THE ARCHITECTURAL PALIMPSEST: RESILIENCE THROUGH ADAPTATION

The Core Paradox

A building's capacity to survive long lifespans
is not the result of remaining immutable or
impervious to its surroundings.

Ideas & Values

Economic & Social Conditions The Mechanism of Survival

>

Physical durability requires active material
transformations over time to cope with
shifting demands and physical wear.

Historical Circumstances

>

The Architectural Palimpsest

This adaptability generates hybrid
structures—palimpsests—that remain ‘in
sync’ with their lifeworld, ensuring true
resilience rather than obsolescence.
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THE ARCHITECTURAL PALIMPSEST: TRANSLATING PALEOGRAPHIC REUSE

PALEOGRAPHY

e.g., Archimedes Palimpsest
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ARCHITECTURE
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preservation and reuse.
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THE CATHEDRAL OF SYRACUSE: STRATIFIED STRUCTURAL ACCUMULATION

The Cathedral of Syracuse physically expresses shifting eras through a continuous accumulation of structural interventions.

Doric hexastyle peripheral
temple (Athenaion) built;
fluting style suggests an
even earlier origin,
perhaps ~525 BC.

Assumed disuse of the
temple; mentioned by
Cicero and Livy.

Bishop Zosimo converts to
Greek Orthodox church.
Complex entanglement:
outer peripteros closed with
walls, inner cella walls
opened with large arches,
entrance orientation
flipped to the west,

Central nave walls are
raised to add windows;
rounded battlements added
to the north wall,
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Rebuilt following 1542 and
1693 earthquakes.
Theatrical fagade designed
by Andrea Palma (begun
1728).
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Paolo Orsi's restoration
project deliberately removes
post-Baroque additions to
reveal older layers.
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~500 BC Roman 7" Century 11th—12t Century 18t Century 1911
(Greek) (Byzantine) (Norman) (Spanish/Baroque) (Modern)
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ARCHITECTURAL INTERVENTIONS: MECHANISMS OF ADDITION & ERASURE

Successive architectural interventions involve not only physical additions but also potential deliberate erasures that reflect contemporary values.

ADDITION
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The Mechanism of Addition:
Layers are continuously added to
accommodate evolving political,
religious, and cultural needs in the
building’s lifeworld.
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Byzantine
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,- THE ARABIC VOID (9%-11" C.)

Syracuse fell to the Arab Aghlabids in 878. It is assumed the building was turned into a
mosque, but absolutely no certain physical traces remain. The conspicuous absence
of Muslim material cuiture raises questions: Did the subsequent Normans deliberately
suppress and erase these traces? This absence complicates our understanding and
challenges the assumption of an inclusive Siculo-Norman society.

The Mechanism of Erasure:

Erasure complicates the architectural
palimpsest, mirroring the successful
scraping of parchment where previous
content is completely removed.
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IMMATERIAL NARRATIVES: UNIFYING THE BUILDING’S PHYSICAL TRANSFORMATIONS

Immaterial narratives, such as legends of apostolic foundation and military victory, unify the building’s manifold physical transformations.

r The Unifying Thread a

A building cannot be a palimpsest in physical concept alone.
Immaterial connotations stitch contrasting physical layers together,
pulling disparate points on the timeline into an integral whole.

Byzantine
Arches

Christian Authority
A Byzantine document records the legend of
Marcian (envoy of St. Peter, ~40 AD), claiming
the church as the "first daughter of St. Peter.
This confers ongoing authority, identity, and
self-worth across all subsequent Christian eras.
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Greek/Byzantine Continuity
The original temple was inseparably linked
to King Gelon's 480 BC military victory at
Himera, maintaining local Greek identity
even centuries later under Byzantine rule.

Immaterial Layers




APPROACHING HYBRID BUILDINGS AS DIACHRONIC ARTIFACTS: REFRAMING
CONTRADICTORY ELEMENTS AS INTERCONNECTED PARTS OF DEVELOPMENT.

Approaching hybrid buildings as diachronic artifacts reframes contradictory stylistic elements as interconnected parts of a logical development.

THE STATIC IDEAL THE DIACHRONIC ARTIFACT

Modern historiography creates a misleading division between The palimpsest approach eliminates the concept of anachronism.
original design and post-construction conservation, idealizing an Each layer is constructed in its own time, and all layers contribute
immutable building. on an equal footing to the whole.

UNMEDIATED EVIDENCE & THE PARADIGM SHIFT

Unlike texts or two-dimensional images (which suffer information loss through translation), the architectural palimpsest directly presents
three-dimensional information about a building's continuous interaction with its lifeworld. We must stop viewing these structures as aesthetic
nightmares or mere stacks of layers, and value them as dynamic artifacts continually in the midst of a process.
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WHILE THE PALIMPSEST CONCEPT OFFERS A VALUABLE ANALYTICAL TOOL,
A COMPREHENSIVE ARCHITECTURAL THEORY REMAINS ELUSIVE AND
HISTORICAL GAPS PERSIST.

THEORETICAL LIMITS HISTORICAL OPEN QUESTIONS
1. There is currently no consistent system or 1. The Arab history of the Cathedral of
or comprehensive theory in architecture that Syracuse remains completely opaque. It is
covers the diachronic nature of the merely assumed it functioned as a mosque,
palimpsest. and it remains only a possibility that

Normans deliberately erased it.
2. Because each building possesses a unique

composition and narrative, creating universal | 2 |nterpretations of available historical data
patterns is difficult; analysis necessitates a must continually be reassessed based on
strict case-by-case approach. these material absences and gaps in the
il ———fabric of memory.

3. The exact meaning of the term ‘palimpsest’

In architecture remains evocative but elusive.




