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M
acedonia has one of the 
largest collections of 
floor mosaics. There is 
no archaeological site 
from the Roman or early 

Christian times, from Stakina Cesma near 
Valandovo to Bargala outside Stip, which 
does not have this kind of decoration. The 
most impressive mosaics are to be found 
in the three major towns from the late 
Roman times: Ohrid (Lichnidos), Stobi and 
Heraclea. Their mosaics are regarded as 
prime cultural heritage to the extent that 
the mosaic peacock from Stobi decorates 
the ten denar banknote and coin, while 
the representation of the leopard under 
pomegranate tree from Heraclea is on the 
averse of the 5,000 MKD note. 

Mosaic is an ancient art of creating 
images by putting together tessera, small 

stones, with a history going back to the 
8th century BC. The earliest mosaics 
were found at Gordium in Phrygia in Asia 
Minor. Ancient Greeks and Macedonians 
raised the pebble technique to an art form 
and created beautiful large and complex 
compositions with precise geometric 
patterns and detailed scenes featuring 
people and animals. The mosaics in Pella 
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and Vergina in Macedonia are the earliest 
mosaics found on the European soil. 
Mosaic as a form of art spread through the 
Macedonian Empire with the conquests of 
Alexander the Great. Stunning mosaics 
have been discovered in Alexandria in 
Egypt, Antioch in Syria, Pergamon in 
Turkey, and even in Bactria in modern 
Afghanistan. Mosaics later spread to Italy 
especially after the Romans conquered 
Pella, Alexandria, Antioch, and Pergamon. 

The Ancient people valued mosaics as 
a form of floor covering for dining rooms 
and banqueting halls of rich residences 
and palaces for their practical and at the 
same time decorative qualities. In the 
Hellenistic times the eastern workshops 
influenced the western part of the 
Mediterranean basin. The same thing 
happened a short while later when the 
western part of the Mediterranean itself 
entered a period of great development. 
The Romans decorated floors and walls 
of houses, temples and baths with 
mosaics. Many stunning Roman mosaics 
have been discovered at Pompeii, where 
they were perfectly preserved thanks 
to the volcanic eruption of Mt. Vesuvius 
in the first century AD. In the Byzantine 
Period, the mosaic reached new levels, 
and we find not just floors and walls but 
also vaults and facades of churches and 
palaces decorated in this technique. The 
growing demand for mosaics for building 
and decorating churches provided ever 
more commissions for several mosaic 
workshops and led to their proliferation in 

many areas. 
Heraclea Lyncestis was founded by the 

Philip II of Macedon, but it developed 
under the Romans who laid through 
the town the important Via Ignatia road 
connecting the Aegean and Adriatic Seas. 
With the conversion to Christianity the 
town became an important episcopal 
centre with Great Basilica. The Basilica 
mosaics are some of the most famous. 
They go back to the sixth century and 
decorate the porch and the narthex. They 
are detailed in design, rich in colours 
and have complex composition. There 
are scenes of earthly paradise abundant 
with flowers and birds, animals and trees, 
fish and fruit. A bull flicks its tail lunging 
towards a pouncing lion. A leopard tucks 
hungrily into a fallen deer, slobbering 
blood onto its prostrate victim, birds rise 
in panic over head and a red hunting dog 
strains to break away from its leash. The 
designs are lifelike, full of movement and 
tension.

Stobi also played an important role in 
the Roman Empire as a crossroads of 
trade routes and minted its own money. 
Mosaics are present in Christian basilicas, 
Jewish synagogue, grand houses, baths 
and palaces of the wealthy people like 
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Policharmosius and Peristerius. The 
designs included the urn, deer, the 
trademark peacock in almost intact 
baptistery, pomegranates and different 
patterns. The mosaic workshop in Stobi 
was so developed that it used two different 
techniques for the covering of the floors 
in the so-called Small Basilica. They used 
opus tessellatum with specially cut 
cubes of stone for the baptistery and opus 

sectile, a combination of pebbles, in the 
other rooms. The Great Basilica is covered 
with geometric and floral designs of great 
artistry but also with birds, trees, bushes 
and animals – a red dog as a symbol of 
paradise and other beasts as the domain 
of the earth.

In the Small Basilica Macedonian 
conservators tested a new technique of 
preserving mosaics with a free-standing 
steel construction that carries the mosaic 
in situ protecting it from the destructive 
influences of the atmosphere and the 
capillary waters. This technique does 
not disturb older architectural structures 
which were discovered under the mosaic 
floor. All the basilicas were built on older 
foundations and mosaics with Christian 
themes replaced older decorations.

The most common figural mosaics 
subject in Macedonia and all the 
neighbouring regions is deer drinking from 
a water jug, a scene which is assumed to 
be a representation of the fountain of life 
from Psalm 42, part of the baptismal liturgy. 
These mosaics are often appropriately 
located in baptisteries and associated 
rooms. Two examples stand out due to 
their quality and complexity. The mosaic 
in the baptistery of the Ohrid four-apse 
church in Plaosnik has various images 
of the fountain of life combined with 
personifications of the rivers of paradise. 
Another singular example is the central 
motif of the narthex mosaic in the Great 
Basilica at Heraclea Lyncestis featuring a 
vessel with vines set on acanthus leaves 
and flanked by a stag and a doe, as 
well as a pair of peacocks. The variety 
of compositions and the use of different 
materials, including glass, suggest that 
there existed different workshops. The 
workshop centred at Stobi is assumed to 
have influenced the mosaics in the apse 
of a chapel at Plaosnik in Ohrid, and in 
the monumental Episcopal Residence 
at Heraclea as well as a fountain of life 
mosaic in Edessa in northern Greece. 


