Architectural palimpsests show
historicity and resilience
through material
transformations.

» Buildings generally have long lifespans, requiring
them to adjust to changing surroundings, economic
conditions, and physical wear and tear.

 The ability to adapt to changing circumstances is at
odds with the theoretical ideal of an immutable
building, but it is indispensable for architectural
resilience.

« Buildings that physically show these different
stages and layers of adaptation are characterized
as architectural palimpsests.
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The architectural palimpsest shares features with paleographic
manuscripts but relies on different motivations for preserving or
erasing older layers.

Paleography (e.g., Archimedes Palimpsest) | Architecture

Carrier & Material: Sturdy parchment; layers of | Carrier & Material: Building materials forming

ink, chalk, or incisions. physical ground plans, walls, and elevations.
Motivation for Erasure: Primarily economic. Motivation for Preservation: The significance of
The original text (scientific content) was the older layer is often part of the motivation
removed because the surface was considered for the preservation and reuse of the building.

more valuable for reuse (liturgical texts).

Survival of Past: The survival of the older textis | Survival of Past: Erasure is not always sought or
often entirely accidental. realized; older material traces are intentionally
maintained due to historical or ritual importance.
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The Cathedral of Syracuse illustrates an evolving architectural
palimpsest through centuries of distinct physical adaptations.

N

¢. 500 BC 7th Century: 11th & 12th Century: 18th Century: 1911:
The Greek Temple. The Byzantine Church. Norman Additions. = Baroque Rebuilding. = Modern Restoration.
Built as a Doric Outer peripteros Walls of the central Following earthquakes, Post-Baroque layers
hexastyle peripteral closed with walls, Walls of the central the facade was deliberately
temple (Athenaion). cella opened with ~ nave raised; rounded rebuilt reflecting removed to reveal
arches, entrance battlements added to contemporary older ones,
shifted west. the outer northern  Sicilian architectural  reflecting modern

wall. development. views on originality.
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Material traces may be deliberately erased or suppressed by
subsequent cultures, creating physical and historical gaps in the
palimpsest.

The Gap in Material and Memory
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Arab Aghlabids & Fatimids Norman Rulers (11th Century):

(Post-878): It is assumed the Researchers hypothesize that

building was turned into a subsequent rulers deliberately

mosque. However, no certain suppressed and erased any

material traces or documentary | | material traces (such as a

indications remain. potential minaret or decorations)
of the Arab presence.

» Modern Removals: The 1911 restoration also serves as a form of erasure, where newer layers were destroyed
by modern architects to uncover underlying ones, showing that removal reflects contemporary values.
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Immaterial narratives and legends stitch together the diverse physical
layers of a building into an integral whole.

Legend of Gelon's 480 BC
victory at Himera

Legend of apostolic foundation
by St. Peter's envoy, c. 40 AD

Physical Layer: Physical Layer:
Greek / Byzantine Successive Christian

These legends do not form part of the physical stone, but they act as unifying factors.
They pull points on the chronological timeline together, conferring authority, identity, and
a sense of self-worth upon the church across radically different physical eras.
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Layered buildings function as diachronic artifacts rather than mere
aesthetic clashes of anachronistic styles.

View 1: The Rejected Model
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The Aesthetic Clash

A static object seen as a stylistic
hodgepodge or temporal disruption.

View 2: The Diachronic Artifact
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The Continuous Chain
A dynamic artifact where each layer is a
legitimate original constructed in its own time.

The architectural palimpsest is not a representation; it presents itself directly in three dimensions.
Visual contrast between layers is a relational issue, not an anachronism. The building remains in constant
interaction with the lifeworld, continually reflecting changing political, religious, and cultural needs.
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Developing a comprehensive theory of architectural palimpsests remains
challenging because every building contains a uniquely unfolding narrative.

No Universal Theory Friction of Views Art vs. Practicality

The unique composition of The significance and reading While art and architecture

each palimpsest demands a of layers are heavily skewed share similarities, buildings

case-by-case approach, by time-bound, are governed by differing

making a comprehensive contemporary views on paradigms and strict

architectural theory elusive. conservation (e.g., debateson  practical demands.
restoring medieval vs. Adaptability is their
classical forms). preconditional nature.

Final Takeaway: Rather than mere witnesses, these diachronic buildings are
material evidence of the continuous interaction between the world and the
built environment, ensuring their ultimate resilience.



