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THE CATALOGUE OF WALLS:  

A COLLECTIVE MEMORY OF THE EUROPEANS
1
 

 
 
Abstract: Why do the citizens of Europe build walls? What is so solid in a wall to endow it 

with the power of division? The Berlin Wall is just one example of the enactment of political 

power. This paper is an attempt to catalog the most prominent walls, including The Long 

Walls (450-404 B.C.) from Athens to Piraeus, the Walls of Servious (378 B. C.), the Wall of 

Hadrian (121 A.D.), the Walls of Antonius (282 A.D), The Wall of Constantine (324 A.D.), 

the Wall of Theodosius II (408 A.D.), the Wall of the Warsaw ghetto (1941), and the Berlin 

Wall (1961-1989). Together they make up a broad horizon of barriers, differences, ethnicity and 

economic embargo, they comment on a historical condition such as the Cold War, and finally 

they prefigure a new world order. The aim of the paper is to outline some of the quantitative and 

qualitative characteristics of the walls. I will then explore them as forms of division based largely 

on religion and economy. Lastly, I will give special attention to the Berlin Wall. 
 

Keywords: walls, citizens, culture, society, collective memory, exclusion, Berlin Wall. 

 
  
Walls are a temporary solution, similar to temporary autonomous zones. 

What is the prize in the game played by the people on both sides? Walls 

create dichotomies as structural operators for the deduction of rules. These 

rules are unwillingly obeyed by the societies contained within the walls. 

  

Our behavior is an index of those no longer existing walls. They have arisen 

in us because we had so long construed the barbarians, pagans, or other 

civilizations as opponents. Despite the disappearance of the material walls, 

we continue to treat others as such, and we have lost the ability to mediate 

                                                 
1  Paper  from  the  Conference  “Current Issues in European Cultural Studies”,  organised by 

the Advanced CulturalStudies Institute of Sweden (ACSIS) in Norrköping 15-17 June 

2011. Conference Proceedings published byLinköping University Electronic Press: http:// 

www.ep.liu.se/ecp_home/index.en.aspx?issue=062. © The Author. 
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with the opposite side. Is it possible to reach beyond the other side of the 

wall? 
  

It is commonly agreed that the fall of the Berlin Wall marked the end of the 

Cold War
2
. After the fall of the Wall, one system has dominated the other; 

there is no expectation of a revival of Socialism or Communism. Because of 

the different hierarchy of values and other social relations, it is not possible to 

turn back history to the period before 1989. If we wish to go back to the other 

side of the Wall, the only way is through memory. It is collective memory 

that preserves all barriers and their removals. 

 

Name 
Time of 

construction 
Location 

Length, 

width, height 
Aim 

Material and  

architecture 

The Long 

Walls 

Built in 5th 

century BC  

by inspiration 

of Kimon 

during the 

reign of 

Pericles, and 

rebuilt after 

the Pelopon-

nesian War 

(404 BC)  by 

Komon in 

394-391 BC; 

Ultimately 

destroyed by 

Sulla, Roman 

commander, 

in 86 BC 

From Athens  

to Piraeus and 

Faleron 

L ~ 3km Protection of 

trade, 

especially of 

exchange 

between the 

city and the 

Aegean Sea 

stones 

The Servian 

Walls 

(misnamed    

if the date of 

completion is 

correct) 

After 

invasion of 

the Gauls in 

390 BC 

Around Rome L  – 11 km; 

W – 3.5 m; 

H  – 7 m; 

Protection 

against the 

Gauls 

(tribal people) 

and 

barbarians 

stones 

The Wall      

of Hadrian 

(76 – 138 

AD) 

From 121 to 

129 AD 

Northern 

Britain, from 

Bowness 

village to 

Wallsend 

L  – 117 km; 

W – 3 m; 

H  – 5.6 m; 

Against Picts, 

the 

indigenous 

people of 

Scotland 

Stones, turf, 

towers every 

500 m and 19 

forts every 

1.5 km 

                                                 
2      E. Wright (ed.), A dictionary of world history, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2007. 
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Name 
Time of 

construction 
Location 

Length, 

width, height 
Aim 

Material and  

architecture 

The Wall of 

Antonius (86 

– 161 AD) 

Construction 

began in 142 

AD  

160 km north 

of the 

Hadrian Wall 

L  – 58 km; 

W – 4.5 m; 

H  – 3 m; 

Same as 

above 

Additional 

moat 4 m  

wide and     

12 m deep 

with forts 

every 3 km 

The Wall of  

Constantine 

324 AC 

started 

Around 

Constant-

inople 

L – 2.8 km; 

 

 

  

The Wall of 

Theodosius II 

(408-450AD) 

During the 

reign of 

Theodosius 

1.5 km north  

of the Wall of 

Constantine 

L  – 3 km; 

H – 7.5 m; 

ditch – 18 m 

second wall – 

12 – 18 m 

 

Against 

barbarians 

(Slavs, Avars 

and Persians), 

Christians 

(crusades) 

and 

Arabs 

(Muslims); 

Towers and 

keeps, gates 

The Wall of 

the Warsaw 

Ghetto 

1940-1943 Around 2.4 

square kilo-

meters in 

Warsaw 

L – 3.5 km Extermina-

tion; robbery; 

eugenics; 

Two interior 

gates and two 

exterior gates 

Berlin Wall 1961-1989 Around West  

Berlin, in the 

former  

German 

Democratic 

Republic 

L – 156 km; Against 

migration, 

emigration, 

political and 

economic 

differences 

Concrete, 

wire fences, 

gravel, 

landmines, 

towers, gates  

 

Table 1. Catalog of walls in Europe 

 

  

The table catalogs the eight most important walls in Europe. We can shorten 

this list by treating two pairs of walls as single elements. The wall of Hadrian 

and the wall of Antonius may be treated as one Roman investment which    

we can call British Walls. Similarly, in the case of the walls of Constantine 

and of Theodosius we can use one term: The Walls of Constantinople (or 

Byzantine Walls). The catalog allows us to compare these different manifest-

ations of European strategies, economies, religions, and idiosyncrasies. None 

of these walls still exists. All were temporary structures, but their impact on 

European cultural evolution is important, and it is crucial that those changes 
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are irreversible and decisive. Looking back to the origin of Europe, we are 

not able to repeat or turn back any of the evolutionary choices. This is similar 

to the workings of natural selection
3
 and the life of a particular organism: 

adaptation is a process of selection over time. Altogether the walls are an 

embodiment of the ‘purification’ of Europe. 

  

Today, because of the renewed interest in our origins, we can observe             

a tendency for re-tribalisation, which is a process of negotiation with older 

forms of religion and economic development. It is as if we wished a tree to 

grow back again across time. When we read about the neo-pagans or enteo-

genic religion, we expect that some archaic elements would be restored in      

a contemporary context. 

  

In biology and physics, most processes are irreversible because of entropy, 

but culture is different: here reversing natural selection is partially possible. 

In nature we are not able to revive dinosaurs, but in culture we can pray to the 

oldest Gods. Cultural reversal, like reverse engineering, is part of a whole.     

It is a space for the negotiation of borders, peripheries and the remembrance 

of ‘the others’ who were precluded, excluded, and/or even traumatically 

forgotten. In culture the restitution of what had been lost is partially possible. 

Where can we find a proper measure of this partiality? I have no doubt that 

the reverse engineering of cultural evolution is potentially enriching. How-

ever, the margins, peripheries, oddities, the precluded and excluded others 

can survive only as a minority.  

  

This minority can be contrasted not with the majority, but with two other 

conflicting minorities; ultra-modernism and postmodernism. Contemporary 

culture has no majority and at the highest level of analysis there are three 

competitive minorities, one of which aims to represent the peripheries – the 

oldest part of cultural evolution. Here is our chance to negotiate with the 

archaic religion, ritual, economy, exchange and some elements of politics. 

  

Walls continue to restrict us despite their disappearance. They are inscribed 

into our past. Looking at the chronology of the walls in the table, we can see 

three fundamental breaks. This shows the cyclical nature of history, with each 

cycle a turn in the conscience of man. I believe this observation gives us       

an opportunity to think about human memetic memory. Memes are essential 

in in human activity, such as games, communication acts, etc. We enact    

them every day because we inherit memory; the collective memory of the 

                                                 
3     R. Dawkins, The Selfish Gene, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1989. 



THE CATALOGUE OF WALLS...                              143 

 

   

Europeans has been sustained during the process of our evolution from 

animal to human, from animal to a rational being, a homo symbolicus. 

Memetic memory thus preserves the memes from our history of being 

human. Some of the memes have become extinct, but new ones are being 

constantly created. Memetics – the study of memes – is trying to discredit as 

malicious such memes as religion; malicious or not, however, such memes 

give us the strength to overcome the rigor of the strict rules of division.  

 

The great walls of Greece prevented contacts with other republics of the 

Mediterranean. Plato’s dialogues record the memory of philosophers strolling 

near the Greek walls. During the stroll, they talk about the political system 

envisioned by Plato. The discuss the theory of being, of the soul, and of 

politics. Although Plato has been a well-known philosopher since ancient 

times, there are many forgotten and uncompleted works of philosophers out-

side the Long Walls. On one side were the Athenian Academia and the 

Lyceum, and on the other the Parmenidians and Heraklitians of Colon and 

Miletus. There were also the colonies of Cyrenaica and Abdera with their 

own schools of philosophers
4
 (Reale, 1994). Altogether, the schools outside 

Athens are inscribed into what is thrown back, lost in the unconscious. 

Aristotle speeded up this process when he started to clarify the notion of 

substance, and the walls around Greece are what we can call our past horizon 

of events. However, in the case of Greece there was a strong current of trade, 

between the islands integrated on the basis of common mythology. The walls 

from Athens to Falenor facilitated investment, which is the basis of Western 

European civilization. Wealth began to be accumulated and inherited. 

  

The Servian Walls are the first example of fortification against the barbarians. 

It was not an expensive undertaking, because the Romans used slaves to build 

them. When we compare this structure with the walls of the young cities in 

Creta such as Cortina, we see the difference of width and the similarity of 

fear of ‘the others’ who are dangerous and destructive. While in the past 

humans saw other humans as ‘the others’, in postmodernity all humankind is 

constructed as indivisible, interconnected, imploded. There are no new large-

scale barriers such as e.g. the Chinese Wall. People of all kinds are in 

communication via the Internet, through travel, migration and by other 

means, creating an international global net of information, energy and human 

resources. 
  

                                                 
4   G. Reale, Historia filozofii starożytnej, t. 1: Od początków do Sokratesa, transl. E.I. Zieliń-

ski, Redakcja Wydawnictw Uniwersytetu Lubelskiego, Lublin 1994. 
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For the remainder of this paper I will discuss the following points: 

1. Collective memory functions analogous to genetic memory. 

2. The Europeans have inherited patterns of behaviors resulting from 

adaptation and exclusions. 

3. Walls represent exclusions, especially of the barbarians – people of 

different ethnicity, religion, and economic or political systems (pagans, 

Jews, Moslems, Communists, Socialists, etc). 

4. The evolution of culture is through division, separation, improvement and 

selection, which irreversibly narrows down the number of possibilities. 

5. Exclusions leave traces in the collective unconscious. 

 

We can make the collective unconscious visible and open through the 

restoration of our memory of exclusions. As can be seen from my table of 

walls, the first wall at Greece was erected against the Spartans construed as 

the others, in a competitive colonialist endeavor throughout the Mediterranean. 

The establishment of Athens’ domination was strengthened by Patroclus’s 

military occupation and the defense against other settlements such as 

Phoenicia and other Greek cities. 

  

The Greeks and Phoenicians spread throughout the Mediterranean with the 

Greeks to the north with the exception of Cyrenaica in eastern Libya and 

Naukratis near Giza. The Phoenicians expanded to the south around the sea 

with the exception of the Balearic Islands, Sardinia, western Sicily, and 

Malta. The Greeks had much more autonomous, separated lands located in 

many cases at the estuary of a river. The location and the size of the colonies 

on the Black Sea show us clearly that the Greek expansion had its own 

motivation and logic. The new polis infrastructure in many cases served the 

purpose of storing and supplying food resources. This was certainly the case 

of Athens, but Greek expansion was dictated by the diminishing of local 

resources and in consequence the city lost its autonomy. In a sense we see 

here how the polis lost its ability to be a polis. Another factor important for 

understanding the Greek migration is their skill of sailing and navigation. We 

can say that this practical knowledge enabled them to manage the wars 

against Persia. Even with their navigation skills and their naval domination, 

there was a risk of being assimilated or exterminated in isolation. 

  

The Greek domination was the result of Athens’ temporary victory over the 

other colonies in the Peloponnesian War, which shows how diminishing 

territory pushes its inhabitants to fight in bipolar trade wars. We can see how 

European trade was not established through a complete occupation of             

a territory, but through the division of the occupied lands. Persia was ideo-
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logically different from all its surrounding countries, but the Europeans used 

assimilation and manipulated division in relation to others. The Greeks’ 

system of economy and culture made them feel strong and they developed 

tolerance. The polyphony of the colonies gave them the power of assimilation 

and introduced diversity in religion, philosophy and the arts. For evidence we 

can consider the Ionian and Doric origins of two different orders of building, 

especially in the sacral and devotional functions. Abdera, Cyrenaica, Croton, 

Sinope – all contributed to the plurality of Greek philosophy, though only 

Plato and Aristotle were chosen to be translated into Latin.   
  

The Athenian walls were copied by Rome, mainly due to the rising tensions 

elsewhere in the Roman empire. We need to remember that the Romans did 

assimilate Greek philosophy, education, politics, art and culture, but mainly 

due to the demand for fashionable vase design. They perceived Greece as 

divided into Sparta and Athens and further contrasted with the other colonies 

of the Western Mediterranean. This became a complex re-writing of history 

and the first representation of events before Christianity. 
  

The Roman walls are better known than their original. The walls which we 

can find in Rome today come from two sources and were built at two 

different periods of time – the fourth century B.C. and the third century A.D. 

The former period embraced the establishment of the Roman republic and the 

time when the Roman Empire expanded far into Europe, Africa and Asia. 

The second period began with Rome’s conflict with the tribes who lived near 

the rivers Elbe, Rhine and the Danube and eventually moved the border 

further with Hadrian’s Wall in Britain. However, there were many lands 

which had not been conquered. Poland and Sweden were still not discovered. 

Aurelius was defeated in Dacia
5
 and was forced to retreat.   

 

Every city that can be found on the map of the Roman territories had its walls 

which defended it, guaranteeing the freedom of its inhabitants. The separa-

tion from the other inhabited lands became semantically evident in the 

adjective ‘barbarian’ (Lat. barbaria = ‘foreign country’) This word can be 

found in the writings of Aristotle and Plato, where they discuss the politics of 

governing. In the second period of Roman wall construction during the rule 

of Aurelian, the walls were intended as anti-barbarian; this can be seen as       

a symbol of the decay of the Roman Empire. The walls of Constantinople 

were constructed to defend Roman Christianity. The original walls had 

existed since Greek colonization, until Constantine moved his capital from 

Rome to the East.  

                                                 
5      A. Krawczuk, Poczet cesarzy rzymskich, Iskry, Warszawa 1991. 
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After the relocation of the capital, Constantine and after him Theodosius and 

Justine ruled over the territories in North Africa, Palestine, Syria and Turkey. 

This rule could not last forever and the main factor in the process of the 

demise of Constantinople was the schism within the Church. With the two 

Churches in theological quarrel, this enabled the crusaders to organize and to 

conquer the Eastern capital. 

 

In the eighth century A.D., the fourth Crusade came to Constantinople and 

temporarily defeated the Orthodox Church, but shortly after that, Con-

stantinople was restored. This period saw an abundance of art, such as icono-

stases. The politics of Constantine is admired because after the siege of 

Odoacer and Valeric he started to promote his faith rather than military 

service. It is interesting why the leaders of the barbarians easily changed their 

customs, habits and beliefs. We are not so naive to believe that they converted 

because of miracles and clairvoyance. They knew clearly that religion would 

be a great instrument to safeguard their power. 

 

Sacred power is more powerful than civil law. Sacred power is the law which 

can both sin and absolve sins. It is obvious that monotheism is a strong and 

conditional factor in medieval politics. The East and West of the post-Roman 

Empire resulted from a rupture which divided the followers of two versions 

of monotheism, and their successors inhabiting the Russian lands on the right 

and the Germanic lands on the left. 

 

In contemporary Europe it is easier to talk about business and sharing know-

ledge with the Americans, the Japanese, the Germans, the Spanish etc. than 

with the Russians. On this side of the imaginary wall we see Russia as a former 

aggressor, fully equipped with secret services and rich in energy resources. 

Europe had lost its resources in North Africa, Palestine, Syria, Anatolia, and 

on the Black Sea because of interior diversification resulting from the 

religious dogmas concerning the nature of Christ and the Holy Spirit, the 

position of Mary, the importance of the sacraments, and the authority of the 

Pope. This diversification created hate and for Western Europe it was better 

to expand towards the New World. 

       

As I have said above, walls are an investment in freedom, but there is            

a limited extent to which people inside can stand confinement. Walls are 

neutral, but people on both sides are in confrontation. Sometimes this conflict 

is described in terms of the barbarians and the nobles, or Christians and 

pagans. The walls of the Warsaw Ghetto and a similar one in Łódź both 

witnessed Nazi eugenics, robbery, and terror. Eugenics is an intellectual basis 
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for the purification of the human race. In the Nazi visions of the future human 

race, there was no place for the genes of the psychopaths, alcoholics, cripples, 

homosexuals and Jews. They rejected all kind of otherness, enclosing ‘the 

others’ within walls, rather than keeping them out, as it had been done before.  

After World War II, Berlin was divided into French, American, British and 

Soviet zones. Three national governments ruled over West Berlin and the 

Soviet Union with its satellites from the Warsaw Pact governed the rest of the 

city with the largest number of borders in the world. The Berlin Wall was an 

embodiment of the division between Communism and capitalism, and the 

opposition between the East and the West. The economic differences in the 

period of the Wall’s existence are well known. The Berlin Wall divided the 

city and people could not pass between its two parts. The Germans with the 

same cultural roots and speaking the same language found themselves in 

opposing camps. This situation is partly comparable to the geopolitical situa-

tion of the two countries of South and North Korea.  

 
 

 
 

Fig. 1. The Berlin Wall at the beginning of its existence (1961). Source: Wright, 1992 
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Figures 1 and 2 show the Berlin Wall at different periods. The first photo-

graph was taken in 1961. It shows some wire fences and small buildings, 

probably guardhouses. The silhouette of a man in the lower right corner of 

the photo lets us measure the height and the thickness of the fences. The 

second photo shows some young people sitting on top of the concrete Wall, 

observing a man striking it with a hammer. His face shows pain and accusa-

tion. He is possibly on the Western side, because the Wall is painted in 

colorful graffiti. 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. The end of Berlin Wall. Source: Wright, 1992 
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Graffiti is one of the symbols of transformation in post-Communist countries 

such as Poland, where it had not been previously allowed, because rigorous 

state control prevented any open public manifestation of freedom. Police kept 

order and removed all sprayed-on comments as expressions of political 

opposition or counterculture.  

 

When the Wall still existed, many Poles traveled by train to West Berlin to 

purchase high-tech goods, sweets, and clothes. They were then sold on the 

black market. All of the cities near the Polish-German border had markets 

with goods from West Berlin, and sported the German-borrowed folklore of 

the garden figurines of dwarfs. Dwarfs are also associated with the Polish 

movement of Orange Alternative – a network of students and other young 

people active in the 1980s in the big cities in Poland, such as Warsaw, Łódź, 

and Wroclaw, where they protested against the regime by spray-painting 

dwarfs on walls. The Orange Alternative organized happenings which pointed 

out the absurdity of the system. In one of them, the protesters would run 

through the streets and when the police stopped them, they would exclaim: 

‘You have just stopped galloping inflation’. The main force in the Polish 

opposition to the Soviet system was of course represented by the Self-Govern-

ing Trade Union ‘Solidarity’, whose activity was curbed by the martial law of 

1980-81.  

  

As has been already mentioned, The Berlin Wall was meant to separate two 

parts of Europe. The difference between the East and the West was based on 

politics and economy. The former had central administration, state-controlled 

production and distribution of goods, and mostly state-owned collective 

farms. The latter boasted of economic freedom of individual investors in the 

politically pluralistic state. On the Soviet side of Europe, e.g. in Poland, 

ration cards became a means of controlling the distribution of goods. In the 

West, products were freely available, and the main principle was competition 

practiced in a democratic manner. 

 

The fall of the Wall became a symbol of the superiority of the Western 

system. The dualism of Capitalism and Communism was gone, replaced by 

the hegemony of liberal democracy. Michail Gorbachev’s perestroika had 

been an impulse for the new world order, and there was no return behind the 

Iron Curtain.  

 

After the downfall of Communism, sparked by the strikes at the Polish ship-

yard in Gdansk and the fall of the Berlin Wall, post-Soviet Europe had to 

overcome the differences between the former East and West, resulting from 
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their separation. While people from the countries of the Warsaw Pact had 

needed to apply for visas to the West, a few years after the fall of the Berlin 

Wall, they needed to ask Russia for visas. Poland has an interesting location 

on the map of Europe. It was on its margins in the early Middle Ages, until 

the Christian crusades to the east placed it in the centre of Europe. This 

location seems to have shifted with later historical occurrences, but today it 

has been re-confirmed.  

 

The information gathered in this paper shows a pattern of Europe’s evolution. 

It may be presented as a curve, branching out into chaotic indeterminacy of 

fractal particles. Walls have symbolized our exclusion of the barbarians, 

pagans, and other minorities. The walls of Hadrian, Aurelian and Constantine 

were built to protect the countries against the barbarians and the pagans. The 

walls of the Warsaw Ghetto and many other ghettos in Poland are the 

symbols of the exclusion of the Jews. The Berlin Wall evidenced a confronta-

tion between two hostile political and economic systems.  

    

This paper has been concerned with the walls historically existing in Europe. 

The awareness of their existence lets us reflect on what had been excluded in 

the past and more recently. Hopefully no such spaces will be walled-off in 

the future. Walls served the division of the societies that were powerless to 

defend their own borders. All walls are temporary investments; they try to 

pretend that they are similar to geographical and topological barriers, but 

sooner or later they fall.  

 

However, in the current climate, we are facing some new attempts at political 

control with the use of the electronic media; the digital surveillance is 

conducted from a distance by means of the Internet, radio frequencies, 

satellites, malware etc. This kind of control does not need walls; it cannot put 

people into two separate physical spaces, but it divides them exponentially 

into ever smaller groups. At the end of the two-and-a-half thousand year long 

process of the building and demolishing of walls, we are now being margin-

alized within a flattened horizontal reality even without radical otherness.     
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KATALOG MURÓW. ZBIOROWA PAMIĘĆ MIESZKAŃCÓW EUROPY  
(streszczenie) 
 

Dlaczego mieszczanie budują mury? Czy dlatego, by trwale utrzymać władzę wynikającą z po-

działu? Mur Berliński to jeden z przykładów ustanowienia władzy politycznej. Artykuł jest 

próbą skatalogowania najbardziej znanych murów Europy. Są to Długie Mury (450-404 p.n.e.) 

z Aten do Pireusu, Mury Serviusza (378 p.n.e.), Wał Hadriana (121 p.n.e.), Wały Antoniusza, 

Mur Getta Warszawskiego (1941), Mur Berliński (1961–1989). Wszystkie one dają nam 

wgląd w możliwość tworzenia barier, różnic, etnicznego i ekonomicznego embargo, zimnej 

wojny i w końcu nowego porządku świata. W artykule prezentuję tabelę zawierającą informa-

cje na temat europejskich murów. Omawiam różnice etniczne, religijne i ekonomiczne, powo-

dujące tworzenie podziałów w postaci muru. Podkreślam rolę, jaką pełnił Mur Berliński w two-

rzeniu się pewnej formy ewolucyjnej europejskiego społeczeństwa, wykluczającej część jego 

dzisiejszych członków. 

 

Słowa klucze: mury, mieszczanie, kultura, ewolucja, społeczeństwo, pamięć zbiorowa, 

wykluczenie, Mur Berliński. 
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