a nimbus, wearing a crown with pendants and 
circular ornament surmounted by a cross”, can be compared 
to the bust of the first Koan amphora stamp we presented, and 
with the similar stamped amphoras known elsewhere 10. this 
conclusion is supported by comparison with coins of tiberius 
and fewer of mauricius, where one can observe characteristic 
similarities with the details of our stamp11. 

the second amphora stamp presented (fig. 2–3) should be 
connected with type 4b of the imperial busts on silver plates 
which belongs to Phocas (602–610): the crown is without 
pendants and the short haired man has a pointed beard which 
gives him a triangular –shaped face, as in the coins12. 

Contrary to the silver plate stamps or lead seals, amphoras 
most of the time give us internal data of provenance (by their 
fabric) as well as of dating (by their archaeological contexts). 
Both features are true for the stamped Koan amphoras under 
study: we are certain of their local provenance and based on 
the stratigraphy and their contexts they can be dated from the 
last quarter of the 6th until the first half of the 7th century. 13 

Furthermore, the one stamp bearing a bust as we saw 
is very probably to be identified with emperor tiberius ii 
(578–582), (fig. 1), while the other (fig. 2–3) is attributed to 
the emperor Phocas (602–610), offering a precision of proba-
bly four14 and eight years correspondingly, something which 
is not usual at all for amphora dating, but mostly for coins. 

We have suggested that the examples of Halasarna with 

Geronisos island in Cyprus (COnnelly/wilsOn 2002, 274–275) bearing 
the bust of an official surrounded by inscriptions which contain the name 
of a Ptolemaeus. it cannot be a coincidence. it is very interesting that 
for the one found on Geronisos island, it has been suggested among 
other things, that this man can be identified with a Ptolemaeus glorios-
sisimus who is mentioned in a papyrus from oxyrynchus. in this case 
one might wonder whether it could be connected with a Koan stamp 
bearing the same title (ενδοξότατος) in Greek (diamanti 2010b, 4). 

9 dOdd 1961, 5–18. 
10 type 1 is similar to coins of Justinian i and Justin ii. type 2, which 

belongs to the reigns of tiberius ii and mauricius, is similar to type 1 
except that the diadem is replaced by a crown with a small ornament 
in front. type 3 is even more similar to the tiberius coins “in that the 
emperor is without nimbus and the crown has circular ornament sup-
porting a cross”: dOdd 1961, 9–10.

11 bellinger/griersOn 1966 pl. 60–65 (esp. aV 2, aV 3, Æ 11–14); 68,Æ,44 
of maurice (582–602); mOrrissOn 1970/1 pl. 26 (aV/01, Æ /06 ). 

12 dOdd 1961,10; bellinger/griersOn 1968 pl. i.4a; ii.30.a.1.; iV.76.a; 
V.79.b.1; mOrrissOn 1970/1 pl. 36,Æ/07; 37,Æ/10; Κυπραίου 1995, 84 
pl. 5,58. See also P.griersOn, Byzantine Coinage, Dumbarton oaks 
Research Library and Collection (Washington D.C. 1999) 29.

13 diamanti 2010c. 
14 or eight years if we consider the four years of tiberius’ co-reign with 

Justin ii (574–578).

one stamp on each side of the neck (fig. 5a–b), should be 
the normal practice15. this theory is now strengthened by the 
fact that the examples of Halasarna with preserved content 
can be grouped into only two clearly different types. So, we 
suggest that on the one side (let us say the main one) of the 
amphora there was a depiction of the bust of the emperor and 
on the other his monogram, while both stamps are surroun-
ded by the name and title of an official, probably the one to 
whom the seals belonged. it was he (or one of his assistants) 
who, while visiting the maritime amphora workshops of the 
provinces, stamped some of the amphoras before they were 
fired, confirming that the legal procedure had been followed. 
obviously, both stamps were necessary and both served as an 
easier and faster way of checking the amphoras during a state 
control. especially, the depiction of the emperor himself is 
an obvious and powerful proof of the importance given to the 
authenticity of these controls and to the smooth transaction 
of the economical procedure they were part of16. indeed, 
since we agree with the theory that the Byzantine economy 
was based mainly on the land of the provinces and their ag-
ricultural products, while the main expense of the state was 
“the cost of running the administration and the army”17, we 
realize that the amphora production and distribution served 
correspondingly these two crucial points of the Byzantine 
state economy: packaging those agrarian products and sen-
ding them to cover the needs of the citizens and the army18. 

tiberius ii and Phocas, very probably the emperors of the 
Koan stamps presented, (let us say two totally different cases 
of emperors in every aspect), lived in a period with many 
financial problems and wars, a period which ended with the 
arab invasions as the Late Roman/early Byzantine settle-
ment of Halasarna witnesses19. in a historical time like this 
amphoras were the only means which could systematically 
be used for the transportation of annonic or free commerce 
products. Particularly the sophisticated system of imperial 
amphora stamping which was adopted just some decades 
before the end of late antiquity should contribute to the state 
coverage of civil and military needs. moreover, the organiza-
tion of the amphora production and distribution by the state 
is indicated by the systematic appearance of the types LRa 
1 and 13 in the east aegean Sea (production centres) and 
the Danube and the Black Sea area (military bases)20. Here 
we underline the location of another amphora workshop at 
naoussa of Paros island, where both the LRa 1 and LRa 
13 types were produced 21.

it is logical for one to suppose that the great network 
which already existed for the control of the silk commerce 
by Kommerkiarioi, and which was used to organize the eco-
nomic life of the provinces, should have been used for the 
control or even state production and distribution of amphoras 

15 diamanti 2010c; ead. 2010d, 93–96; 210; 212. Until now they are the 
only known examples except the one from the Yassi ada shipwreck: 
Van dOOrninCk 1989, 250 fig. 1,2. 

16 diamanti 2010c. 
17 OikOnOmides 2002, 979.
18 See diamanti 2008, 19–32; ead. 2010a, 148–149 n. 21–22; ead. 2010b, 

4; ead. 2010c; ead. 2010d, 164–167; 221–222.
19 kOkkOrOu-aleVras et al. 2006, 60–61.
20 Supra n. 18.
21 diamanti 2010e. 
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Fig. 5a–b. Stamps on both sides of the neck of a Koan 
amphora (575–625). 

Fig. 1. Stamped Koan amphora with an emperor’s bust (ti-
berius ii [578–582]?) and inscription [---]COU+EWE[---].

Fig. 3. Detail of fig. 2. 

Fig. 4. Stamped Koan amphora with a cross-like Greek mono-
gram Ω, Φ or Ρo and inscription [---]OUEN[..] [---], (550–650).

Fig. 2. Stamped Koan amphora with an emperor’s bust 
(Phocas [602–610]?) and inscription [---]OU+E[---]. 
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during a critical period for the state. it is also normal to think 
that this substructure of provincial commerce collapsed in the 
parts which suffered from the arab invasions, such as Kos 
island. that would, only partly and among other reasons, 
explain why although during the middle and late Byzantine 
period there are comparatively many stamped Byzantine 
amphoras22, there is not until now located, at least to my 

22 bakirtzis 1989, 76; ΜπαΚίρτζής 1989, 82–84; id. 2002; hayes 1992, 
77–78; n. günsenin 1998, 282; Ch. diamanti, inscriptions on Byzantine 

knowledge, any published examples with an emperor’s bust 
which could be compared to the examined early Byzantine 
imperial amphora stamps.

hdiaman@yahoo.gr

amphoras. in: a. Drandaki/P. Petridis/V. Foskolou (eds.), Studies in 
honorem m. Panayiotidi (forthcoming).
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