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Constructing Memory in Byzantine Architecture: Spolia as a Mnemonic Device

Summary:

This research, focusing on Byzantine Anatolia, investigates the role of spolia in constructing memory in Byzantine
architecture and how such memories affected interpretation of architecture by the Byzantine beholder. Using textual
and archaeological evidence, it re-interprets the role of spolia as a continuing source of stylistic inspiration, whereby
building techniques, materials, and traditions inherited from antiquity acquired new forms and meanings. It identifies
how the perception of architecture of memory and transcendence became imbued with new meanings and qualities,
how architecture constructed of spolia created or reinforced collective memory and how this was exploited by
patrons and builders to evoke and/or manipulate specific memories.

This research aims to investigate the role of spolia in constructing memory in Byzantine
architecture, with particular focus on Byzantine Anatolia, and how such memories affected
interpretation of architecture by the Byzantine beholder. The practice of spolia, i.e. the reuse of
building materials removed from earlier structures, expanded in close association with the spread
of Christianity, and became a distinctive feature of architecture, deliberately introducing a new
aesthetic taste of varietas (mowihia) in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages. The reuse of earlier
building materials, a practice almost inevitable given the economic conditions of the Late Roman
Empire, thus found its most explicit expression in association with Early Christianity; sharing
ideals of ‘unifying the old and the new’ and appropriating the classical traditions into ‘new forms
and meanings’.

The motivations underlying spolia and spoliation have long been debated, with the practice
acquiring both positive and negative connotations and extending into far-reaching multi-
disciplinary connections. Architectural recycling and maintaining a physical record of the city,
statement of civic pride, admiration for and revival of classical antiquity, desires for continuity
(or discontinuity) with the past, manifestation of political or religious propaganda, aesthetics and,
naturally, factors of practical expediency are frequently invoked as explanations for the practice
of spoliation and architectural reuse. In addition, spolia can be interpreted as an almost indelible
form of physical memory; practical mementos forming an historical thread linking phases and
eras along an historical timeline.

Using textual (e.g. legislative regulations, city encomia, Byzantine histories and chronographies)
and archaeological/architectural evidence, this research re-interprets the role of spolia as a
continuing source of stylistic inspiration to appropriate building techniques, materials, and
traditions inherited from antiquity into — and endowing them with — new forms and meanings. It
also seeks to identify the perception of architecture of memory and transcendence, imbued with
new meanings and qualities by the Byzantine viewer and understand how architecture
constructed of spolia could have created or reinforced collective memory. This investigation is
carried out in conjunction with an analysis of how the inherent power of spolia was exploited by
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patrons and builders in Late Antiquity and Byzantium to evoke or manipulate specific memories
in various contexts and settings.

The initial stages of this work, stemming from the author’s previous research on spolia and
spoliation in Byzantine Ankara, were presented at 71st Annual International Conference of the
Society of Architectural Historians (SAH) in Saint Paul, Minnesota (2018) in a thematic session
titled Constructing Memory in Ancient and Pre-Modern Architecture. The conceptual,
theoretical, and comparative framework for this draft is now being developed at the Italian
Academy with the support of the Weinberg Fellowship. Did spolia come solely from structures
already in ruins, or were some buildings deliberately dismantled to acquire construction materials
for either ideological or practical reasons? Were the processes of spoliation and architectural
reuse carried out under the directives of patrons and rulers? What aspects or contexts of Classical
Antiquity were selected to survive (through spoliation), and what was left behind? The upcoming
stages will involve an in-depth analysis of these issues through a series of selected case studies
from Byzantine Asia Minor (modern Turkey), focusing on key sites such as Ancyra (modern
Ankara), Constantinople (modern Istanbul), and Nicaea (modern Iznik), among others. Emphasis
is placed on the surviving examples of religious and defensive architecture, both often enlivened
with copious amounts of spolia, in association with the changing character of cities in the
Byzantine Middle Ages.

For instance, in the cases of both Ancyra and Nicaea — cities which re-emerged without major
interruption from the ruins and with the memory of their Classical past through the ‘Dark Ages’
into modern times — medieval builders, aspiring to build, or rebuild, a chain of defenses to reflect
both strength and aesthetics, appropriated building materials inherited from Antiquity. In the
process, they embellished and presented these materials with new forms and meanings in the
fortification walls; providing physical and visual access to, and protection for, their respective
cities. Of course, their apparent concern for appearance and aesthetics cannot necessarily be
interpreted as indicating an attempt to establish a connection with the past (Serin 2024, 23). Yet,
the citadel of Ankara emerges as a Mnemosyne upon which the fragmented communal memory
of the city was inscribed, intentionally or not, in physically recognizable components of the
Classical and Early Christian past (Serin 2014, 80).

Both historical sources and archaeological interpretation suggest a multiplicity of approaches
towards the practice of spoliation and architectural reuse. However, as the earlier stages of the
present research have also shown, quite apart from the practical or ideological motivations
engendering their use, spolia are material reminders of lost and irretrievable architectural settings
and can therefore be recognized as tangible and mnemonic devices for a better interpretation of
those lost settings; or, in other words, making those settings accessible and comprehensible to the
contemporary beholder. In the widely quoted words of Freeman Tilden ([1957] 1977, 8),
interpretation is ‘the revelation of a larger truth that lies behind any statement of fact. [The
interpreter] goes beyond the apparent to the real, beyond a truth to a more important truth’.
Interpretation also involves ‘a perceived gap between the known and the unknown’ and a desire
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to explore meaning (Shanks and Hodder 1995, 6-7). Seen in this perspective, architecture built of
spolia inevitably encapsulates a ‘dimension of time’, i.e. the viewer’s retrospective contemplation
on ‘historical time’ (fempo storico) to establish a tangible link between the past and the present,
or, in other words, to explore meaning. The processes of constructing memory and finding
meaning in the past, fostered by the use of disiecta membra from earlier buildings, also involve,
whether intentionally or not, the selection of the ‘context’ to fabricate a present from the
remnants of the past, the meaning of which, and of its products, largely depends on the viewer’s
perspective, and this applies particularly to spolia (Hansen 2003, 165, 170; Stenbro 2005, 74-75).

References

Hansen, Maria Fabricius. 2003. “‘Novelty in the Old and in the New’. Spolia, Time and
Transformation in Early Christian Architecture.” In The Enduring Instant. Time and the
Spectator in the Visual Arts, edited by Antoinette Roesler-Friedenthal and Johannes Nathan, 165-
76. Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag.

Serin, Ufuk. 2014. “Bizans Ankaras1 ve Kaybolan Bir Kiiltiir Mirast: ‘St. Clement’ Kilisesi
(Byzantine Ankara and its Lost Cultural Heritage: The Church of ‘St. Clement’).” METU Journal
of the Faculty of Architecture 31, no. 2: 65-92.

Serin, Ufuk. 2024. “The Byzantine ‘City’ in Asia Minor.” In Routledge Companion to the
Byzantine City: from Justinian to Mehmet I (ca. 500- ca.1500), edited by Nikos Bakirtzis and
Luca Zavagno, 139-71. London; New York: Routledge 2024.

Shanks, Michael, and Ian Hodder. 1995. “Processual, Post-processual and Interpretative
Archaeologies.” In Interpreting Archaeology: Finding Meaning in the Past, edited by lan Hodder
et al., 12-41. London; New York: Routledge.

Stenbro, Rikke. 2005. “Kunstwollen and Spolia. On the Methodological and Theoretical
Foundation of Spolia Research and the Positions Adopted towards It.” Analecta Romana Instituti
Danici, 59-76. Roma: "L'Erma" di Bretschneider.

Tilden, Freeman. (1957) 1977. Interpreting Our Heritage. Chapel Hill: The University of North
Carolina Press.

Selected Bibliography

Alchermes, Joseph. 1994. “Spolia in Roman Cities of the Late Empire: Legislative Rationales
and Architectural Reuse.” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 48: 167-78.

Brandi, Cesare. 1963. Teoria del Restauro. Roma: Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura.

Brenk, Beat. 1987. “Spolia from Constantine to Charlemagne: Aesthetics versus Ideology.”
Dumbarton Oaks Papers 41: 103-9.

Brilliant, Richard, and Dale Kinney, eds. 2011. Reuse Value. Spolia and Appropriation in Art and
Architecture from Constantine to Sherrie Levine. Surrey; Burlington, VT: Ashgate.

Frey, Jon M. 2016. Spolia in Fortifications and the Common Builder in Late Antiquity. Leiden,
Boston: Brill.



UFUK SERIN

Greenhalgh, Michael. 1999. “Spolia in Fortifications: Turkey, Syria and North Africa.” In
Ideologie e Practiche del Reimpiego nell’Alto Medioevo (XLVI Settimane di Studio del Centro
Italiano di Studi sull’Alto Medioevo, XLVI, 1998), 785-932. Spoleto: Centro Italiano di Studi
sull’Alto Medioevo.

Greenhalgh, Michael. 2009. Marble Past, Monumental Present. Building with Antiquities in the
Medieval Mediterranean. Leiden; Boston: Brill.

Jevti¢, Ivana, and Suzan Yalman, eds. 2018. Spolia Reincarnated. Afterlives of Objects,
Materials and Spaces in Anatolia from Antiquity to the Ottoman Era. Istanbul: ANAMED.

Jevti¢, Ivana, and Ingela Nilsson, eds. 2021. Spoliation as Translation: Medieval Worlds in the
Eastern Mediterranean. Turnhout: Brepols.

Kiilerich, Bente. 2021. “Spolia in Byzantine Art and Architecture.” In The Oxford Handbook of
Byzantine Art and Architecture, edited by Ellen C. Schwartz, 47-56. Oxford; New York: Oxford
University Press.

Kinney, Dale. 1995. “Rape or Restitution of the Past? Interpreting Spolia.” In The Art of
Interpreting, edited by Susan C. Scott, 53-68. University Park: Dept. of Art History,
Pennsylvania State University.

Kinney, Dale. 2006. “The Concept of Spolia.” In 4 Companion to Medieval Art: Romanesque
and Gothic in Northern Europe, edited by Conrad Rudolph, 233-52. Malden, MA; Oxford:
Blackwell.

Niewohner, Philip. 2019. “Byzantine Preservation of Ancient Monuments at Miletus in Caria.” In
Die Weltchronik des Johannes Malalas in Kontext spdtantiker Memorialkultur, edited by Jonas
Borsch et al. 191-216. Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag.

Pallis, Georgios. 2019. “The Second Life of Inscriptions in Late Antique and Byzantine Asia
Minor: Some Remarks on the Reuse of the Inscribed Material.” Gephyra 18: 59-76.

Papalexandrou, Amy. 2003. “Memory Tattered and Torn: Spolia in the Heartland of Byzantine
Hellenism.” In Archaeologies of Memory, edited by Ruth M. Van Dyke and Susan E. Alcock, 56-
80. Oxford; Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Saradi, Helen. 1995. “The Kallos of the Byzantine City: The Development of a Rhetorical Topos
and Historical Reality.” Gesta 34, no. 1: 37-56.

Saradi, Helen. 1997. “The Use of Ancient Spolia in Byzantine Monuments: The Archaeological
and Literary Evidence.” International Journal of the Classical Tradition 3, no. 4: 395-423.

Saradi, Helen. 2011. “The Antiquities in Constructing Byzantine Identity: Literary Tradition
versus Aesthetic Appreciation.” Hortus Artium Medievalium 17: 95-113.

Sitz, Anna M. 2019. “Beyond Spolia. A New Approach to Old Inscriptions in Late Antique
Anatolia.” American Journal of Archaeology 123, no. 4 (October): 643-74.

Sitz, Anna M. 2023. Pagan Inscriptions, Christian Viewers: The Afterlives of Temples and Their
Texts in the Late Antique Eastern Mediterranean. Oxford: Oxford University Press.



