
Church architecture is the outcome of an encounter between different tensions: the self-representation of a community 
and its ecclesiology; the society’s theological culture the architectural culture of the patrons, the designers and the 
builders; the relationships between the figurative arts and the arts of celebration; and the relationship between the 
community and its institutional, economic, and landscape contexts.
In recent studies on church architecture, the history of forms and techniques has been increasingly accompanied 
by a focus on the history of liturgy and religiosity: the performance of the rites, with their functional and symbolic 
implications, is currently regarded as a decisive factor in modeling architectural space. “Liturgical space,” with its 
history of celebration, has gained an interdisciplinary place in the reconstruction of the circumstances surrounding 
ecclesiastical architecture.
This session aims to draw up a balance of the relationships between the history of architecture and the history of 
western Christian liturgies, with a diachronic and interdisciplinary approach. The session’s focus will be the liturgical 
reforms seen as driving, or accelerating, “reforms” in architectural space. Obviously, the liturgical aspect does not 
resolve the interpretation of church architecture: contributors have been asked to investigate the sources that can help 
gain an understanding of the actual role of rites and the liturgy in establishing the churches’ architectural program, and 
the mutual interaction with other factors.
Contributors have been asked to concentrate on analyzing specific sources relevant to the topic (such as ecclesiastical 
archives, technical archives, or correspondence), and on a wide-ranging comparison of the available historiography, 
where possible suggesting new interdisciplinary routes to achieving a broader understanding of church architecture as 
a complex cultural phenomenon.
The papers selected – chosen from the thirty proposals received – display a wide view of the main methodological 
approaches employed in recent studies: typological (centrally planned spaces and positioning of the altar), regional (the 
Liturgical Movement in Britain before Vatican II), biographical (Santini’s activity in Bohemia, in the frame of confessional 
conversions), theoretical/theological (monastic context and monastery architecture in dom van der Laan’s activity), and 
the proper liturgical-architectural fitting of the places of celebration (the ambo and proclamation). We hope that this set 
of topics and methodologies provides – through the selected casestudies – a wider understanding of the state of the art 
and of new research perspectives in the field of architecture and liturgy.

The Renaissance Centrally Planned Church as Liturgical Space
Jens Niebaum — Universität Münster, Germany
It is a common view that Renaissance architects had a bias for centrally planned churches despite the latter were 
unsuitable for the celebration of liturgical service. This assumption is the outcome of a formalist ideal of the centrally 
planned church coined by Jacob Burckhardt and considered to be in contradiction with accepted custom in positioning 
the high altar. The first part of my talk will revise this view by analyzing a number of primary sources such as theoretical 
texts and archival documents that have been partly misinterpreted or not been given due weight in previous research 
literature. Vice versa, the second part will, basing itself on partly unknown material from church archives, focus on 
some hitherto neglected problems that could indeed become an obstacle to the choice of a central plan scheme for 
a church to be built anew, such as the need to provide for a choir large enough to house numerous congregations, 
especially in convent churches, for private chapels to be integrated within the plan or the intended capacity of the 
church in relation to its liturgical functions. In sum, I will show that there were no general reserves regarding the 
fuctional appropriateness of centrally planned churches on the part of the clergy (even Charles Borromeo doesn’t 
mention anything of this kind, basing his bias for Latin Cross churches on historical and symbolic arguments) and 
that assuming a split between form and function runs counter to conceptions contemporary architects, witness treatise 
literature and documentary sources, had of their field.

      
Highbrow and Popular: Liturgy, Devotion and Design in Santini Aichel’s Nepomuk Church in 
Zd’ar (Bohemia, XVIII century)
Dirk De Meyer — Ghent University, Belgium
By the late 17th and early 18th centuries the techniques of re-Catholicisation in Bohemia and Moravia turned more subtle, 
after the often harsh and mostly foreign, Jesuit-led Counter-Reformation. Cistercian and Benedictine monasteries, with 
their century-old autochthonous establishment in the region, would be at the heart of the new approach. The abbots’ 
prestigious publications and building campaigns complemented refined methods for promoting the resurgence of 
Catholicism rooted in local traditions, both liturgical and architectural.
With his hybrid architectural fusions and spatial compositions, which combine Italianate Baroque with Bohemian late-Gothic 
references and regional traditions, the Prague architect Johann Santini Aichel could become a principal actor of their campaigns. 
In 1719, he designed the pilgrimage church of Saint John of Nepomuk for the Cistercian abbey of Zd’àr (now in the Czech 
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Republic). It expressed the abbot’s determination to reinstate the medieval importance of his monastery by preserving local 
traditions of devotional practice as well as building typology — while incorporating his fascination with exuberant baroque 
allegory. At the time of a growing demand for the canonisation of the Bohemian martyr, the building’s expressive forms 
and star form shape were intended to appeal to both erudite clerics and to large sections of the local populace.
The church is the result of an intense and life-long collaboration between the abbot and his architect. A number of eighteenth-
century documents indicate that the abbot’s contribution extended beyond the usual drafting of an iconographic programme 
into the conception of the overall form of the church. Furthermore, the sermon given at the consecration of the church, with 
its meticulous descriptions, is an exceptional document of liturgy and emblematic Baroque thinking in Central Europe.
Based on research in libraries and archives in the Czech Republic, and supported by various written sources, including 
letters, the arguments for the canonisation of Nepomuk, up to remarkable memorabilia such as chronostic birthday 
greetings sent by the abbots, this paper will expose the multiple layers and possible keys for an understanding of this small 
pilgrimage church: a formal experiment that originated in local building traditions and in an abbot’s learned divertissements; 
that was intended to fuel a thriving Nepomuk devotion, and to captivate both erudite interest and popular imagination – for 
which it recycled practices taken from Counter Reformation liturgy, popular devotion and pagan traditions.

Form and Reform: Roman Catholic Church Architecture in Britain and the Liturgical Movement 
before Vatican II
Robert Proctor & Ambrose Gillick — Mackintosh School of Architecture, Glasgow School of Art, U.K.
There is a paradox in the architectural history of the Liturgical Movement in Roman Catholic church architecture. On 
one hand, most of the spatial forms that became common after the Second Vatican Council in new church architecture 
in association with new liturgical rites had become well known and often used in the decade or two before the Council 
took place. Before the Council, however, the liturgy and other rites had been reformed only slightly, and especially little 
in the conservative atmosphere of the Church in Britain. It appears, therefore, that liturgical change may not have been 
a decisive factor in modern church architecture. Rather, new interpretations of liturgy may have led to new spatial forms. 
Following the well-established historiography of early Christian churches, it might even be argued that new spatial 
forms informed future liturgical change.
This paper will attempt to unravel the complexities of cause and effect between liturgy and architecture by looking in 
detail at the example of Roman Catholic churches in Britain in the mid-twentieth century. Church and architectural 
archive documents contribute to an understanding of the negotiations between architects and clergy as well as the 
actual liturgical uses of buildings. The paper will examine a small number of exemplary cases of churches where new 
architectural forms were accompanied by an advanced liturgical understanding – including St Ambrose, Liverpool, by 
Weightman and Bullen, where a modern design alluded to changes in the liturgies of Holy Week in the 1950s; Holy 
Redeemer, Pershore, designed by Hugh Bankart for the Liturgical Movement writer J. D. Crichton; and Our Lady of 
Fatima, Harlow, where archive documents reveal discussions about architectural form and liturgical understanding. 
Pioneering churches were later seen as models. Where architectural form preceded liturgical reform, architecture 
might have a role in shaping the Church’s worship.

Benedictine Thought as a Catalyst for 20st Century Liturgical Space. The Motivations Behind 
Dom Hans van der Laan’s Ascetic Church Architecture
Caroline Voet — Sint-Lucas School of Architecture Brussels/Ghent & KU Leuven, Belgium
Already in his first lectures on church architecture just before WWII, the Benedictine monkarchitect Dom Hans van 
der Laan (1904-1991) condemned liturgical meaning through symbolism. Long before the Second Vatican Council, 
he made several plans to alter churches in order to enhance the celebration, stripping them from all ornamentation. 
Especially in those early days, Dom van der Laan’s position was quiet subversive and his approach was repeatedly 
questioned by his peers.
In contrast with the ongoing modernist and traditionalist tendencies followed by his contemporaries, Dom van der 
Laan developed an architectural language that was strongly driven by his Benedictine motivations. To find directions 
for the conception of liturgical space, he thoroughly studied the writings of Dom Guéranger and Dom Delatte and their 
commentaries on the old church fathers. In the 1960s he rediscovered the writings of Maurice Blondel (1861-1949), 
who was responsible for the ‘new theology’ and played a great role in the deliberations of the Second Vatican Council. 
Blondel provided Dom van der Laan with specific insights on the process of cognition, focussing on the knowledge 
of the concrete and singular reality. It was Dom van der Laans aim to define his architecture through this intertwined 
relation between mystery and matter, between intellect and senses. It formed the ground for his two manifestos De 
Architectonische Ruimte (Architectonic Space, 1977) and Vormenspel der Liturgie (Form-play of Liturgy, 1985).
The research is based on primary source archive material (unpublished letters and communication, notes, design 
sketches, lectures…). Hereby, underlying motives and interconnections between Van der Laan’s Benedictine background 
and architectural theory can be revealed.
In this sense, the work of Dom Hans van der Laan and his quest offer new insights towards an intense interaction 
between liturgy and architecture.
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Rediscovering Architecture’s Role in the Proclamation of Sacred Scriptures
David H. Pereyra — University of St. Michael’s College, Canada
The history of church architecture reveals the development of Christian worship and changing patterns in the liturgies. 
This paper considers how the changing locus of the Liturgy of the Word — usually referred to as the ambo — has found 
expression in Church architecture, and considers the importance and significance of this appointed place. In early 
Christian basilicas the ambo was a portable stand. By the year 610 the ambo had evolved into a stationary furnishing 
of such importance it became the place where Byzantine emperors were crowned. However, by the fourteenth-century, 
the ambo and the rite of reading sacred texts was superseded by the pulpit and the act of preaching. In the twentieth-
century, as new scholarship led the reform of the rituals of worship within the Roman Catholic Church, the rite of read-
ing sacred texts and the role of the ambo enjoyed a short-lived resurgence.
The Liturgy of the Word is a complex process that encompasses human action (processions, gestures, vocalising), loca-
tion, the physicality of the text (the Book of the Gospels, the Lectionary), and, of course, the Word itself. Ritual reading 
of scripture not only poses an aesthetic challenge, but requires a renewed appreciation of the relationship between the 
act of proclamation and the space within which it occurs. In the past, the ambo had the ability to transcend function and 
prompt profound spiritual experiences in the lives of worshippers. Rediscovering the significance of the place where 
this act occurs can have deeply inspirational consequences. The historical analysis will concentrate on the acts and docu-
ments of the Consilium — the commission who first implement the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy in the Catholic 
Church, as well as directives arising over the last fifty years from the national conferences of bishops.
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