
Like the “short papers” at the Oxford Patristics Conference, I plan to limit my remarks 

today to 15 minutes. I will present the main contours of my ideas, and whoever wants to dig 

deeper may see the full paper with footnotes on my website: bryanlitfin.com, forward slash, 

Academics, in the Scholarly Work section. This should preserve some time for discussion, since 

I’d like to hear from the experts in the room about the two presentations today. 

Everyone agrees that the basilica whose ruins lie under Lake Iznik dates to the late fourth 

or early fifth century.1 I suggest that Emperor Theodosius’s support for Nicene orthodoxy after 

his Cunctos Populos edict of 380 would have been the perfect time to endow the construction of 

a memorial basilica in Nicaea. Or, if the emperor wasn’t a direct patron, some local Christian 

philanthropist who understood the way the winds were blowing could have been responsible. In 

any case, a late fourth-century date for the Underwater Basilica makes a lot of sense. 

But the question that has interested scholars is, “What was there before?” Perhaps that is 

always an object of archaeological curiosity, but it becomes especially relevant when we 

reframe the questions as, “What was there, on that spot, in the summer of AD 325?” In other 

words, do the recently-discovered ruins in the lake mark a site that could have hosted Nicene 

council sessions? 

Two theories have been offered about what was there before: a pagan temple of Apollo, 

or a pre-existing wooden church. Today, I will dispute each of those theories, then offer an 

alternative suggestion for what might have occupied the land where the ruins now poke through 

the waters of Lake Iznik. 



Turkish professor Mustafa Şahin has proposed the Apollo Temple theory. For example, a 

PBS special which aired in October 2023 featured a segment in which he traveled to Oxford and 

met with Professor Dominik Maschek, whose 3D computer modeling showed the basilica 

superimposed onto the form of a smaller pagan temple.2 Dr. Şahin considers it to have been an 

Apollo temple because we have evidence that in the second century, Emperor Commodus 

ordered the construction of a temple to this god somewhere outside the city walls at Nicaea. 

However, the only source for this is an eighth-century Byzantine text which might not have 

been an accurate record.3

I wondered if the Apollo Temple theory was tenuous in Dr. Şahin’s mind, possibly 

overturned by the absence of actual temple foundations being discovered at the excavation site. 

Broken pieces of decorative marble do not prove that a temple once stood there, since spolia 

from elsewhere could have been used. But when Dr. Şahin graciously traveled to Iznik and met 

with a group of my students last May, he continued to advance this theory with conviction. He 

spoke about Constantine’s supposed sun worship as a reason to believe in a connection to a 

solar deity like Apollo.4 

Dr. Fairchild, on the other hand, does not believe this theory is correct. I am inclined to 

agree. The subject of temple conversions into churches in Asia Minor has been well covered by 

a series of scholars, all of whom agree that reuse as a church was a haphazard process that was 

by no means the normal fate for a defunct pagan temple.5 Certainly, a “direct conversion” in 

which a temple with its fabric intact begins to serve as a church, as pictured in the Oxford 

professor’s 3D modeling, wasn’t happening until the late fifth century at the earliest.6 



Admittedly, some “indirect conversions” were beginning to occur at the time the 

Underwater Basilica was erected. An “indirect conversion” refers to EITHER the construction 

of a church inside the temenos or sacred precinct of a temple, OR the demolition of the temple 

and reuse of its elements elsewhere for a new church. But these are not what Dr. Şahin is 

proposing. He thinks an Apollo temple stood on the spot where the church went up. He told me 

during our visit that certain wooden pieces discovered at the site were probably storerooms 

adjacent to the temple. But as I have just said, a “direct conversion” like this would be too early 

for this building by multiple decades. 

Furthermore, direct conversions were always large, civic churches near the population 

centers. The Temple of Aphrodite at Aphrodisias is a major example, as is the Red Hall at 

Pergamon and the Artemision at Ephesus. The purpose of the conversion was partly practical: to 

provide easily accessible worship space to a growing urban congregation. No doubt there were 

also propaganda motives as Christianity displayed its victory over paganism by appropriating its 

monumental architecture. But this doesn’t fit with the idea that a small, extra-mural temple of 

Apollo would be turned into a martyrion for commemorative devotion to a saint.7 As far as I 

know, there are no examples of temple conversions into churches of this kind, whether in Asia 

Minor or anywhere else. A Christian necropolis would not be intentionally installed into the 

contaminated ground of a demonic pagan temple. And apart from the theological aversion to 

this, there’s no in-ground evidence of that happening. Two separate Turkish teams who were 

investigating the seismic causes of the basilica’s destruction reported that the building was 

constructed directly upon virgin beach-rock, with no intervening foundation discovered.8 The 

Apollo Temple theory appears to have fatal flaws. 



This brings us to the Wooden Church theory: that a wooden basilica existed on the site, 

but because of its transient construction material, no evidence of it remains. The theory is 

intriguing to Christian believers because the existence of a building in 325 would have provided 

roofed space for the Nicene council sessions to meet. The Underwater Basilica would be “where 

it all happened.”9 But I discount this theory for the following four reasons, which I will state 

succinctly before suggesting an alternative for what might have stood on the site. 

First: the politics of the Tetrarchy in the years immediately prior to 325 would not have 

allowed the building of a new church. The Edict of Milan in 313 wasn’t the overnight 

deliverance it is sometimes made out to be.10 Though Constantine and Licinius played nice for 

the wedding at Milan, the new brothers-in-law were soon back to their fighting—and Licinius 

resumed persecuting Christians in his territories, which included Asia Minor.11 There was no 

“peace of the church” for the citizens of Nicaea until 324. One Asian bishop, Paul of 

Neocaesarea, famously showed up at the council with maimed hands because of the “frantic 

rage of Licinius.”12 The emperor decreed that all Christians had to meet outside the city walls in 

the open air. How could the Christian community of Nicaea, only 36 miles from Licinius’s 

capital of Nicomedia, be actively building a suburban church while their fellow believers across 

the eastern empire were being persecuted? It was politically impossible. No church could have 

been built at the Underwater Basilica site in time for the council. 

Second: what in the world is a “wooden basilica”? Basilicas, whether secular or 

Christian, were always built of brick and stonework. They could use timber of course, mainly 

for roofs, along with doors, galleries, and furniture. But their walls and foundations were made 

of masonry that would have left remains. One searches in vain for any examples of entirely 



wooden churches in Richard Krautheimer’s exhaustive and still-authoritative catalog of early 

Byzantine architecture. He notes that upon the high plateau of Asia Minor, churches were 

normally constructed of local stone. “All were vaulted throughout,” he says, “wood being 

forever unobtainable.”13 He even mentions a quote from Gregory of Nyssa, who explained the 

extensive use of stone vaulting for roofs in Asia Minor with the remark, “Since in our part of 

the world we have no timber, we will have to vault the octagonal chapel.”14 Another expert on 

churches in Turkey corroborates this when he remarks, “Local limestone is almost invariably 

the chosen building material.”15 I can’t wrap my mind around the idea of an entirely wooden 

church at Nicaea. 

Third: a small, extra-mural martyrion would not have been a grand enough location for 

the emperor’s council. From the outset, this event was envisioned as μεγάλη or “magnificent.”16 

Because Nicaea had an imperial mint that served the capital of Nicomedia, it would have had a 

palace complex that included reception halls and a royal residence. Eusebius’s account of the 

Nicene council depicts its venue as grandiose.17 Wearing full regalia, the emperor opened the 

proceedings “in the very innermost hall of the palace, which appeared to exceed the rest in 

size.”18 Clearly, there were other rooms in the complex, one of which was a probably a 

rotunda.19 But when a gathering of all the attendees was required, only the largest rectangular 

audience hall with tiers running along its sides would suffice.20 No building outside the palace 

complex was mentioned, much less outside the city walls. The grand nature of this council fits 

with the one held at Arles in 314, which set the pattern for what would happen at Nicaea.21 That 

imperial capital in Gaul had an impressive government complex,22 so it’s hard to imagine the 

Nicene mega-council, which was far more important, being relegated to a suburban chapel. 



And this brings me to my fourth point, which is that modern scholars who have looked 

into this matter agree that the council was held in the imperial palace inside the walls. In 

addition to figures such as Professor Şahin or Cyril Mango of Harvard University, archaeologist 

Ine Jacobs states emphatically in her recent chapter in the Cambridge Companion to the 

Council of Nicaea that “there is no indication at all that the city at the time of the council 

already possessed a church building . . . it has become clear that the Nicene council had no 

direct relation to contemporary church architecture . . . The simplest explanation for 

Constantine’s decision to convene the council in the palace is that there were no public churches 

in Nicaea at the time, or at least none that were suited to accommodate a party of several 

hundred.”23 

If for these four reasons24 a wooden church was unlikely to have been built at Nicaea, nor 

was an Apollo temple likely, does that mean nothing occupied the lakeside spot until the basilica 

went up in the time of Theodosius? Not necessarily. We know the place was a Christian 

necropolis, probably centered on the relics of a martyr whom we can call St. Neophytos for lack 

of a better attribution.25 The other nearby graves, then, are probably burials ad sanctos. It isn’t 

hard to imagine that such a place would have been incorporated into the cult of the saints in the 

aftermath of the Great Persecution.26 Perhaps the locals would have put up a wooden pergola or 

arbor of some kind, which was used for suburban funeral banquets in the presence of the saint’s 

relics. This spot was easily accessible to the civic population through the southwestern gate of 

the city, not to mention being a lovely waterfront location that Christians would have enjoyed 

visiting. 



Such a facility is exactly what we find at the catacomb of Saint Sebastian on the Via Appia 

outside of Rome, where the relics of Peter and Paul supposedly resided for a time. This so-called 

Memoria Apostolorum contained a triclia, which is an alternate form of the Latin word trichila, 

which means an arbor, bower, or shady trellis for vines. Refrigerium meals were enjoyed at this 

site, with a nearby well providing water. Many graffiti petitioning Peter and Paul can still be seen 

carved into the walls of this structure. 

Although masonry remains mark out that location today, perhaps we could postulate that 

an all-wooden affair once stood over the grave of Neophytos, providing the lowermost earthen 

floor that was found below the existing walls of the Underwater Basilica.27 Two small areas 

flanking the main apse, the diaconicon and the prothesis, were found to have been floored with 

terracotta tiles.28 Although Professor Şahin considers the tiles to be related to holy graves, 

perhaps this could have been instead the floor of a small, outdoor dining facility under a 

wooden arbor, maybe the area where a mensa once stood.  

We have known since Peter Brown’s seminal work that there was a robust cult of the 

saints in late antiquity.29 Dr. Fairchild’s forthcoming book, which builds upon the work of 

William Tabbernee regarding Montanist inscriptions, has demonstrated frequent and widespread 

funerary concerns in Asia Minor.30 Grave veneration and the erection of martyrion churches had 

been happening since the early second century, as attested by the tomb of Philip the Evangelist 

in Hierapolis.31 Many martyrion churches were also built in Cilicia and Isauria.32 Surely the 

Christians at Nicaea would have wanted to commune with their own saint as well. 

In sum, if the Apollo Temple and Wooden Church theories are found wanting, the 

Funerary Cult theory could help solve the riddle. If there were a designated place for memorial 



meals at Nicaea, we could certainly imagine some of the council fathers worshiping or feasting 

there during the summer of 325. But to suggest that there was a complete “church” made out of 

wood, and that it was used for significant council proceedings or theological debate, seems like 

a stretch. The Underwater Basilica most likely marks the site of martyr veneration, not conciliar 

deliberation. 
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the painters’ goal. For interpretation of this artwork, see Wilhelmus Johan Georg Albert Veth, “The Frescoes of the Ecumenical 
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burned. “This powerful iconography for articulating the superiority of a monarch over theological disputes that a general Church 

Council was to affirm was considerably modified after the conclusion of the Council of Trent in 1563, aiming specifically at providing 
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