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What makes a place of worship? How do architects create buildings that foster reverence,
contemplation? How can architecture nurture emotional absorption rather than distant obser-
vation?

Inherent in the brief for a place of worship is the demand to create a powerful, transcendental
experience for users, a place of refuge and peace. This ephemeral demand requires sensibility
and creative genius of the architect. Places of worship are complex and mysterious:-You can't
measure atmosphere and you can't quantify feelings. This makes the task of the architect more

demanding, but also more intriguing.
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This essay will analyze the elements architects have at their disposal to conjure transcenden-

tal places. How have the architects modeled space, light, landscape, and materials to create
spaces conducive to contemplation and prayer? How is architecture used symbolically, whether
a church in Lebanon or an alpine chapel in Austria, a temple in Chile or a Buddhist shrine in
China, an Islamic mosque in Qatar, or a scouts’ chapel in Portugal? These complex questions
pose an alluring challenge.
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Although | am not catholic, sitting in the neo-classical Basilica of Notre-Dame de Fourviére perched on a hill above
Lyon recently during a catholic mass, | could not help but be moved by the soft morning light reflecting on the
golden mosaics, the soprano voice of the white-robed chorister boy ringing high up in the vaults, the congregation
all joined together in the ancient ritual of prayer, the tang of incense wafting through the space, the solemnity, the
theater.

Force of Nature

We often seek solace in nature and nature can stir our emotions. Japanese culture embraces the wonderful concept
of forest bathing (Shinrin-yoku), literally washing yourself in the balm of trees for emotional balance. It makes perfect
sense for architects to acquisition the emotive forces of nature when designing places of worship. It is therefore

not surprising that two thirds of the places of worship shown here are situated in nature. Archstudio’s Waterside
Buddhist Shrine in Hebei, China (p.44), for instance, has been designed as a terraced landscape beneath the trees

in keeping with Zen Buddhism’s call for union with nature. Instead of felling trees, the structure has been woven
among the trees and is literally embedded into the landscape. Being enclosed by nature helps Buddhists on their
long journey to nirvana.

Many of the chapels featured in this book rejoice in our union with nature. Bahd'i Temple in Chile(p.90) is sited on

a plateau accessed by an extended flight of stairs slowly rising up through the landscape. Held by the majestic An-
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Waterside Buddhist Shrine, China
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dean mountain range, the temple is a whirl of “gracefully torqued wings’, like a magnified seedpod made from the
delicate wings of a dragonfly. Rather than being embedded in the landscape, this building is held up, as if helping
you on your journey to reach a higher mental state. The unusual organic form is softly lit by translucent stone and
glazing held between the wings.

Wirmboden Alpine Chapel(p.58) at the foot of the precipitous Kanisfluh Alp in Austria is another excellent example
of an intimate place of worship that is surrounded by the raw beauty of nature, Situated on the lower pastures or
Vorsal, the tiny chapel is a place for the celebration of masses and the traditional consecration of farmers and their
livestock, a place where neighbors can meet and pray. Stones collected on the site are inserted into tamped con-
crete walls, like raisins in a bun. Its simplicity and its humble form held in an ensemble of rural sheds and surrounded
by mountains give the chapel great spiritual strength. It is an Urhut, the original ancestral hut from which all archi-
tecture has descended. One can only admire the lack of excess or pretension in this small, but powerful building in
its powerful natural setting.

A small chapel designed by Portuguese architects Alvaro Siza and Carlos Castanheira (p.78) is set amid 12.1 ha of
the Bugye arboretum in Korea. It is pure white, striking against the dark green of the mountain. Visitors are able to
rest, ponder, or pray for a while, in this shelter. The chapel is oriented eastward along a sloping ridge in the shape of
a simple cube and gable roof. When the sun rises, rays of light slowly fill the space through a small window on the

eastern wall. Visitors come in and feel the light pouring over their heads.“The chapel is the place to find the Divine
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and Peace with full of Gratitude and Wonder! says Carlos Castanheira.

In Parnell, a residential suburb of Auckland, New Zealand, Bishop Selwyn Chapel (p.182) is built in between Holy Trin-
ity Cathedral and St. Mary's Church. The site is beautiful: the oaks frame an elevated view of the volcanic landmarks
of Auckland with the iconic Maungakiekie directly on its southern axis. St. Mary’s Victorian roof profile and timber
detailing combine with the seasonally changing canopies of the oaks seen through the transparency of the chapel.
It fulfills the original concept of “worship in the garden”.

The storybook Belarusian Memorial Chapel by Spheron Architects(p.112) is situated in a garden in north London.
The chapel is an essay in rhythms of wood and light. During the day the chapel seems solid, while at night it seems
to dematerialize, glowing like a lantern in the trees and shining its light to the outside world. With its quaint onion
dome, reflecting Russian vernacular architecture, it evokes a romantic vision of pre-industrial rural Russia, a time im-
mortalized in Tolstoy's beloved novels. As with so many of the religious buildings featured in this book, the interior
allows in diffuse natural light, while denying worshippers any exterior views.

The chapel dedicated to Our Lady of Fatima in the hills of Portugal (p.34) also seeks commmunion with nature. Held
up on a plateau overlooking the rugged hills and surrounded by a ring of eucalyptus trees, the chapel designed as a
shelter for the National Scout Activities Camp, consists of a simple folded zinc roof, a piece of origami reminiscent of
a tent. The ridge ascends sharply skyward (heavenward) over the altar. The elevations are trapezoids held delicately

above the ground plane, creating an impression of weightlessness or unearthliness.
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Religious symbolism

Religious architecture is often seeped in symbolism. Architects use a variety of symbolic tools, like form, orientation,
geometry, pattern, materials, light and water. Msheireb Mosque in Qatar (p.194) uses water and light to great effect.
A long pool of water on axis with the main entrance in the courtyard (sahan) is flanked by colonnades. Water is also
used symbolically as a means of purification before prayer, creating a sense of coolness, silence, and contemplation,
water also symbolizes wealth, fertility, and health. If water is used to symbolic effect externally, so light is used within
the mosque. Pinpoints of light filter through overlaid mesh of cutout patterns, casting delicate shapes onto floor
and wall surfaces. These rays of light help to focus attention on higher realms. Islam forbids the representation of
Allah or any living creature, so mosques are often adorned with beautifully intricate geometric patterns. Thus, Jumaa
mosque is embellished with elaborate geometric shapes that enrich and enhance the architecture. The design has
the “unwavering geometrical logic of a square plan, which becomes a symbol of oneness and unity (tawhid)’ and
reflects the four pillars (al-arkan) in nature: earth, air, fire, and water. This is architecture imbued with layer upon layer
of symbolic meaning.

Like Msheireb Mosque, Agri Chapel (p.136) in Japan also has a square plan and a cubic volume. The chapel is a
fascinating marriage of reinterpreted gothic architecture and a quintessential Japanese wooden system to create

a soaring forest of timber columns branching heavenward. The structure gains momentum vertically, four columns
at ground level, increase to six columns in the second tier, and then, like a fractal bloom, multiplies to eight delicate
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branched columns. Like a simple algorithm that defines a complex idea, Agri Chapel is a powerful essay in the art of
creating architectural structure and form with mathematical geometry, which is the invisible logic that underpins
life and the universe. As with Msheireb Mosque, here lighting has also been expressed as delicate points, this time in
a strict matrix of hanging bulbs and tiny spots attached to the slatted timber ceiling. Daylight filters down through
deep skylights above the ceiling and exterior views are obscured by the layering of materials. This lack of exterior
views prevents distraction for worshippers, enabling them to focus their minds inwardly.

Sometimes architects try and use clever constructs, subverting forms and reverting to post-modern antics. The

new Paulinum of Leipzig University by Design Erick van Egeraat(p.204) has radically subverted the historic norms of
gothic architecture. A turquoise and gray glass and stone exterior enclose what at first glance might appear to be a
gothic church interior with delicate ribbed vaults and columns. However, the white surfaces are a mere thin ap-
pliqué detached from the structure and the elaborate columns do not support the building, but are actually ornate
chandelier light fittings havering incongruously above the floor. Elongated arched windows allow in diffuse light fil-
tered through the exterior facade, The mullions are not carved from stone, but are cut from aluminum, like intricate
paper cutouts. The effectis unnerving and somewhat perplexing to the onlooker. Are the architects trying to make
one question fundamental truths by subverting the ancient norms of medieval architecture?

Suzhou Chapel (p.146) in China has also been designed on a perfect square plan extruded as a light cubic volume
that rises above a layered podium of dark, interwoven brickwork. A perforated metal screen veils the inner solid vol-
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ume with punctured arrays of random window openings that shine elusively at night. The interior of the chapel, clad
in tight rhythms of timber slats with a pitched barn-like roof, completely defies one's expectations. It is a building
inside a box, a haven protected from the outer world.

Saint Elie Church (p.70) in a rural district of Lebanon is a white cube rising above a series of rustic retainer walls. A re-
gion scarred by violent clashes in its recent history, this church celebrates peace. Interestingly, it is the only Christian
project featured here with a bell tower, the traditional call for communal service or prayer. A deep entry beneath the
bell tower is a threshold that allows for a transition between the profane outside and the sacred inner world. Again,
light is brought indirectly into the main hall, washing against the wall surface behind the altar. The soft gradation of
light on white walls and smooth marble floors and the cut out cross are the closest this church gets to adornment.
The white interiors instill an atmosphere of peace and harmony.

Also in Lebanon is Amir Shakib Arslan Mosque (p.160), a small-scale stone mosque that incorporates an existing
cross-vaulted space. As the existing building is not oriented toward Mecca, as mosques ought, the design concept
was to use architectural elements to visually shift the orientation. A delicate white minaret, slung across the solid
stone structure is like a translucent veil or the beautiful calligraphic curves of an Arabic letter. Built up of white steel
fins, the abstract minaret is at once solid and then seems to dematerialize depending on one's vantage point. Three
arches opening onto a public square allow abundant daylight into the domed prayer space. This is an unusually
informal, extroverted mosque.
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The tiny Votive Chapel in Como, Italy (p.14) is a pure piece of three-dimensional geometry, triangulated like a folded
white napkin. Small, circular apertures in the vertical wall planes filter points of light, like celestial stars, representing
the constellation Cassiopeia and the Polar Star. From certain angles the chapel seems to totter miraculously on a
single surface edge. As in Msheireb Mosque and Agri Chapel, here again the logic of geometry and strict symmetry
has been used.

Don Bosco Church (p.172) in Slovenia also forms part of a larger complex for the Salesian community. The com-
plex has been planned around a courtyard with an old linden tree surrounded by tall delicate columns support-
ing a covered walkway. The layout of ecclesiastic spaces around a central courtyard follows the format of ancient
European monasteries. The focus of the complex is the curved masonry drum, which is softened by the rhythm of
lighter glazed bricks and adorned with a delicate concrete crown, reminiscent of Christ’s crown of thorns. Within,
the church hall is a concrete cylinder lit from above by a great circular light gun, a singular oculus of natural light.
Skylights on the roof/wall junction wash muted light down into the presbytery and the rear choir, drawing the eye
of congregants. The only view of the outside world is the sky, emphasizing inward contemplation.

Like Don Bosco, the St. Wenceslas Church (p.124) in the Czech Republic is also a cylinder, but here the cylinder has
been sculpted, in places peeled away to allow indirect light to wash into the interior and to create an upper floor
balcony. The circle was chosen. A site was carefully chosen where the church would be the focal point of the village,



