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Reflective Report: Religion over time in Thessaloniki
“Archaeologists date the founding of Thessaloniki from 315BC, when Cassandros united 26 small settlements of the region around the core settlement of Therme, known since the sixth century BC”.[footnoteRef:1] Quote from Dimitriadis. [1:  Dimitradis, 1986:111. ] 

Before visiting Thessaloniki my expectations of the impact of religion upon the preservation of heritage sites had been that changes in religion would have affected the recovery of more ancient finds. I based this expectation from my research from the Meskell’s Nationalism under Fire, in which it explained that religion could play a role in damage to antiquities due to religious culture clashes.[footnoteRef:2] Multitudes of famed classical leaders appear at Therme. Herodotus recalls that “Xerxes had made camp and launched most of his campaign when he landed in Greece from Therma”.[footnoteRef:3] This displays the uniqueness of Thessaloniki as throughout its history it has had various different religions and ethnicities visiting and leaving parts of their religious heritage behind. Something I had not previously considered before visiting Thessaloniki. On reflection in ancient literary sources such as Herodotus, there is a strong association of Thermae and the later Thessaloniki with classical and Hellenistic figures such as King Phillip II.[footnoteRef:4] The Rotunda in the Galerius complex also stands as a reminder that different religions have used the religious buildings for advancing their own faith. [2:  Meskell, 1998:45-46.]  [3:  Her.Hist.7.124-127. ]  [4:  Dimitradis, 1986:111-112. ] 
Picture of the Rotunda at the Galerius Complex in Thessaloniki. Different religious influences are clearly visible on this building, Greco-Roman, Byzantine and Islamic. 
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https://en.unesco.org/ Date Accessed: 24/04/2018

[image: Related image]Across Thessaloniki the theme of religion and its importance is evident across multitudes of Hellenistic and Roman sites.  The preservation of the ancient history of Thessaloniki’s ancient sites, dated from 315BC-4th century AD.[footnoteRef:5] Has relied solely on the Eastern Roman Empire’s continued usage of the Roman sites with the Byzantine era of revival of these heritage sites. The main transitions between religions, these being Greco-Roman-Byzantine-Islamic. Are noticeable amongst sites such as the Agios Demetrios wherein the initial religious significance was Greco-Roman Paganism-early Christian era, changed into Byzantine Church. Agios Demetrios was originally built in the fifth century AD Mantopoulou-Panagiotopoulou stated that  “the instigation of Eparch Leontios after his miraculous healing by the saint and was extensively re-built in the 7th century AD after the catastrophic fire of 629-634 under the supervision of Bishop John of Thessalonika”.[footnoteRef:6] The elaborate mosaics depicting the saints as well as golden altars and cloister preserved the original Greco-Roman mosaics that survived defacement under Ottoman occupation. Religion in this instance had a positive impact on enabling modern day historians to view the cultural transitions Thessaloniki went through. The heritage preservation organisation UNESCO, also ensure when preserving a heritage site that its religious significance to the community surrounding is respected.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  Dimitradis, 1986:111. ]  [6:  Mantopoulou-Panagiotopoulou, 1996:240-241.]  [7:  Schnarr, 2015:2.] 

My expectation of the importance of the Greek Orthodox faith and the religious significance associated with churches such as the Agios Demetrios was that there would be less enthusiasm for these holy sites. My reason for believing this is because of the change of rule that Thessaloniki went through. Additionally I had read Ozbudun’s Mustafa Kemal Attaturk: Founder of a Nation.[footnoteRef:8] This promoted the idea that religion was not the main motive for liberation from the Ottoman Empire and that Attaturk himself pushed for secularism. Therefore based on my previous reading I thought that religion did not play a pivotal role in the 1st Balkan Wars for the Greeks of Thessaloniki. I also believed that the conversion of Byzantine Orthodox churches into mosques would have made the identification of Byzantine saints and reliquaries harder to observe, therefore fading from living memory.[footnoteRef:9] The subsequent fires coupled with the Great War and the Balkan Wars would have increased a more secular view of these sites, as the Young Turks and other nationalist organisations wished for more secularism in government, including fundamentally the New Greek state.[footnoteRef:10] Although after 1912 the Greek state had emerged from the conflict of the Balkan Wars, the Greek population had remained heavily orthodox.[footnoteRef:11] However what I quickly realised was that religion for many people in Thessaloniki religion was still heavily important, these churches are still considered sacred. People still use the churches that have survived the ages. Local inhabitants of Thessaloniki regard Agios Demetrios as one of the most important culturally and religiously.[footnoteRef:12] Over the course of the visit to Thessaloniki local inhabitants could be seen paying homage to these churches by kissing or praying in front of reliquaries, mosaics and images of the Saints. This enabled me to have a greater appreciation of how religion in Thessaloniki has enabled the survival of these heritage sites, and improve upon my previous understanding of the importance of Byzantine revival after Ottoman liberation. On reflection what I have learnt is that there is a multifaceted rich history surrounding religion across all of the Byzantine Churches. I saw that the people of Thessaloniki regarded these churches with a lot of pride, and served almost as reminders of liberation from the Ottoman Empire.  [8:  Ozbudun & Kazancigil, 1981:37-38.]  [9:  Museums and Archives online, 2018:3. ]  [10:  Qamaruddin, 1978:902.]  [11:  Zakythinos, 1976:88-89.]  [12:  Schnarr, 2015:1.] 

[image: Image result for people in agios dimitrios thessaloniki]Local people from Thessaloniki gather for a prayers and sermons at Agios Demetrios. Displaying how much respect Byzantine churches are given by the Greek Orthodox community in Thessaloniki. 
Image from: http://www.inthessaloniki.com/en/agios-dimitrios Accessed 24/04/2018.








Greek Orthodoxy still places a high value on Agios Demetrios and the Agia Sofia which has enabled archaeologists to recover a wealth of artefacts and buildings that piece together the vibrant history of Thessaloniki’s past. Local inhabitants can be seen paying homage to these churches kissing or praying in front of reliquaries, mosaics and images of the saints. I additionally learnt from reading Mantopoulou-Panagiotopoulou’s Monastery of Aghios Menas. I learnt that the liberation of Thessaloniki and the province of Macedonia as a whole from Ottoman Occupation, sparked a Byzantine Renaissance.[footnoteRef:13] Which then fuelled the Nationalist Greek separatists, to recover a Byzantine identity which was aided by the Greek Orthodox Church. Therefore on reflection religion had played a pivotal role in Thessaloniki’s history. However what I quickly realised was that religion for many people in Thessaloniki was still heavily important, these churches are still considered sacred. People still used the churches that have survived the ages. Local inhabitants of Thessaloniki regarding Agios Demetrios as one of the most important culturally.[footnoteRef:14] Therefore Greek Orthodoxy is still widely practised and heavily important to the population of Thessaloniki, religion has aided the recovery of the heritage sites in the city.  [13:  Mantopoulou-Panagiotopoulou. T, 1996:239-240.]  [14:  Schnarr, 2015:1.] 
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