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Introduction

This paper compares two ecclesiastical projects both using a courtyard typology  and an

individual response to ‘place’.  Each draws on formal typological characteristics, the ‘courtyard’ ,

and also the ‘monastery’ and the ‘high street’, as well as  different patterns of habitation arising

from its cultural context.

The first ( 1. blue model, CA)  is the Catholic Academy and the Bishops’ Synod, which together

form the new headquarters for the Catholic Church in the centre of Berlin, Germany. The second

( 2.pink massing model EC) is the Emmanuel Church and community centre project  in Salford,

near Manchester, England.

Berlin

The Catholic Academy and Bishops’ Synod, completed in 2000, extends and transforms the

existing Catholic Academy  (3.axonometric, CA)  and houses the German Bishop’s Synod, which

transferred from Bonn soon after  German reunification. The complex is built on the site of a

former garage and car park (4.site photo, CA)   towards the northern end of Friedrich Strasse, in

what was East Berlin; ownership of the site reverted to the Catholic Church after reunification.

The various elements of the complex (5. GF plan, CA)  - the Synod, the church, the guesthouse,

the public forum of the Academy and the Academy’s administrative aspects, are accommodated

in distinct buildings, each with its own palette of materials. These are arranged around 5

courtyards or monastic cloisters.

Courtyard & monastery

The first courtyard inverts the insularity of the Berlin Hinterhof , or inner court (6.Meyers hof,), by

acting as a central place of orientation which provides access to all of the elements. Visible from

the street it is reached via a diagonal path defined by the old wall of the cemetery .

The approach taken acknowledges the strong typologies of both the monastery and the traditional

Berlin block (7.19thC plan ), but reinterprets them within the contemporary requirements of the



Church and the city by ensuring permeability and accessibility (8.porosity ). This enables the

scheme to be a part of the city fabric as well as stand out as an institution in its own right. The

idea of the monastery (9.monastery)  simultaneously heightens the reading of the placing of

significant buildings, the church of St Aquinas and the Bishops Synod within the courtyard

structure of the traditional Berlin block, as opposed to aligning them along the street. The public

route through the first three (10.entrance courtyard)  courtyards reinforces the church’s desire to

open itself up and to invite people in, again denying the usual utilitarian’ nature of entry and use

to the traditional hinter hof’.

The rest of the complex, the conference foyer, guesthouse and offices all relate to gardens and

courtyards of differing character, places of contemplation and relaxation which both link and

separate the buildings which surround them. (11.courtyard)  While each function is given its own

formal and material identity, the shared network of open courtyards, foyers, paths and views

allows for overlapping ‘rituals’ of occupation. (12.GF plan CA, external.)   For instance the

processional liturgical route of the ambulatory- along which the cross is carried into the  church of

St Thomas Aquinas - is also the route to the cemetery from the church and to the restaurant from

the guesthouse, the foyer (13.foyer ) to the auditorium also doubles up as reception space for the

guesthouse. The materials chosen, brick and stone (14.brick ) (15.stone),  all develop the notion

of solidity  through a monolithic and carved handling of the detail. The depth of material

(16.Barragan steps) is exaggerated through deep recesses, balconies, reveals and cills,

(17.window GH ) lined with brick and stone.

The church

The church of St Thomas Aquinas faces the first courtyard. Our first thoughts were represented

through collage (18.collage) and models (19.1st model) to communicate the notion of stacking

stones and glass to create walls which ‘dematerialize’ into light. These were ideas that came from

making choices about materials (20.stone colour), a desired light quality (21.trees), and a

decision volumetrically to make the space rectangular. The baldacchino, a concrete ceiling with

thin concrete columns (22.model baldacchino ), separates the walls from the roof , releasing the

walls from any  technical requirements other than supporting themselves. (23.section) The altar

and congregation are brought closer together within these walls. The lower section of the 9 metre

high walls has a concrete inner core buttressed by the surrounding fair faced concrete

ambulatory. The upper sections of wall become a single skin and allow for the gradual increase in

glass ‘stones’. The glass is hand made (24..pouring ); the impurities have been extracted to

remove the typical green-ness and (25 .quartz) (26.burning glass ) quartz is sprinkled on the

upper surface to help the mortar hold. The stone is granite from Santiago de Compostela chosen



for the stones’ natural  colour variations, its resistance against frost and for Santiago’s

significance to the Catholic Church. The walls change from opaque to translucent (27.glass

change ), from textured to smooth, beige to blue -grey,  as the alternating glass and stone give

very different characters day and night. During the day  (28. exterior dusk) the light is diffused by

the staggered glass slabs with moments of direct sunlight (29.interior ) through the perimeter roof

glazing. At night the space is artificially lit with candles and recessed ceiling lights; which when

viewed from the exterior (30.church night) ,the church becomes a lantern with in the square as

the walls dissolve into the night’s sky. Within the church there are liturgical pieces which are fixed,

and pieces which are loose. The fixed elements have been placed and considered through an

understanding that their location adds significance to their reading within the whole.

The three oak entrance doors (31.three  niches )have holy water niches recessed in to their

reveals to heighten the significance of threshold, mediating between the church interior

(32.church door/interior ) and the busy circulation space out side. On entering one first sees the

altar  (33.altar), this is made of four dry laid roughly hewn stacks of stones, the same as the walls

and floor,  the space between forming a cross in plan with a single stone slab laid on top. The

tabernacle is axially placed behind the alter, embedded into the wall, with a folded  golden door,

one vertical fold and  each horizontal fold picking up the rythme of the stone coursing. The

apostle lights sit on stones which jut out of the walls (34. candles ), the pews (35. chairs ) and

stools are removable. (36.church interior) The lecturn is a grided cage of wrought iron,

symbolizing the weightlessness of the Word. The processional cross, is made from  ivory for it’s

bone like resemblance and the stave is made from oak that has lain in the peat moors for 2000

years.

Diana Periton who came to the consecration ceremony, wrote the following desription of the

events transforming the church from project /  building site to sarced space,which I would like to

read.

“For the consecration, we entered through narrow doors, squeezed between walls of stacked

rough granite slabs, to witness a ceremony in which the fabric itself was sanctified. The Cardinal

of

Berlin engraved a cross of oil on the stone beneath each of the 12 apostle lights with his thumb,

making a complete circuit of the church, accompanied by acolytes spreading clouds of incense.

The four white columns of the badacchino were blessed. A bone of St Thomas Aquinas (in a tiny

box) was lowered into a void under the altar; this became a hearth, flaming with the light from its

four lamps reflected in the oil used to anoint its top surface, until the vision was polished away by



nuns using linen towels.”

Room

Back out into the courtyard one can enter the Bishops’ Synod. In here the chapel of St Bonifatus ,

a private ‘in-house’ chapel, is  positioned at the corner of the entrance to the site, marking the

entrance to the whole complex and thus reinforcing its symbolic presence. St Bonifatus (37.plan)

is approached through the lobby from a double height reception hall with an adjacent breakfast

room for morning Mass. This small but tall space seats the household of the Bishops Synod with

additional space in the gallery on the upper level. When seated they face a  framed alabaster

window, echoeing compositional techniques used in scenes found in renaissance paintings such

as the ‘annunciation’ by Piero della  Francesca, (38.P della Francesca) where the background is

captured by the loggia, sheltering and framing the rituals taking place in the foreground. The

alabaster window is made from loosely placed sheets, positioned and chosen in collaboration

with the artist Norbert Radermacher, fixed with small stainless steel crosses (39.fixings)

(40.window construction) on the inside of a glass window, environmentally insulated  and

acoustically sealed to keep out the noise  from the busy street. The base of the frame

(41.Bonifatus interior)  is shamfered to heighten its reading as picture frame and to provide a

sloped plane for the bible while it is not being read . The Alabaster, white and lightly veined,

creates a view with pattern and translucency which leads the eye and the mind deeper into the

material itself. The light through this lightly veined alabaster is luminescent and white- its purity is

completely unlike the gritty greyness of the Berlin street outside. The chapel is specifically a

‘room’ with in a house, to be used by the Synod’s household, and as such its parts make no

attempt to convey load-bearing qualities or more independent free standing ‘building’ references.

Salford

The second project (42.aerial view)  I want to discuss is the Emmanuel church and community

centre which will be on site early next year. It is on the Langworthy Road, to the west of central

Salford, near Manchester. The project is part of a larger urban initiative by developers, Urban

Splash, which aims to regenerate this part of Salford by retaining the facades and street patterns

of the terraced houses but providing a ‘loft’ type of housing to attract new people to the area. The

view from Chimney Pot Park, to the south, is the opening scene to the enduring English soap

opera, Coronation Street.

This area became densely populated during the late 19th Century, (43.19th C plan) when large

neighbourhoods of terraced houses were constructed to provide homes for factory workers.

Today, the urban fabric around our site remains (44.site) (45.site) essentially unchanged.



However, a lack of demand for this type of property, fuelled by crime, poverty and high

unemployment have contributed to the rapid and severe deterioration of the physical fabric as

well as the social stability of the area.

High street to courtyard

The physical fabric consists of rows of two storey terraced houses, with roofs parallel to the

street,

back yards and back alleys creating long thin sites surrounded by roads. (46.site )The public

buildings, often three storeys,such as the hotel and the school on Langworthy Road turn gabled

roofs perpendicular to the street and vary their relationship to the pavement edge accordingly.

(47.site organisation) By defining a strong physical boundary through a ‘back of pavement’

development we refer to the formal  ‘high street’ typology while also building on the essential

character of inhabitation of the surrounding streets. Behind this clear boundary to the street, a

series of private courtyards are created to enable the interior to open up to protected out door

space. The whole building; the church, the community hall, the café, the nursery, and offices,

express themselves within the language of the high street, as a public building with housing

above. Their roofs are perpendicular to the street with varying storey heights from 1 to 4 with set

backs to form courtyards. Their roofs formally bind all the functions together to form a hybrid, one

which combines the different building types found along the high street into one ‘block’ taking up

the full depth and length of the site. The roof pitches are revealed internally where possible, to

add more spatial richness on the interior in the community hall, church, entrance hall and the

living rooms.

The project is located in a former row of shops at the centre of the community along the high

street. We felt that for a building with so little need for windows at ground level, using a cream

brick plinth as a device to set off and frame the windows of shop-like proportions would increase

the perception of openness. (48.  GF plan ) Otherwise, courtyards are landscaped with trees

which over-lap walls in order to ‘give something’ back to the street.

The redness of the whole area is startling when you first arrive. On closer inspection one notices

that the bricks have been painted and they all have slightly different shades of red!  Interest is

added by small details such as mass  (49.mouldings )produced mouldings over the doorways and

turned end houses of the terraces addressing the short sides of the streets. (50. view down

Langworthy Rd) This inspired us to use  a  language that built on the sense that the whole area is

carved or sculpted out of one material, with flush windows at ground level to reinforce crisp lines



and (51.view jubilee st) deep reveals in the red brick above, referring to more industrial buildings

ie. those not of domestic use.

Courtyard to room

Within this complex  the church is also the focus of the whole community. (52. view up

Langworthy Rd) The church sits at the south end of the site facing its own private walled

courtyard  garden. This space is designed for four religious communities, Methodist and Church

of England coming together to form a new ecumenical partnership, plus French African

Methodists and Tamils.  It is linked to the main reception by a brick lined corridor as well as

having its own special entrance from the parking courtyard .  (53.church plan) This leads the

visitor to the lobby from which both the chapel and church can be approached. The chapel .

(54.EC church extreior)  (55.roof plan)    is cut out of the same volume as the church  to make a

space which is always available to people should the church not be accessible. (56.chapel) This

space seats up to 12 people and orients itself towards an angular brick  revealed window above

the altar.

Cave

We were interested in making a simple ‘cave-like’ space, where the internal volume, the

openings

for light and the simple material quality gave the space its character. (57.samples) This was

because of the variety of uses required from the space, the different liturgical demands and the

budget. The church community wanted a light brick interior  which we have used to create a

uniform background. (58.EC interior) to help set off the wooden furniture with in it and lit with

small pendant lights to provide a special intimacy at night. The interior of the church has varying

cream and brown coloured brick walls and floor from the  Furness brick kilns, with one large

window looking onto the church’s courtyard. The roof-light above the altar floods the wall behind

with direct light bringing out the textural variations in the bricks. The wooden raftered roof, creates

fluid lines of structure by recessing the ridge and hip boards to make a seamless transition from

the larger space to the back space. The division of the space into two, while remaining one was

felt to enhance the proportions of the main space and  create a subtle hierarchy. The meeting

room is also designed to open up into the church space on days of religious festivals.

Conclusion

St Thomas Aquinas’, St Bonifatus  and Emmanuel Church are religious spaces within an

immediate context that is new,  largely conceived and created by the Architects. This context has



been structured around urban organisations, the courtyard, the monastery  and the high street,

which belong to that particular city, over laying them with other notions such as the  ‘room’ and

the ‘cave’.

Through the allusion of the familiar some kind of identity is sought. This identity is sometimes

drawing on characteristics of the place specifically and sometimes on more abstract notions

connected with the rituals taking place. For the Emmanuel Church the character created draws

more on the attributes of its location.rather than the rituals performed. At present the different

groups using the church have different services, and although they are now building the structure

of their  joint worship, the space has to remain flexible. By preserving some threads of

the past and giving value to the traditional urban forms we hope to enhance the sense of

belonging and enrich the sense of neighbourliness.  For the Church of St Thomas Aquinas the

church has the support of a strong liturgy which is embedded in the reading of all its parts. The

space has a symmetry that demands an exemplar response in the  positioning of these artifacts.

St Bonifatus, through its intimate, room-like atmosphere within a private ‘house’, takes on a

directly personal dimension .

Spatially the courtyard structure allows a great inter connection between inside and out, which on

a continuous street front would be less defendable .  In the case of the Emmanuel Church project

this has allowed the scheme to entertain more openness than the surrounding street culture

would suggest as sensible. It also allows the different qualities of garden and courtyard to reflect

the varied uses within ,so that the church and nursery garden become ‘external rooms’ . In Berlin

the street frontage is limited, so the courtyard helps  the institution to open up and have many

entrances off one public square.

Both projects demonstrate very different interpretations of type and draw on aspects of formal

typology related to their context while relying on aspects of ‘typical’ inhabitation. The Berlin

project can rely on rituals which are understood-i.e. the rituals of the catholic church- the Salford

project has to rely more overtly on visual recognition of types-i.e. an interpretation of traditional

urban forms. Both can be understood as something beyond the purely conceptual through their

fusion of form amd what is familiar.




