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Monumentality: from real constructions to their cultural understanding



Since Late Antiquity, the architecture of Roman and Byzantine cities was characterized by a distinct grandeur, expressed in built spaces populated with large-scale structures and massive use of precious and durable materials. Across the Empire, this phenomenon continued in diverse and sometimes more nuanced forms, reflecting broader developments in architecture and building practices throughout the history of Byzantium. Considering buildings both as individual entities and as components of the broader urban fabric, such grandeur can undoubtedly be conceptualized as monumentality.
Yet several questions arise. Was monumentality an intentional feature of Byzantine architecture — and of Byzantine cities more broadly? Or is our contemporary perception of Byzantine architecture as inherently monumental a largely modern construct, shaped by the interpretive frameworks and aesthetic expectations of scholars? Moreover, can an entire city itself be regarded as monumental?
This paper examines the concept of Byzantine monumentality by considering buildings and urban spaces that had a long-lasting impact on the formation of Byzantine — and even contemporary — built environments. These constructions also generated cultural frameworks of understanding that, as this paper will argue, may not have been typical of Byzantine sensibilities but nevertheless came to weigh heavily on architectural perception — on the “Byzantine eye,” so to speak. Beginning with the Byzantine city, the paper then turns to buildings and even micro-architectures, in order to reassess a central concept that centuries of scholarship have applied to Byzantine architecture: its widely accepted monumentality.
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