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CHURCH ARCHITECTURE 

.lrrmdu lo our usrarrh. /hi.) arlJClt u Jm~ wusl\ uiiJIUIJlullrd 
11 till' tc.·rm .. ,ignihc:mt fomt"-,o pupul.tr in the Lm­

gu.tgc of :ut lritit..,m-mcan amthin~ 111 anhitl·cunc.· (and 
thl·rc.· j, 1111 ~u.mmtee that tl doe'>. '>inu.· huildillK'· unlike 
pamtin~ .uul 'culpture. are a nele,.,ll,, and thu' dl•ri\c all 
their c"cnual ,j~nihcance from the nH.Tl' fatt th.lt the' an.· 
there) it nun prt·,umabh mean Olll' of f()llr tlun~'- F1r,th. it 
m<n mean that the form~.:> ··exprl"'i'e" ofthc 'truuUJ-al ,,,_ 
tem antlmatc.•rial u'ed ecnndh. 11 m:n nwan th.n thc fonn 
'' ·· ,u[!~c.,IIH' •• ol the.- ann 11~ \\hich "O on imide. Thirdh. it 
ma\ mean that the form .. ._,mbolize,·· 'ome 'Pintllal \aluc. 
La th. it m<!\ mean that the form •·im ite' attention from·' 't'­
lcct and uuuated ~oup of people." All thc,c.· meanin~' of 
··,i~nili ant" are implied in the Oxford Dinior1.1n. and I pro­
po~e to examine l·ach one of them in turn. 

Fir .. th. dturth architecture a' dcnving ~igmfic:anre fr nm 
the c.·,prt·,,ion of .. trucwre. Thi!> might appl~cll to mean that 
to 'at i'h tlw 'tanciards of modern archill'liUH:. a dune h 
~huuld d"pla\ it' \tructural surface' internall). and\\ ht.·lc.-\l'J 
po~'ihle t'XIern.tlh. and that the '>tructural ')'>I<' m and 
matl•rial~ .. tumid ht• exploited to the ab~olute limit'> of rc,i\t­
an<e. a' a'cc.-n:ained b~ calculation. But thi., 1s not the.- GJ\l'. 

Pt·rrt·t' chur1 h ,tt Le Rain~ fUlfil., the\(' conciitiom :ttlmira­
bh. \l't 111 Ma\ 191)0 i, ueofthe,trdut,cfurai Hn1tu (p. 3!!9) it 
" de cribed a' being drenched in hi,tol ici m, and "< <.·r­
llanh not modern ... A 1 rue exam pit· uf "hat orthodox opin­
Ion regard a' .. modem" eccle~ia\liC"dl :ar< hitt'l uut·, if on<· 
c::an JUdge from the extent it is JJUbJi,Jwd. 1 thl' ch.apel of 
Ronchamp. \\here thick rubble wall art'<"' t'r<:d "it h st U< < o. 

:and 1 lac haJ>C of the' ault \\4,, accordmg to L.t· Cor bu i<'l. in-
J'IH'd 1)\ ,t < rah ,Jac:Jl he picked up on a l..<m~ lsl.mrl bt·a< h. 

1t ma\ <'H'n be qu<-· tion<·d todc1~ ''ht·tht.·l IIH' "<'XJHt''· 
1011 ul structu1c.·" n·alh mean . (()I P'• < ti,ing .Hchit<•CI\, 

1'\ I'll the• l'Xpr<•"ion of cUl a<·t uaJ ~.trU< Lllf(', ()I \~ }l('t ht·l \\ t• ,lJ t' 

not rt'\Citing. 'o hdp us. to tht· old and 111111 h dt·t id<·cl 
nwthod of tmitating "ideal" \trtlc 1111 al .,, ''<'Ill' in ot ht·1 
m.llctial .ltl.:t· \lcKim. \h-ad and \\'hit<', o1, if cm<· prdt•J 1t, 
lht• 31111Cilt c;rl'<.'k\, One 11(.'('d .. it h·cn l' (' to dJSllll~lli~h 
\\htch of tht• \\ctll at Ronchamp 1 of ntbhl<·, .tnd \\Ill! h i~ ,1 

1\\o-mch tlutl spnned concrete 'lwll on 3 u•inlo1u•cl cou-
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cretc framt Suml.u h. it j, not unnunmon to -.cc'' hat .tpp<'<ll 
to be ··foldcd plate" IOOf\ torl\ttliCted of '>LCel trm,es. and 
on one relcnte,.unpk 111 \fonlll'al (.1 "nagogue). the \tl·cl­
''ork suppo1ung the limbt•l " folded pl.llc~" ,,-a!:> d1sgll!sed on 
the outside b' lal'l' '' indo''., made to .tppm entl~ hutt unde1 
the ··.,Jab ... 

Thi" ,on ol 'ubtel fugl· ''l'lll' im•, itabl~ from the f.tlt th.u 
b' ..... i~mfic.ant."' mo\t .111 hit<'<" 1 ealh mean "comempo­
ran :· and b' "c:ontt·mr><u.tl\ .. Lite.'\ realh mcan. a-. 1egarch 
'llructural fa,hion ... the follll\ \\ hich cngineer' like P. r '('f\ I 
are currenth <on'u Ul tin~. But :\er\ i and hi' collea~uc.·., an· 
mainh conn·rncd ,,ith '(Mll' of the order of two 01 thll'l' 
hundred fcet. 11 not mole, ''hell~.,., e:x<ept in the Ill<>'- I 

unu.,ual rircum,tann·-.. (\uc h as thc ne'' \Ubtc.•JI.tnc.tn 
ba 1lica at Lom dt·:-.). d1111 clt('\ 1.11eh ncetllargcr 'JMm than 
St. Peter's. Rome. c•ithc1 111 ( .c1nada. or am'' here cbc. A' a 
re~uh, if "contempm.u ' .. ~uuuural '11 tUO\ll \ is to be ex· 
J>lorcd ac~thcti<.all~. it mu-..t bt· b) irmtallon and "\ignific.lllt 
form" then becomes fiH mali-.m. \dtlc h 1-. of no rt•al ''gnill­
cance at all. Prohabl~ llw onh wa\ toda) ·, chunh an hi tee l'­
haH: any chann· of <'ntulating nwdiae,al feat' of stru(ltl!al 
daring without '-•l< rifiring their lt-gitim.tle de\Jrt' to do \Ollll'· 

thing genuineh < onlt'IIIJ>OI.II ~ j, ll\ using mediae\ al m.lll'll· 

ah in ne'' wa~ s, \ll< h a' ll\ (•mplm ing laminatcd '' ood. 'I ht'l t' 
i., dearh no \lrurtur.tl \illliO'iit~ d"plcl\ccl in th<: 10of.11 Roll· 
c-hamp. <·H·n though I c· Cm hll,it·• 1 l.unwd th.H "till' cll-.11 

fc~ithlul conctt•tt• ''·" ,h.tfH'<I pelh.tp" \\Jth teme•itl hlll tt'l­
tatnh \\itJt COIII.Igc•;" (OJ ,1\ ~{'1\1 h,t' J>OIIllt'd Olll. tht L'\· 

'l'!l({' of IC'<lOIII< \lltlll"ll\ 1\ IOIIl'Cllll'\' .111cl l'lOIIIIIII\ . 

Ct·nuillt' < CJilll'IIIJ>OI .tl > :11 c hi!<'< llll <'no I onh u'< 't'\l'l \ ll'l h· 
nologic-:tl ach.ull.tg<· .tppl opr iatc· 111 the <ire llllt\li!IH <''· but 
CXdUdt•\ both \\<1\l<"flll \lllltllll,J! '"ll'lll'. ctlld '\~1<.'111' lllOI(' 
<~pptopt iaH· ''' '' r 11< 1111 t•s of gn·at<·J 'JWII,. ' J h<' 1 o1u It'll' I ool 
at Ronc hamp j, ( ('lt.lilll~ d.lllllg hut \0 i' tht· 'tltOI\ oil the 
Folic' lkrgi·n·'. 

' I h(' \('( ond \\,1\ 1)\ \\ hu h 'htn I hc·-. (oil I h,t\(' .. ,jgutltc ,1111 

lntm" i\ '' lwn tlu·i1 t'\H'I 1111 < ompo,iltlll" \llggnt tht• 
("('Jl'IIIOJIIt'' \\hrd1 go on in,ldt•. I hi., l\JH' oft'XJIIl'''ion llll 

likl' llw last. h.ul proh.thh Jll(',llling for nwciJ.tC\,tl.uchiH'Il' 
(\\ ho l'\l'll \("t'lll to lt,l\ l' fwt'll I d,tll\ 1•1\ 111difll'H'lll ICJ\\ ,11 eh 



the artistic unit) of their church extenor.,, a~ compared with 
the mter ior paces). but it is sti ll vcn much pan of the 
philosoph) of modern design. Some theorists , such as John 
Summerson, ha\'e ~ven gone so far as to uggest that the ex­
pression of new planning arrangements is the very essence of 
modern architecwre, and tha t the revolutionav changes 
which have occured in architecture since 1920 dem c essen­
tially from the changes which have occured in modern plan­
ning needs. 

The dilemma which thrs philo oph\ present to the con­
remporary church architect i two-fold. Firsth, since no 
u uctural partitions arc needed m churches, and their plan­

ning requirements arc unprccisc, it i~ impo-.srble to dra\\ up 
an) programme'' hich will give an uneqtm·ocal lead as LO the 
volumes and proportions needed. fhcrc have of course been 
a number of text-book written explaimng the \'ariou regula­
tions laid down by Canon Law, but these concern more prop­
e rly what is called "church furniture," and have liulc deCJ!'otve 
innucnn.· on tectonic compositions. 

The second aspect of the dilemma is that the function of 
a church is essentia ll) traditional, whereas the "fun et ionaltst" 
theoq i on!) 'a lid on the assumption that the planning re­
quirements of a ll building · has radicalh changed "nhm 1 c­
cent year . I low then can <I church :l\'ord bcmg "drcnrhed m 
historicism," or be unequivocal!\ "modern," ''hen naH' and 
cha ncel, altar and rongrcgation. h,\\c bc..•t.•n 111 tlw ,,mw rela­
tive position for fourteen ccnlllrie~ . and the n•~t•momt·, pt.•r­
formed there arc, from the H'n nature· of reltg-ww. dogma, , 
a lways the '>ilmc? 

The arrhHNt who Wt'>hc..·., not onh to hl' l ontempm .11'. 
but to d<'nH>n.,trate that lw ~~ nl('mlwr -rn-good-,tandmg nl 
the avant gard<·. ha' two chorn·s. bthcr lw c.m nl.lh' .rrhr­
tra ry < hanges in the trachtwnal an .mgt·ment. In dehher .ttt'h 
disposing the ron gregauon and the alt.u a'' mnwtt H .1lh. 01 

placing bo th in po~Hrom and span•s tht'\ h.tH' m'H't, 1(11 

good practical rea~om, occupied bt:fore. Or he r.m .tclopt a 
Revivalist .lllitude romparabk to that 111 vogut· m the e;u h 
nin eteenth cc..·n tuq and ll'H'll 10 a lliOil' prullrttH' lot m ol 
pla n. 

·r hi -. lauc:r .1ppr o.tc h 1' the nrw mm! u,u.llh .ulopted lw­
cau'c 11 t\ " 'PJ><lltt•d bv m.un prtc\t' .urd l.t\ mt>n '' ho lwhn l' 

in a return to a more primiti\'e liturgical arrangement so as to 
mtergr.lle pubhc wor hip more full) rmo the mv ticallife of 
the Church. Archrtccturalh , 11 rs qune \'a lid, and rn scv eral in­
stances (the mo t notable being the recent competHion for 
Li' crpool Cathedral) has pro\'ided the opponunit)' for c;onae 
novel composiuon . lt doe not, howe\ er, c;olv e the problem 
of how to create "sigmficant form" for congregauons which 
till prefer a wa) of wor hip thev arc accmtomed to. and 

whrch i in fact .. contemporan." in the strict. e\olutionan 
c;en e of the term. 

A third en e in ''hich the form'> of church architecture 
can become .. rgmficant" i" b\ \mbolicall~ expre ing . ome 
spiritual value. 'mboh m 1' ob' iou ·~~ an imp,ortant feature 
in religious pamung and \culpture: indeed. according to u-
anne Langer. v mboJi,m i the L.e' to all phrlosophv and all 

the art . ~loreo' er. smce the JCOnological re earches of Er­
wm Panofsh ha\ e brought to light o mam example 11 m a'> 
be thought that .,,mboh'm i-. a ke' 10 archuecture <ls well Yet 
Mrs. Lmger·., theon •~ !ulh substanuated. and nollung 
could be further from the truth, for 11 is,, fatalmistaJ...e to copv 
the Renai ·sa nee error ol treating pamung. sculpwre .md .lr­
chite< ture a~ mlen·h.mgcablc disuphne., with common val­
ues. or to a<;sume that onc tan e\·oh e a unr,er .. al and all­
mdu'r' c.· "theon ol art .. 

Sv mbolic nnnposnton' h,l\ e no 'a lid arrhnectural "~­
mhc.mrt.• (()J the.• 'rmpk n:a,on that the' arc meanmglt.·'' 111 

t<.·nn' ol the pht.·nomenologlt.tl appr et i.nion ol 'Pa< e <.;,,m­
hohr pJ.m, .tn· of rout 't' of H'n grt'.lt antiquit'. although tht.· 
mo't ohv rou' (n.undv the o udfclt m pi.m ) ",\, onh u't. d m 
brgt.•t dlllrtht•' .md proh.tbh ongm.ued. nnt in pl.tn' ol 
\Hlr,hip. but m wpultlu.lltll.lpt'l,. 'll< h ·'' tht• tomb ol (, tll.t 
Pl.rucli,l ,\! R,l\c..·nn.t , 01 tht.· duu t h ol tlu: Hoh .\po,tlt.' 111 

Con,t.mtmoplt• (on "hKh '\t \tar~.;·,, \ t•mn·. \\ .1' h • ..,t·d 1. 
S\mhoht pl.tnnmg '' '"popular m .tth.uued mtdlt•ttu.tl {ir­
dc..•, of the Rt.·n.u".IJH t', wlwn Pl.ttonu phtJo,opht.•t '· .md 
am.neut tlwon'h Irk<' \lht·ttJ. lo,tt·r d tiw .tdopuon ol " tdt·<ll 
,h,t)H''" Ill<· nrrle' and 'Pht'H''· nlnpt•u t\l' ol tlw funu ion 
the hutldtn~' \\l'H 10 'l'l H' But the..· ll'Otl popul.nllv ol 'uch 
pl.m' ou Ull d .tit et tht· 11111 odtH !Ion ol till.' f'nv tf, Hu ru· tom­
JH'Illton,, '"11.'11 t'\l'll tlw nH"t ohtu,t· llll'lllhl'l' ol J JUt' 
t ould ' ·"our th<' 'rgntltt .uH 1. ol 1 '' rnhohl dt.·,~;~n \h ( :,n 
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l ni\er; it\ rct.:enth aquired-;b a curio-.it\- a draw in~ for'';\ 
I cmple tor the Hoh Trinit,."' Y.hich i almo t cenainl) a tu­
dem project tor the French :\eadem) school"s de ign pro­
gramme ofJanuan l i 3. and in '' hich three porche' are ar­
ran~ed equilateral!) around a central rotunda in the most 
apprO\ ed Boullee que manner. T\\ o ~ear ago. one of the 
the a de~iJ::n <.ubmmed at ~lcGtll '''aS for a tar- haped ~ na­
gogue planned on the basas of a ''shield of Oa,id."' Plus {O 
c• .• .,, plus c'tst la mimt hcot 

mtbolic detailing. like crucifonn p lanning, is also of 
'en gre-dt antiquin. but less of a tradition than might be up­
po,cd. During the iniual era of persecution. it wa" not un­
common for chri tian to adorn the ubterranean quarrie in 
Y.hich the\ 'ccretly \\Onhipped wath crudely drawn pictorial 
'm bot-.., but once church architecture began to flouri h. iso­

latt·d \mbol 'ani_o;hed, and in no period before our own 
\\'ould it ha\e been thought an act of creati\e genius imph· to 
'Cra\\l "Man .. on a ~heel of glass. Ounng the ~f iddle Age , 
and aher the Renais.;ance. snnbolic ornament Y.a rare, afb\ 
thi term Y.e exclude \\all-paintings and coloured gla . In 
the Gothic period, detailing consisted either of mouldings or 
(in \Cl") Ja,i h churche!>) can.ed ornament 'of more or less 
comemionalized natural forms. In the post-Renaissance 
pe1iod. ~'mholu ornament ''as rard~ fca ible except when 
u'ing the Doric Order (i.e. on the metopc~). and this , .. as sel­
dom t•mplO\ed, l>eC'dU e of the difficulty of achie' mg an or­
derh arr.mgcment of the trigh ph when turning corners. or 
'"·hen u ing double column . The one S\ mbol mo t sedu­
lou h a\oidcd b' the architects of all period before: 1800 
wa th<.- cm '· '~hich "a considered both too '>acred and too 
oh\JOU' ((J be vroliferated ()\er the !.urface<~ of \\all!>. Todar. 
thc ere''' 1 the onh decorati"e motif "hich architects ev~r 
ado~t (prohabh bccau~t· it C"dn be drawn Y.ith a ~et-!>quarc), 
and 1, a\ thq '<n a ··must" in vauerned brickwork or pre-cast 
conoc:lt.• !.crc<."m. 'Jbe mo'l \alid reproach one can makt.• 
conet.·rnlltK !'\ot rt.• Dam<." du Rainc" is that instead of emulat­
ing ttw ophi'>ticaled ab tracuom' of mediae\ a( tracer)' , Per­
rei foil m\ ~·d btr h Chri<,tian precedent~ by mcorpo1 at ing 
mam cnu afm m el<'ment'> in his clmutra, and C\oen made crun­
form a ernbJagC\ of the e cJem(·nt~ within the O\er aJI pal­
t<."TII of his tramlucem \\all~. 

·nw. '>nh )mbc,Jic: ahernati\e to dct<tiling h to make the 
'ornpo Ill Oil of the hutlding into 'Om(· ort of a .,, mbolac 
ab tr,tcl ornament in it,df. "Absuact Art ", \\JOie le Cor­
bthi!'J, .. " hich righ1h nouri~hes "" many pa~si()m m these· 

i2 "J J'C 

da' . 1 the 1arson d'FIIf of Ronchamp, the language of archi­
tecture, the compa'' needle poinung to that pace '' h1ch 1s 
be\ ond wnuen de cnpuon." uch JU tilication i intellectu­
all~ unchallengeable, fo1 a Paul Rudo lph pointed out: "The 
amportant thing about Ronchamp IS that it speaks 10 mam 
kind of people, a a chapel should." In other words. it sa}~ 
e'en thing to e'enbod\ oran)thmg to ambod), and as some 
character aid to Altce m Wonderland. "means exacth what I 
\\ant llto mean, ne1ther more nor le' . " If a church roof ha a 
ingle tilted pnch. it exp1·e e . as Frank Lloyd Wright aid of 

his last church. "the attitude of the hands in praver," and if an 
architect. cannot think of a \mbolic roof- hapes, he can al­
way introduce a toher which , as e\enone knows, ''pomt a 
finger to God." The Toronto Cil\ llall poants two fingers to 
God. 

~h own \iew a!. regards alltha ~~ thataf the term .. ignifi­
cant form .. means am thmg at all m con temporal") archuec­
ture, 11 means that the form~ "am,lle attention from a select 
and initiated group of peoplc"-namel) the editors of ar­
chitectural maga1ines. In this sense, "stgnificant form" for 
architects means the same thing as "st} le" for the readers of 
TM .\lotornt or of l'ogul' an arbitrar~ shape designed by a 
professional Stvlist as the accepted image o f how a thing 
ought to look ,.;ext )'Car. ''S igmficant fonn" in house-design 
corresponds lo \\hat the real-estate salesman calls "the 
House of the Future," JUSt as "significa nt form" m dress­
design means simpl) "next year's dress." fhere is no doubt 
that one has to be a gemuo, to be able to forecast what next 
) car's dre'lses wJII look like; but everyone knows what next 
)ear\ cha'>ubles or copt.·<, will look likc. because the shapes 
ha\e remained vinuall)' unch;m gcd for a m1llennium. 

Perhap'> the only really profound remark which Le Co1· 
busier ever made about a not her arc h ite< t's work wa~ h" com­
ment with re<,pect to :-..one Dam<.· du Rain<' that the \Cct~on 
was not impl) the sccuon through a< hun h. "but the .,ewon 
through any indu.,trial or '>acred hall where economy ha~ 
been pu!>hed to 1ts limlls." In fact th<· on I} way archJtcctural 
form can ever be \rgnific·ant i., by being<."< onomical: not in tl~c 
sense of cheap, but in th<." '>ens<: u.,<.d h) Rann<.· when he satd 
that "Style is thought cxpn·ssed with the minimum. of 
wordc;." " Architecture," \HOt< th< I H'IH h t\cadcmy Profc,­
sor of ArchitcClUJ c. two ccntwa<·'> ago ... ,, like ht<·rawre: th.c 
simple style IS prc·ferable to an mll.tted o,rvle. AJC hitcctu~e IS 
like poetry; by the beaut) of 11\ prop011ions, and the chOJc<:l> 
of its arrang<·mcnt, it 1'> suHicienl unto aro;df." 




