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Feature:

Recent Sacred Space
Tig:

HWESE

Often one is surprised by a feeling of peacefulness when visiting
a church, shrine, or temple. s this because these buildings
receive all equally, whether those who come hoping for comfort
or those who come there accidentally?

This issue features ‘Recent Sacred Space’. It is a collection of 15
built works ranging from chapels to synagogues and a memorial
for the victims of witch trials. Geographically it ranges [rom
Nordic countries such as Norway and Finland to South American
countries such as Brazil and Chile. The materials used in these
works include wood, reinforced concrete, tiles, and PTFE.

Karla Britton notes in her essay that there was a historical
trajectory in the history of modern architecture which
emphasized forms that gave expression to the spiril. She also
explains how the religious building type has often been a locus
for advancement and innovation in modern architectural design.
On the other hand, today one also sees designs which, while
remaining consciously sacred buildings, seek to avoid any form
of representation or specific religious symbolic system. How do
people experience sacred space in the twenty-first century? (a+u)
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Essay:

Contemporary Sacred Architecture and
the Works of Master Architects of the 20th Century

Karla Britton

X
UREHENS 20 L2 EHKITHES
- HEW

This a+u edition on Recent Sacred Space reminds us of
architecture’s continuing role as a force for addressing religious
conviction in our contemporary lives. Throughout history,
houses of worship and sacred grounds have been the focal
points around which narratives of life’s meaning and purpose
have revolved. In the 1950s, Karl Gruber emphasized this
point through his bird’s-eye drawings demonstrating the full
integration of religious form into the fabric of the traditional
European city. Underscoring how all elements of a sacred
building were important both symbolically and urbanistically,
Gruber evoked something of Augustus Welby Pugin’s mid-
nineteenth century polemic regarding the Gothic church’s
potential to shape both a city’s form as well as its societal values.

Following from Pugin, there are key cultural moments in the
history of modern architecture when prominent architects

were fully engaged with sacred space or religious building as a
dialogical response to the preponderant role of technology and
science. Collectively these cultural moments may be described
as a marginal counter-history - that is a historical trajectory
which emphasizes forms that give expression to the “spirit” and
which often stand in a complex dialogue with the emphasis

on rationality and functionalism which governed much of the
evolution of modern architecture. Such a counter-history is not a
new phenomenon, but may consistently be seen to characterize
the often precarious and problematic condition of the religious
building type within the history of modern and contemporary
architecture.

Indeed, the religious building type has often been a locus for
advancement and innovation in modern architectural design.
One might think in this vein, for example, of the influential and
lasting influence of Frank Lloyd Wright’s Unity Temple (1905)
and Auguste Perret’s Church of Notre Dame du Raincy (1921,
atu, special issue, 03:11). In both cases these buildings helped
to provide a foundation for a “new architecture”, representing
not only reinterpretations of traditional religious space in light
of new materials and language but also important models which
had wider implications for the evolution of modern architecture
as a whole. To these examples of new religious building design
prior to the Second World War, we might add the most eminent
architects and teachers of the new architecture who were also
representative architects in their native countries of Central
Europe: Theodor Fischer and his Catholic reform architecture in
Southern Germany; Hendrik Petrus Berlage in the Netherlands:
Karl Moser’s sacred architecture including St. Anthony’s in
Basel, Switzerland; and Otto Wagner in Austria.

We may now be entering into a fresh moment of engagement
between sacred space and urban form - encouraged in part by a
more open acknowledgment of modern life’s religious roots and
a public awareness of the distinctiveness fostered by religious
communities. In our pluralistic society religious buildings and
sacred spaces are inevitably active, even provocative presences in
the public sphere. We have evidence of this, for example, in the
recent attention paid in the press to the urban and civic roles of
such proposals as the building of a mosque near Ground Zero,
or the recent referendum on the minaret in Switzerland. In such
politically and culturally charged environments, an architect

of a sacred building must be especially attuned to mediating
between both private, sectarian commitments and convictions,
but also the public, communal role that such works play.

Le Corbusier’s famous characterization of the experience of
“I'espace indicible”, or ineffable space, stands in the background
of — and may be said to have been recently rediscovered by

- many recent architectural explorations of the sacred. Le
Corbusier’s exploration of the idea of the ineffable paralleled

his religious work, as well as his fascination with the Cistercian
abbey of Le Thoronet (a+u, 08:04) under the influence of the
Dominican monk Marie-Alain Couturier and the French journal,
LArt Sacré. The term ineffable is often associated with his iconic
Notre Dame-du-Haut at Ronchamp (1950, a+u, special issue,
03:11) and the monastery of La Tourette (1953, a+u, special
issue, 03:11). Yet the concept also resonates with his 1948
project for the legendary site of the retreat of Mary Magdalene
known as La Sainte-Baume near Aix-en-Provence, as well as his
very cosmological Philips Pavilion built for the Brussels World
Exhibition of 1958, and St-Pierre at Firminy-Vert (a+u, 10:03),
begun in 1960 and left unfinished at the time of his death.

Another key moment within this marginal counter-history may
turn around Mies van der Rohe’s engagement with the “spirit”
in relation to the building art. Shaped by his association with
Rudolf Schwarz and the Catholic intellectual Romano Guardini,
Mies demonstrated a strong philosophical concern for the
spiritual foundations of architecture. Arguing that building could
not be viewed as merely a matter of function and technology.
Mies stated that “the building art is always the spatial expression
of spiritual decisions.” Rudolf Schwarz’s 1938 book Vom Bau

der Kirche (On the building of churches), translated into English
in 1958 as The Church Incarnate, provided Mies with the
theoretical framework for addressing architecture as a spiritual
concern. Schwarz was above all concerned with the theological
issues of building an ecclesiastical structure, which he explored
in a system of seven diagrams such as The Cathedral for All
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Above: Frank Lloyd Wright, Unity

Temple. Oak Park. Illinois. 1905.
Below: Auguste Perret, Notre-Dame
du Raincy. Le Raincy. 1921. All photos
on pp. 10-15 except as noted by
Shinkenchiku-sha.
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From top: Abbey of Le Thoronet,
Provence, c. 1170: Le Corbusier, Notre
Dame-du-Haut, Ronchamp. 1950: Le
Corbusier, Notre Dame-de la Tourette,
Eveux, 1953.

Times. The importance of Schwarz’s investigation into a
synthesis of theology and architecture is given representation

in the austerity of his own Corpus Christi church in Aachen
(1930). There one can see how his understanding of architecture
is bound up with the idea of the spirituality of the body as

it is connected to the world, as it experiences light, and as it

is brought into relationship with the Other. Schwarz and his
connection to Mies” concern for the spirit also stands in the
background of such investigations by the architectural firm SOM
as Walter Netsch’s Air Force Academy Chapel (1962) or Craig
Hartman’s recently completed Cathedral of Christ the Light
(a+u, special issue, 09:08) in Oakland.

Following the Second World War there were a number of
architects working in the modernist idiom whose most
prominent work was religious space - for example the dome
and shell of the hyperbolic paraboloid reinforced concrete
structures of Felix Candela’s work in the 1950s and 60s in
Mexico, or the work of the Uruguayan Eladio Dieste. Yet another
impulse towards the organic in modern religious building
design that merits close attention is the trajectory that includes
the Finnish architect Alvar Alto and his Church of the Three
Crosses (1955), and the tradition of Nordic sacred spaces such
as the Resurrection Chapel by Erik Bryggman (1939) as well as
works by Eliel Saarinen. Louis Kahn’s designs for the Mikveh
Israel Synagogue (1963) and the Hurva Synagogue project in
Jerusalem (1967) might also be taken as examples. In each case,
what is striking is that while the architect was concerned with
issues of the spiritual. he utilized the opportunity of engaging
with the typology of sacred building to venture some bold new
experiment in architectural form, always in dialogue with the
techno-scientific yet also seeking to transcend it. It is this very
challenge that the contemporary architect continues to enter
into in choosing to become a part of this marginal counter
history of the spirit — a lineage that is as identifiably consistent
as it is diverse.

Moreover, religious building and sacred sites have come to

play an increasingly important role in contemporary urban
discussions around the issues of cultural heritage, conservation,
preservation, and identity. One might think in this regard of

a number of state-sponsored projects such as the construction
of the Great Mosque of Riyadh designed by Rasem Badran

in the 1990s, which is intended to be the focal point of the
redevelopment of the old city quarter. Or there is the current
reconstruction of the city center of Beirut, which has one of the
densest configurations of religious sites anywhere in the world.

Yet the importance of religious buildings as anchors of urban
environments is not limited to the Middle East: the new
cathedrals in Los Angeles and Oakland, California, play similar
roles in addressing the redevelopment of their respective
contexts. Such religiously motivated urban interventions — on

a scale that shapes the configuration of whole cities — point
toward the importance of our taking into account the ways that
a resurgence of religious identity is playing itself out in the built
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From top: Rudolf Schwarz, “The
Cathedral for All Times', redrawn by

Tom Beeby, from The Church Incarnate

(originally published in German in

1938); SOM, Air Force Academy Chapel.
Colorado Springs. Colorado, 1962; SOM.

Cathedral of Christ the Light, Oakland,
California, 2008; Louis 1. Kahn, Hurva
Synagogue project, Jerusalem. 1967,

plan. Photos Courtesy of the architect.
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From top: Eladio Dieste, The Atlantida

Church, Canelones, Uruguay. 1960:;
Moshe Safdie, Yad Vashem Holocaust
Museum, Jerusalem, 2005. Photo
courtesy of the architect; Peter
Eisenman, Memorial to the Murdered

Jews of Europe, Berlin, 2008. Photo by

atu.
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environment, and the risk that an architect takes when asked
to execute such works that are laden not only with specific
religious and denominational values, but also the cultural and
economic values of the public sphere as well.

In particular, the contemporary architect is forced to become
responsible for negotiating the tensions between competing and
often conflicting sets of cultural and historical convictions. The
evidence for this tension may be seen in recent work at both
ends of the spectrum. On one hand is the controversial, and
even idiosyncratic position of the architecture of Abdel-Wahed
El-Wakil. His work may be characterized by a belief that the
construction and physical presence of sacred building must be
an overt expression and bearer of cultural life. Having built more
than fifteen mosques, largely in the Middle East - including the
Quba Mosque in Medina, the Migat Mosque in Dhul Halayfa, and
the King Saud Mosque in Jeddah — Wakil emphasizes traditional
building methods closely allied with systems of sacred geometry,
often deployed with considerable skill and subtlety.

At the other end of the spectrum there are discourses raised by
other prominent contemporary architects of mythical-symbolic
work, who raise questions regarding a more ambiguous or
indeterminate form of representation. Some of these architects
may openly address their doubts that architecture can represent
any coherent message or set of beliefs. Moshe Safdie, for
example, in reflecting on his Yad Vashem Holocaust Museum
built in Jerusalem (a+u. 06:02) in 2005, expressed his doubt
that an architect can define and prescribe symbolic narratives
to communicate a coherent meaning. Peter Eisenman, too, in
designing the Berlin Memorial to the Murdered Jews in Europe
(2008, a+u, 05:08), openly asserted that his work seeks to avoid
any form of representation whatsoever — and subsequently asked
the question whether there is a religious space for the twenty-
first century? In another vein, the revered Japanese architect,
Tadao Ando. orients his sacred buildings less to a specific
religious symbolic system than as an appeal to the natural world
that Kenneth Frampton has called a secular spirituality.

Contemporary architects of religious spaces may thus see
themselves as intermediaries between the needs of the client.
and the more indeterminate expressions of the sacred that are
apposite in a multicultural, multifaith, multiethnic context.
They may thus return to an ethos like that of the Mexican
master, Luis Barragan, who asserted emphatically that to design
for serenity is the primary duty of the architect. “Serenity is
the great and true antidote against anguish and fear,” Barragan
wrote, “and it is the architect’s duty to make of it a permanent
guest ... no matter how sumptuous or how humble.”
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Karla Briton is Lecturer, History of Modern Architecture and Urbanism at Yale
University School of Architecture. Before coming to Yale, Britton was director

of the architecture program in Paris of Columbia University’s Graduate School
of Architecture, Planning and Preservation, and Associate Professor (adjunct) of
Architecture. At Yale she is resident director of the Berkeley Center, an honorary
member of the Manuscript Club, and a fellow at Saybrook College. She received
a B.A. from the University of Colorado, Boulder; M.A. from Columbia University;
and Ph.D. from Harvard University.

Her books include the monograph Auguste Perret (published by Phaidon in both
English and French, 2001); the prize-winning Hawaiian Modern (Yale, 2008;
edited with Dean Sakamoto); and the interdisciplinary Constructing the Ineffable
(Yale, 2011). Her current book project, “Middle Ground / Middle East: Religious
Sites in Urban Contexts™ explores religious space in contemporary urbanism.
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Context

The cemetery chapel is situated in the vicinity of the historic
Church of St. Lawrence in Vantaa. The old stone church and

its bell tower remain the dominant features in the landscape.
The chapel has been divided into smaller parts to adapt with
the scale of the surroundings. The stacked stone walls of the
cemetery are echoed in the design — a series of three chapels of
different sizes are nested within orthogonal masonry walls. The
building uses materials similar to those of the old structures in
the area: rendered brickwork, natural stone, patinated copper
sheet and mesh. The partition walls are in-situ cast white
concrete. The lifespan target for the chapel is two hundred
years. An open art competition was scheduled before the final
construction documents were drafted, so that the art could be
integrated as a seamless part of the architecture.

Space for grief

The chapel is designed to assist the mourner, giving space for
grief. The people attending the funeral follow a silent route
through a series of sacral spaces, punctuated by intermediate
rooms. The intermediate spaces prepare the visitors for the next
phase of the funeral. The whitewashed masonry walls and a
continuous skylight next to it lead from one space to the next,
from the low and dark to the lofty and light.

Path, a symbolic route

The chapel’s architecture is a depiction of the passage of a
Christian soul from here to the hereafter.

We approach alongside the outer wall. The wall and the bell
tower at its end speak of the earthbound journey and its ending.
We turn the corner and, sheltered by an overhang, follow the
wall, to a small courtyard — a small pond, with natural stones at
its bottom.We enter a dimly lit lobby with a low ceiling; we can
glimpse the entrance court and the old garden of the vicarage
behind us. Here it is possible to stop for a moment and reflect
on the experiences and life shared with the deceased.

We follow the skylight to the chapel. The chapel opens up,

a high space terminating in the brightly lit junction of the
masonry wall, where the deceased will be met by the mourners.
The wall towards the graveyard is semi transparent, glazed with
a patinated copper mesh on either side, a screen between this
life and the hereafter. From the chapel we exit, through a small
garden, to the graveyard. The path turns — but continues.
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Credits and Data

Project title: Chapel of St. Lawrence

Client: Vantaa Parish Union

Location: Pappilankuja 3, Vantaa, Finland

Completion: 2010

Developer: Vantaa Parish Union

Architect: Avanto Architects / Ville Hara and Anu Puustinen, Architects SAFA
Interior designer: Avanto Architects / Kai Korhonen, Architect SAFA

Landscape architect: Landscape Architects Byman Ruokonen / Eva Byman,

Niina Strengell

Structural design: R ] Heiskanen Engineers / Kari Toitturi, Helena Lomperi

Artist: Pertti Kukkonen, Pekka Jylhéi

Organ constructor: Urkurakentamo Veikko Virtanen
Landcape contractor: Lemminkiinen and Suomen Graniittikeskus

Textile design: Avanto Architects
Gross area: 1879 m*
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South elevation (scale: 1/800) / g M7 & E (LAl

1/800)

North elevation / At 37 /& &

pp. 12-13: View from the southwest. 12~13 71 FEEEMIAT L, Aok,
At center is the bell tower. Photo by

Tuomas Uusheimo. Opposite: The
entrance exterior. This page: The
entrance interior. Photos on pp. 12-19
except as noted by Kuvio.
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