Architectural resilience may rely on continuous material
adaptation rather than physical immutability.

Model A (The Immutable Ideal) Model B (The Resilient Reality)

Immutable Ideal Resilient Reality
Advanced since the Renaissance, placing Staying in sync with changing historical circumstances,
structures at risk of becoming obsolete. economic conditions, and social values.

The capacity to adjust to changing circumstances through material transformations is not at odds
with durability, but is in fact indispensable for architectural resilience.
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The original concept of the palimpsest describes a
layered manuscript driven by economic reuse.

Carrier Value: The intrinsic connotations of
value and luxury inherent to the material itself.

Immaterial Content: The transferred
meaning, ranging from literal text to symbolic

significance and rarity.

Material Recording: The visible or tangible
additions rendered in ink, chalk, or incisions
across two or more layers.

Physical Carrier: The sturdy, reusable surface.
In paleography, this is thick parchment that
allows for scraping and washing.

In paleography, the decisive reason for creating a palimpsest was often economic; the surface
was considered more valuable than the original writing on it.
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The Cathedral of Syracuse presents an opportunity to
view buildings explicitly as architectural palimpsests.

Byzantine
conversion:
Inserted walls and
added apsides

18th-century
Baroque facade

Original Doric
Greek Athenaion

Layering in a palimpsest is not a mere conceptual idea; it is the result of a physical
process that is visibly discernible and materially tangible. o



Successive historical eras generated overlapping
material alterations and immaterial legends that
complicate the building’s physical narrative.

Greek (ca. 500 BC) Arab (9th-11th Century) Spanish/Baroque (18th Century)
Physical: Hexastyle Athenaion built. Physical Gap: Assumed use as a Physical: Facade rebuilt after 1693
Immaterial: Inseparably connected to mosque with possible deliberate earthquake, reflecting Sicily's

the victory of King Gelon at Himera. erasure of material traces. architectural development.
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Byzantine (7th Century) Norman (11th-12th Century) Modern (1911)
Physical: Bishop Zosimo alters Physical: Raised central nave Physical: Post-Baroque layers
orientation, adds apsides, encloses walls and added battlements. removed by restorer Paolo Orsi,
columns. revealing contemporary
Immaterial: Legend of apostolic restoration values.

foundation by St. Peter's envoy, Marcian.
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Applying the palimpsest concept to architecture suggests
significant divergences from its paleographic origins.

Paleography Architecture

Carrier & Content

Distinct and separable
(Parchment vs. Ink).

Intertwined (The physical structure
functions as both carrier and
content).

Motivation

Primarily economic and
utilitarian.

Driven by ritual importance,
historical continuity, and changes in
the lifeworld.

Survival of Old

Often entirely accidental.

Often deliberate, seeking to
preserve the significance of the
older layer.

Intent for Past

Complete erasure of original
meaning is intended.

Accumulation and juxtaposition,
linking different eras to signal
cultural continuity.




Approaching the building as an integral whole suggests the
architectural palimpsest functions as a continuous diachronic artifact

The Layered Node

Baroque Era

Byzantine Era

Greek Era

The architectural palimpsest is not a representation; it is a chain of originals interconnected by their presence in the
same artifact. It stitches through time, pulling disparate points on the chronological timeline together until they meet.

Consequently, the visual friction between contradictory stylistic elements represents a relational issue, rather than an
aesthetic clash.
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While the palimpsest offers a powerful conceptual lens, architecture
currently lacks a consistent theory to address these diachronic expressions.

y

The Lack of Universal Patterns

The embodiment of time in
evolving palimpsests is not
governed by universal rules, but
by unique circumstances and
contemporary beliefs. This
uniqueness necessitates a
case-by-case approach.

The Ambiguity of Erasure

If a previous layer is completely
and successfully removed—as
may have occurred with the
Arab Friday mosque during the
Norman period—the absence of
traces complicates our
understanding of the building
as a palimpsest.

.

The Paradox of Restoration

Historical restorations often
destroyed newer layers to
reveal older ones, reflecting
time-bound ideas about
originality. Today, modern
technological advances mean
we no longer need to destroy
newer layers to uncover older
ones.

v

Ultimately, recognizing buildings as diachronic palimpsests acknowledges that their
adaptability does not harm their identity, but ensures their resilience.
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