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INTRODUCTION
Ross Anderson and Maximilian Sternberg

Collectively, the chapters that are gathered here as Modern Architecture and the Sacred 
present a reappraisal of the manifold engagements that modern architecture has had 
with ‘the sacred’. While centring on Western architecture during the decisive period 
of the first half of the twentieth century – a time that takes in the early musings on 
spirituality by some of the avant-garde in defiance of Sachlichkeit and the machine 
aesthetic, through to the architecture of the sobering post-war years – it also considers 
the many-varied appropriations of sacrality that architects have made up to the present 
day, and also in social and cultural contexts beyond the West.

There are fourteen individual chapters, and they are structured into three thematically 
determined sections that capitalize on their commonalities.1 These three parts are 
‘Beginnings and transformations of the modern sacred’, Buildings for modern worship’ 
and ‘Semi-sacred settings within the cultural topography of modernity’. Collectively, 
the chapters in the first foundational section identify and interpret the intellectual and 
artistic roots of modern ideas of the sacred in the post-Enlightenment period, and 
they track transformations of these in architecture over time. The chapters of Part Two 
study the ways in which organized religion has responded to the challenges of the new 
modern self-understanding. While religious institutions in general often adopted a wary 
and defensive attitude, there are numerous examples of individual religious patrons 
embracing avant-garde experimentation and formal innovation that would influence 
modern architecture well beyond the realms of organized religion. Yet, ostensibly more 
secular patrons, politicians, academics or museum curators were attuned to the power of 
the sacred in conveying meanings in the architectural representation of their institutions. 
Part Three in particular investigates the ways that abstract modern notions of the sacred 
have been embodied in the ersatz sacred contexts of theatres, galleries, memorials and 
museums.

There are of course multiple ways of addressing the topic of modern sacred 
architecture, and this collection draws on some of the dominant approaches in current 
scholarship without committing to one of them in particular. One is the architectural 
monograph, whether focusing on notable individual architects and the religious ideas 
that they bring to bear in their architecture as a whole or in specific buildings.2 By 
way of contrast, a second approach addresses sacred architecture by concentrating on 
focusing on one particular religious denomination or order, often in one region, thereby 
revealing what it is that architecture can teach us about church or monastic history and 
social religious history – especially as regards the architectural implications of liturgical 
reform and ecclesiastical responses to social or political change.3 An approach related 
to this is pursued in some of the studies that come out of the discipline of religious 
studies, presenting theological insights concerning modernity and the modern, insofar 
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as ‘the sacred’ and ‘sacred space’ are discussed principally in relation to how works of 
architecture come to either embody or respond to specific theological concepts and 
liturgical reforms.

By embracing multiple ways of tackling the subject matter, the chapters here provide 
a coverage of the topic that is deliberately more panoramic than it is comprehensive, 
selectively identifying and interpreting the variety of ways that questions of the sacred 
came to the fore in particular cultural, geographical and political contexts, as much 
as in the minds of individual modern architects. Moreover, there is no presumption 
of critical unanimity between the authors themselves. Rather, they evidence a range 
of methodological approaches as varied as their subject matter; some are driven by 
philosophy or theory, while others are impelled by archival findings and the conventions 
of art historical research. 

Many of the chapters draw attention to the complexity of the cultural context within 
which architecture operates, and to the importance of the array of individuals who are 
inevitably involved – including patrons, clients and craftspeople – rather than fixating on 
works of architecture as the product of the imagination of individual ‘genius’ architects. 
Consideration is also given to those critics and scholars who write about buildings 
and condition their reception. This is a particularly important point, since even the 
ecclesiastical buildings and projects by the most notable of international architects, 
including, for example, Alvar Aalto, have tended to be either overlooked or ignored due 
to the awkward way that they sit within an otherwise apparently consistent œuvre.4 They 
would have muddied the narrative of canonical Modernism that was largely codified in 
the middle of the twentieth century by figures including Sigfried Giedion with his Space, 
Time and Architecture (1942) and Nikolaus Pevsner with his Pioneers of Modern Design 
(1949).5 

Then there are other architects for whom ecclesiastical commissions were the mainstay 
– including Rudolf Schwarz, Otto Bartning and Dominkus Böhm. It is largely for this 
reason that they tended to be overlooked altogether in more general histories of modern 
architecture, and it is only in more recent times that they have attracted scholarly attention 
as representatives of an ‘other’ Modernism.6 Some of the chapters profit from these kinds 
of revisionist perspectives on Modernism and further extend their claims, offering new 
readings of the works both of some of the ‘heroic’ figures of modern architecture and of 
architects who have long been marginalized in the mainstream accounts.

As a corpus, the chapters contend that the substantial body of religious or semi-
sacred buildings by modern architects should in fact be allocated a central rather than 
peripheral position in the history of modern architecture, and that close consideration of 
them might reveal some of those deep-seated yet under-discussed motivations behind the 
development of modern architecture in general. ‘The sacred’ is a persistent theme, even 
if it has long been deliberately or inadvertently marginalized, or considered anomalous; 
subject to misleading simplifications to the extent that it is discussed at all. Early writings 
on Modernism tended to downplay the significance of the sacred architecture of their 
time by dismissing these buildings as regressive or eccentric – difficult to situate – and 
therefore of only limited significance to the story of the otherwise onward march of 
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modern architecture as a movement. And yet, architects of the stature of Peter Behrens, 
Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe and Alvar Aalto did themselves of course invest some 
of their energies into the design of churches and other buildings that harbour religious 
purposes and practices, such as cemeteries and mausolea. They also conversed in 
meaningful religious terms with the clients for these buildings, and held longer ongoing 
personal conversations with others – the Catholic theologian Romano Guardini in the 
case of Mies, whose books the architect had studied closely. Detlef Mertins recently 
wrote that ‘of all the books in Mies’s library, Guardini’s Letters is the most heavily 
marked. Mies highlighted passage after passage with bold and rapid margin strokes 
and wrote key words diagonally and in large script across the first pages of many of the 
chapters’.7 Then of course the architects put into practice the ideas they had been playing 
with. Le Corbusier, speaking in typically strident terms at the formal consecration of 
Notre Dame du Ronchamp, asserted that the sacrality he had summoned forth in the 
chapel transcended not only Catholicism but religion as a whole.8 In addition to their 
engagement with explicitly religious themes, some of the architects had a more diffuse 
understanding of the sacred that took in primitivism, medievalism, orientalism and 
pseudo or semi-religious undertakings such as theosophy. 

All considered, the focus here on questions of the sacred architecture is not simply 
to further elucidate one of the ‘hidden’ strands of modern architecture. Rather, it is 
conceived as a means to speak about the ways that the concerns of architecture can be 
seen to manifest a central tension within modern culture more broadly, namely that 
between the secular and sacred. This is the division that philosopher Charles Taylor goes 
so far as to assert in his book A Secular Age (2007) and which is the decisive one for the 
modern epoch.9 Since it came to be consolidated as a discipline and profession during 
this epoch, architecture has certainly tended to view itself as both a medium and an 
agent of secularization.

Unable to self-evidently rely on conventional ways of conceiving and carrying out 
religious buildings, architects and their patrons turned variously to the hard sciences – 
following the logic of the Enlightenment and its dedication to reason – or to the fine arts 
that became the receptacle for all of that which hard reason either left out or viewed with 
suspicion, including religion. This tension between the apparently opposed concerns 
of the Enlightenment and of Romanticism persisted into the twentieth century, as, for 
example, Iain Boyd Whyte explored in his study of Bruno Taut that told of the architect’s 
one-time commitment to Expressionism and then to Sachlichkeit.10 Boyd Whyte made 
the point that modern architecture was in fact propelled by mystical and millenarian 
dreams as much as it was by pledges to function and rationality. Furthermore, even the 
concept of ‘progress’ that held a central place in early modern architectural discourse 
cannot be fully understood without acknowledging the extent to which it is a secularized 
adaptation of the theological ideas of redemption and divine providence.11

Part One of this book opens up some of these questions around the place of the sacred 
in the modern world that is ostensibly devoid of it. Peter Carl’s wide-ranging chapter 
largely stakes out the terms of reference for those chapters that follow. He recognizes that 
once sacrality is freed from concrete religious practice, it becomes a general concept, a 
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collection of vaguely defined attributes that can apparently be manipulated by scholars or 
artists as much as by political regimes enlisting art and architecture to its particular ends. 
The sacred might be conceived as a set of behaviours, aesthetic responses, or iconography 
and is regularly adduced in the ostensibly secular genre of modernist manifestoes, the 
Bauhaus ‘cathedral of the future’ merely being the most famous and frequently cited. 
With reference to terms such as Eric Voegelin’s ‘intramundane salvation’, Carl identifies 
that post-Enlightenment culture has sought to preserve some of the original religious 
meanings in the midst of secularization – via notions like ‘religious experience’. Perhaps 
rooted in a phenomenon first identified in Friedrich Schiller’s remark in the ninth letter 
of On the Aesthetic Education of Man that ‘the temples remain sacred to the eye, even 
though the gods have been declared ridiculous’, Carl argues that architecture has been a 
major medium for expressing the ambivalent afterlife of the sacred in modernity. 

The following chapter Gabriele Bryant’s, couples Schiller’s observation with Hugo 
Ball’s quip that ‘modern artists are gnostics who do things that the priests have long 
thought forgotten’. She goes on to explore the prominence in modern times of ‘sacred’ 
themes and architectural forms beyond the traditional realms of religion, most strikingly 
in art. Again, she identifies the historical foundations of modern ‘Kunstreligion’ (art-
religion) in German Romanticism, before it came to be embodied in architecture, most 
prominently in Karl Friedrich Schinkel’s Altes Museum in Berlin – a museum built as 
a temple. She also addresses the enduring legacy of the contemporary relevance of the 
nineteenth-century notion of the Gesamtkunstwerk (total work of art) and its sacred 
connotations via a close reading of Peter Zumthor’s Bruder Klaus Field Chapel, which 
‘makes a place for itself ’, standing stele-like in a landscape of rolling hills just outside 
Cologne in Germany.12

In Chapter 3, Kathleen James-Chakraborty asserts the importance of sacred 
architecture to the story of modern architecture more generally. She contends that modern 
architecture made earlier and deeper inroads in church and synagogue design than  
in almost any other area of building, especially in Germany. Designed by architects such 
as Dominikus Böhm and Eliel Saarinen – who in their day numbered among the most 
widely respected and influential members of their profession – these modern sacred 
buildings deployed abstraction and a deft use of light, coupled with modern technology 
(especially reinforced concrete) to create understated and inexpensive spaces that have 
been widely appreciated ever since by the congregations that worship in them. She 
stresses that by omitting structures such as Böhm’s Christ the King in Bischofsheim 
(1926), Erich Mendelsohn’s Jewish Cemetery in Königsberg (1929), Eliel Saarinen’s 
Christ Church in Minneapolis (1949) and Togo Murano’s Memorial Cathedral for World 
Peace in Hiroshima (1946) from the history of the mainstream of the history modern 
architecture, our understanding of the field as a whole is diminished.13 That is, by ignoring 
the symbolic power of new forms, such histories exclude the many modern buildings 
that did not share an industrial aesthetic or a socialist purpose, overemphasizing the 
importance of a small number of architects based in a handful of countries.

Sofia Singler addresses one of those well-known architects, but does so through four 
of his projects that were never realized. Her chapter Città dei Morti focuses on Aalto’s 
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four funerary projects that she characterizes as ‘epitaphs engraved in the wind’. It situates 
Aalto’s funerary œuvre – which includes funeral chapels, crematoria and cemeteries – 
in relation to Nordic traditions, precedents and the works of his contemporaries, and 
contextualizes these projects within the framework of the historical, sociocultural, 
religious and political developments of their time. While Aalto developed an approach 
to cemetery design that drew upon motifs that are recurrent in his secular designs – 
notably his humanism and ideas concerning nature – his projects reveal subtle yet 
significant shifts in emphasis. Furthermore, Aalto linked his humanism ideas to those 
of pantheism, ritual and what Singler terms ‘urban primitivism’. She thus shows that not 
only were sacred motifs able to be brought into a fruitful dialogue with modernist ideals 
but that the design of settings with religious purposes in fact also offered a privileged 
medium for the expression of meaning in Modernism. 

Part Two opens with Mary Ann Steane’s chapter, which addresses the ecclesiastical 
design-build projects by the Valparaíso School of Architecture in Chile. She explores the 
way that church building has shaped the school’s pedagogical outlook into one in that 
apprehends architecture as an event that is enacted collaboratively rather than produced, 
and whose primary ambitions include the proper architectural expression of community 
and locality. The significance of light is explored not only for its phenomenal nature 
but also for the metaphorical connotations that attend it – moving beyond ‘form’ to 
formación. Typically translated as ‘training’, formación is more akin to the self-forming 
or self-education of Bildung.

In Chapter 6, Gerald Adler identifies that synagogue design since the Enlightenment 
can be read as a commentary on tradition and modernity, and the ways that it is 
embodied in building. By highlighting two particularly telling historical moments in 
Britain, he explores the paradoxical tendency towards mimicry of Christian building 
forms by reform-minded Jewish communities, as opposed to the continuation of 
traditional layouts that communicate a specific Jewish identity. The first of these is the 
late-nineteenth-century flourishing of synagogue building, echoing the eclecticism 
of contemporaneous church buildings. And the second is the mid-twentieth century, 
when Modernism produced two completely different synagogues at different ends 
of the tradition-modernity debate. During both of these historical moments it is the 
contested relationship between the bimah (the raised platform where the Torah scrolls 
are read) and the Ark (where they are stored) that is shown to in fact serve to define the 
configuration of each synagogue. 

Stephen Gage identifies that Gothic Revival architecture enjoyed prominence in 
America into the 1930s, long after it had been eclipsed in England and Europe, but 
that since it was derided by Modernists, it remains a largely overlooked tradition. He 
presents a close reading of Bertram Grosvenor Goodhue’s University of Chicago Chapel, 
with respect to the way that it can be seen to compact civic and sacred qualities and 
ambitions. The massive building was not only an exemplar of Goodhue’s devoted search 
for a distinctive ‘modern gothic’ idiom but also a physical manifestation of leaders’ desire 
for the university to become an epicentre of cultural life for all of Chicago. Conceived 
as a place for secular ceremonies and public gatherings, the project was seen first and 



Modern Architecture and the Sacred 

6

foremost as a civic monument that would actively contribute to the life of the modern 
city; traditional religious symbolism was co-opted for civic purposes.

Karla Britton’s chapter adopts and extends Vincent Scully’s assertion that the 
attainment of the sacred was one of the well-hidden agendas of canonical modern 
architecture as a whole. She does so via analysis of key buildings and writings by 
Auguste Perret and Le Corbusier, two of the most prominent architectural thinkers 
of the twentieth century. Her discussion is bracketed by two key moments, the first is 
Perret’s concept of the ‘sovereign shelter’ as expressed through the religious architectural 
language of his design for Notre Dame du Raincy (1923), and the other is Le Corbusier’s 
phenomenological concept of ‘ineffable space’, which the architect first articulated in 
1946. Both of these moments arose from the context of a modern French tradition of 
religious thought that pursued the expression of religious ideas beyond the predictable 
boundaries of architecture’s material and technological concerns. Together, they serve 
to demonstrate how religious buildings often became the locus of significant innovation 
and experimentation within the wider modern project.

In Chapter 9, Sam Samarghandi presents a critical account of the presence of buildings 
for worship in the pages of two of the most important British architectural journals 
of the post-war period. He identifies that, particularly on account of the programme 
of post-war reconstruction of urban centres, the subject of church building featured 
regularly.14 It was also a time of theological transformation, and both the buildings and 
the discourse surrounding them reveal that a transformation in the conception of new 
places of worship took place. Samarghandi’s discourse analysis tracks the ways that 
church buildings were either absented within, or ran contrary to, the dominant modernist 
architectural historiography and its ideological impulses, and were consequently 
truncated from the larger narratives of Modernism and were treated separately.15 He 
argues that despite their fettered associations to history and tradition, church buildings 
were a valid and indeed compelling subject in which to engage with Modernism, and 
that by the 1970s the simple dichotomies that had come to characterize early Modernism 
began to disintegrate among failed urban utopias and sober new political realities.

Part Three is made up of chapters that all have as their topic of concern those disciplines 
and their institutions that in the post-Enlightenment period have taken up the topic of 
sacrality that was previously the domain of religion. Often freighted with cultural and 
political ambitions, these semi-sacred settings include art galleries, museums and spaces 
for rituals and performances. Ross Anderson’s chapter identifies the important and as 
yet undervalued role the Swiss scenographer Adolphe Appia played in the formulation 
of themes that would become pivotal in the modern architecture of Heinrich Tessenow, 
Mies van der Rohe, Le Corbusier and others, particularly as embodied in his austere yet 
mysteriously atmospheric Espaces rythmique drawings. Poised between melancholy and 
hope, these drawings, which were once described as being ‘stripped of anecdote’, guide 
our eyes over reiterated horizons that rise up from chthonic depths to meet a promising 
sky. Conceived as the fragmentary remains of a past culture, or the inauguration of one 
to come, the semi-ritualistic settings marry an atavistic appeal to primordial experiences 
with removed perspectival clarity and precision. This consideration of Appia’s decisive 
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contribution to the development of modern architectural ‘space’ provides insights into 
the underrated role of theatre in the emergence of the new semi-sacred sensibility that 
coupled an ethos of austerity with aspirations for cultural renewal.

In Chapter 11, Matthew Mindrup takes up the German artist Kurt Schwitters’ 
remarkable Merzbau project as a vehicle to discuss the critical point of contact between 
sacred and modern architecture, within the realm of the domestic. Begun in 1923, and 
constructed over time using both found and pilfered materials, Schwitters invested his 
Merzbau project with meaning akin to the anagogical function of a Gothic cathedral, 
that is, to lead the mind from the world of appearances to the contemplation of God. 
Although unique in its expression, Schwitters’ Merzbau is demonstrative of a broader 
trend in Modernism to adopt the Gothic cathedral as an exemplary architectural and 
cultural paradigm of aesthetic wholeness and integrity – as a Gesamtkunstwerk.

Maximilian Sternberg’s chapter addresses the architectural and curatorial intent 
behind the Schnütgen Museum in Cologne during the 1930s. The Schnütgen holds one 
of the most important collections of medieval art in Europe. The now-lost setting of 
the museum in the 1930s at St Heribert was the first art museum curation to present 
a collection of exclusively medieval artefacts in an unabashedly modern manner that 
was radically pared back in both colour and décor, abandoning the whole ornamented 
wherewithal of the period room. While the distinctly modern curation of isolated 
exemplary artefacts in a succession of whitewashed rooms certainly aestheticized the 
sacred, it also sacralized the aesthetic.16 It is this double movement that makes the 
Schnütgen Museum such an important window into some of the tensions around sacred 
and secular at the heart of Modernism.

In Chapter 13, Hannah Malone explores the way that Mussolini’s Fascist regime in 
Italy attained its political ends through architecture that was both sacred and modern. 
She focuses on a group of ossuaries (bone depositories), which were built along the 
former battle front in north-eastern Italy to house the remains of Italian soldiers of the 
First World War. These ossuaries that were innovative in form and monumental in scale 
were intended to become secular sites of pilgrimage, merging religious symbolism with 
political ambition. Since Fascism operated as a ‘political religion’ within a deeply Catholic 
culture, the architects of the ossuaries borrowed tools of persuasion that belonged to the 
architecture and traditional imagery of the church, but since the regime also endorsed 
modern architecture as being in line with the future of the regime, both approaches 
were employed. This suggests how, far from disappearing from modern architecture, 
the sacred was reinvented in new and meaningful ways to serve ends both cultural and 
political.

In the final chapter of Part Three, and of the book, Michael Tawa recognizes the 
fact that normative oppositional thinking has left unexplored the constitutive identity 
between sacred and secular, with the consequence that the rational, secular project at the 
heart of modernity remains interminably haunted by the spectre of the sacred. Drawing 
on works of music, cinema and architecture, he analyses the agency of severance, 
dissonance and undecidability in the production of atmosphere; further, he shows 
how something like an atmosphere of the sacred can emerge through the essentially 
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tectonic practice of suspended discordance – that is, through unaligned and dissonant 
yet strangely consilient compositional and material conditions.

Across the pages of Modern Architecture and the Sacred, the concerns, approaches and 
conclusions of individual authors are also not always concilient, deliberately privileging 
what Hans-Georg Gadamer termed ‘the priority of the question’17 over the answer. But 
what they do register collectively is that ‘the sacred’ is one of those persistent themes that 
underlie modern architecture, whether spoken about in terms that are religious or rather 
disclosed in words and buildings that are the result of ambivalent secularized legacies 
of sacred expectations and motifs.18 In all, they suggest that the questions surrounding 
modern ‘sacred architecture’, or ‘the sacred’ in modern architecture, remain contested 
and therefore alive, open to future interpretative possibilities in contexts both secular 
and sacred.

Notes

1. The chapters derive mostly from the presentations delivered at a two-day symposium 
co-convened by the editors at Pembroke College in the University of Cambridge in April 
2017, and one of them was subsequently written by a panel chair. The contributors to the 
symposium all engaged with questions of modern architecture and sacrality as individuals, 
yet their concerns were conversant and the topics and arguments presented here were 
sharpened through collegial discussion and reflection.

2. See, for example, the following works all dedicated to Le Corbusier: Debora Antonini, 
et al., Le symbolique, le sacré, la spiritualité dans l’oeuvre de Le Corbusier (Rencontres de la 
Fondation Le Corbusier, 2003); Jan K. Birksted, Le Corbusier and the Occult (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 2009); and Flora Samuel and Inge Linder Gaillard, Sacred Concrete: The 
Churches of Le Corbusier (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2012). And these books, all by Joseph Siry, 
each addresses one of Frank Lloyd Wright’s religious buildings: Siry, Unity Temple: Frank 
Lloyd Wright and Architecture for Liberal Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998); Siry, Beth Sholom Synagogue: Frank Lloyd Wright and Modern Religious Architecture 
(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2012). See also Victoria M. Young’s Saint John’s Abbey 
Church: Marcel Breuer and the Creation of a Modern Sacred Space (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2014).

3. See, for example, Kate Jordan and Ayla Lepine, eds, Modern Architecture and Religious 
Communities, 1850–1970: Building the Kingdom (London: Routledge, 2018); and Robert 
Proctor, Building the Modern Church: Roman Catholic Church Architecture in Britain, 
1955-1975 (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014). Some scholars have investigated the deployment 
of church building programmes in specific, and often charged, political contexts. See, 
for example, Holger Brülls, Neue Dome. Wiederaufnahme romanischer Bauformen und 
antimoderne Kulturkritik im Kirchenbau der Weimarer Republik und der NS-Zeit (Berlin: 
Verlag Bauwesen, 1994). This is a line of inquiry also pursued in a number of chapters in 
the current volume, most prominently in Hannah Malone’s chapter on the monumental 
ossuaries built by the Italian Fascists along former battle lines to become secular sites of 
pilgrimage.

4. The same might be said of earlier ‘transitional’ architects including Hendrik Petrus Berlage, 
Otto Wagner and Jože Plečnik and others. The ecclesiastical works of Theodor Fischer 
meanwhile have received more attention, for example in Maite Kröger’s Theodor Fischers 
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architektonisches Prinzip am Beispiel der Ulmer evangelischen Garnisonkirche (Munich: 
Grin Publishing, 2012). Sofia Singler and Maximilian Sternberg’s forthcoming article ‘The 
Civic and the Sacred: Alvar Aalto’s Churches and Parish Centres in Wolfsburg, 1960–1968’, 
Architectural History 62 (2019), will address the issue in regards to Aalto’s architecture.

5. Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1942); Nikolaus Pevsner, Pioneers of Modern Design: From William Morris to Walter Gropius 
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CHAPTER 1
ARCHITECTURE AND THE 
QUESTION OF ‘THE’ SACRED 
Peter Carl

The virtue of rendering sacrality as a concept – ‘the’ sacred – is its generosity: it proposes 
to accommodate all religious practices and beliefs. This is also its principal defect, since 
it has authorized deconstructing these beliefs and practices into attributes, analogies, 
patterns, behaviours and themes liberated from any actual religion or people and cast 
into a domain of speculation qualified by the methods of philosophy, literary criticism, 
semiotics, anthropology, psychology, social theory and art history, among others.

By the mid-twentieth century, ‘the’ sacred was least at home in actual religious 
practice, with its obligations to seasonal ritual cycles, to marriage customs or food 
symbolism, to modes of worship and theology. ‘The’ sacred became most credible to 
artists and architects as the compendia of motifs contained in such works as Gaston 
Bachelard’s re-interpretations of the four elements (1938-48), Pierre Mabille’s Mirror 
of the Marvelous [sic] (1940), Juan Eduardo Cirlot’s Jungian A Dictionary of Symbols 
(1958) or Mircea Eliade’s quasi-Structuralist Patterns in Comparative Religion (1958). 
Since then, conceptions of reality as the thermodynamics of embodied information 
suggest that received structures of reference might dissolve altogether. At the same time, 
established religions intermingle with adaptations1 and ephemeral new cults. Under 
these conditions, ‘the’ sacred is more a question than an assured basis for inquiry or 
critique.

The implication of a conflict between ‘the’ sacred and ‘the’ conceptual is itself 
illuminating. In Europe, these two contexts for belief or truth might be said to mark 
the transition to the Enlightenment beginning in the fourteenth century. At a time 
when ‘the’ sacred seems to veer between dogmatic fundamentalism and a mere 
designation of importance (one hears toothbrushing or breakfast described as ‘ritual’), 
it would be appropriate to try to clarify the architectural embodiment of ‘the’ sacred. A 
historical outline suggests that architecture’s turn to perspectivism created fundamental 
ambiguities that came to a head in early Romanticism, when we were left with a 
conceptual ‘space’ oriented to human freedom, but also with the counter-understanding, 
recently resurrected, which acknowledges the claim of the fundamental conditions.

We may fruitfully begin with the alabaster cult pedestal, or altar, on which a relief 
depicts the Middle Assyrian ‘king of kings’ Tukulti-Ninurta I approaching and kneeling 
before a representation of itself (Figure 1.1).2 The inscription dedicates the altar to a god 
associated with light, Nuska, who, however, is usually represented by a lamp; whereas it 
appears that the symbol atop the altar is actually a stylus and tablet, in which case the 
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deity invoked would be Nabu, associated with writing and the crafts.3 Perhaps we can 
take the doubling of the king and of his altar to allow both Nuska and Nabu, anticipating 
Plato’s much later use of the crafts, the logos and light in his rendering of participation 
in the World Soul.4 

In any event, what is most important for present purposes is the base of the altar. 
The altar in the relief positions its base directly atop the base of the actual altar, whose 
upper surface provides the ground traversed by the king. There is no other indication of 
the setting, indoors or outdoors – the event takes place in the time-out-of-time that can 
be re-enacted in ritual, ceremony and, later, drama.5 What is necessary is the base: its 
attachment to the boundless earth in a particular site enables the king to communicate 
with his deity. He traverses the ‘ground’ with humility, perhaps trepidation, barefoot, 
grasping his sceptre and extending his right index finger. In other words, the base 
establishes a condition between earth and the deities propitious for communication with 
humans. 

This obviously recalls Heidegger’s strife of earth and world,6 although he emphasized 
the rift (Riss) in the earth, comparing it to the architectural ground plan (Grundriss).7 
Taking Heidegger’s philosophical metaphor to indicate something like ‘rupture’, it is not 
difficult to see the stepped form of the altar base as a mini-ziggurat. By analogy the altar 
becomes a little temple, and this invocation of the cosmic mountain not only appears in 
countless ancient Near Eastern temples, statues and cylinder seals but also survives in 
the crepidoma of Greek temples and the humble earth altars of Aeneas in Virgil’s Aeneid. 

Figure 1.1 Alabaster altar of Tukulti-Ninurta I, Assur, thirteenth century BCE. 
Source: bpk-Bildagentur / Vorderasiatisches Museum, SMB.



Architecture and the Question of ‘the’ Sacred 

15

The arrangement presumes a temporality by which the earth precedes the base, which 
in turn precedes the altar, statue or temple. Conversely, reversing this sequence displays 
a stratification of dependency. The ephemeral rite can be re-enacted because the altar or 
temple resides upon its ‘older’, or more primordial, base which ruptures the even more 
primordial earth, giving it a horizon. Commitment to a particular place means the earth 
is always-already architecture.

The ceremonial architecture of the Bronze Age acknowledges this primordial 
claim and serves as the horizon or background for praxis in history, mediated by the 
rhythmic temporality of ornament, which appears on the architecture, the furniture 
and the regalia of the principal actors. Indeed, against Eliade’s over-insistence upon a 
distinction between the sacred and the profane,8 we find that rituals are rooted in what 
people do anyway (praxis), but attuned to rhythm: voices and words move towards 
song or poetry; noise is clarified into the music of drums, flutes, horns or strings; 
bodily movements become procession, dance or significant postures; temples acquire 
colonnades or buttresses scrupulous with their measure, as well as images, statuary and 
ornament suffused with rhythm. All this is arranged for the sake of communication with 
deities and their claims from the deep context manifest in the recurring iconography of 
animals, plants, earth, weather and heavens. The always-already-there of the primordial 
context collaborates in the myths with an elaborate thematization of origins, in which 
the ontologically primary conditions are deemed to inhabit a deep past, and with which 
initiatives in history strive to be reconciled. Indeed, the re-enactive temporality of the 
rites makes history accountable to these original, or foundational, conditions.

That architecture can convert temporal into spatial orientation is one aspect of 
architecture’s participation in ‘the’ sacred. It is not restricted to ancient Near Eastern 
temple-palace compounds, but attains a distributed and more public character along the 
north side of the Athenian Acropolis, where all the cults important to the polis were located 
(Figure 1.2). This is the area now dominated by the restored remains of the Erechtheion, 
to which the archaic wooden statue of Athena Polias had been transferred after the 
original temple was destroyed by the Persians in 480 BCE. Gaps in the evidence, conflicts 
in the sources, the multivalent identities of the deities, destructions and rebuildings and 
the consequent breadth of scholarly debate necessitate a somewhat cursory treatment 
here.9 However, for the purposes of grasping its temporal significance, two aspects may 
be noted. First, the several shrines were the subject of a group of ceremonies, processions 
and rites that took place at the turning of the year, of which the most important was 
the Panathenaea, when Athena Polias received her newly woven peplos. Secondly, the 
mythical corpus with which Athenians renewed their affiliation annually was situated 
in a period of archaic kings associated with the Mycenaean occupation of the site (from 
when the wooden statue was supposed to date, and surviving masonry recalls the ‘strong-
built house of Erechtheus’ visited by Athena in Homer’s Odyssey 7.81) and in particular 
the chthonic, fish-tailed Kekrops. His tomb was incorporated in the south-west corner 
of the Erechtheion and his daughters were commemorated in the Pandroseon and the 
House of the Arrhephoroi, as well as in the cave of Aphrodite and Eros, in the north face 
of the Acropolis, and the cave of Aglauros, on the north-east face, originally addressing 
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the pre-Classical agora.10 To the time of Kekrops were attributed also the aetiological 
myths of the Acropolis, the contests of Athena versus Poseidon and Hephaistos; and the 
two male deities were respectively echoed in the doubled Erechtheus and Erichthonios. 
Poseidon was also the protagonist of the battle between Erechtheus and Eumolpos of 
Eleusis, another pairing (Athens-Eleusis) preserved in the annual cycle. To the east was 
the great altar of Athena Polias and further east lay the precinct of Zeus Polieus on the 
highest point of the Acropolis, which Pausanias attributed to the period of Erechtheus. 
Pausanias also recorded the cult’s unusual ox-sacrifice (again part of the ceremonial 
cycle) in which the animal selected himself by eating grain; the priest fled after killing 
the ox, and the sacrificial axe was subjected to a judicial trial.11 

The association of city-founding and violence committed by ancient hero-figures 
and their gods is not unusual – for example, Tiamat and Marduk, Cain and Abel, 
Romulus and Remus. We can detect here another modality of primordial earth and 
its temporality, whereby earth entombs the memory of the founding struggle; and the 
Greeks commemorated the oikistes, the city-founder of a colony-town, with a heröon (a 
commemorative tomb descended from Mycenaean practice). In this respect a city is like 
a symbol – it is a permanent locus of reinterpretation. 

However, the myths associated with the Acropolis were not accomplished once 
in the past and then simply commemorated, or even annually re-enacted, as in the 

Figure 1.2 Diagrammatic reconstruction of area surrounding Erechtheion, Acropolis, Athens, 
fifth century BCE. Key: (1) shrine of Aphrodite and Eros, lower north slope of Acropolis; (2) 
Cave of Aglauros, in northeast face of Acropolis, facing pre-Classical agora; (3) stairs up from 
north slope to Acropolis plateau; (4) House of Arrhephoroi; (5) North Portico of Erechtheion; (6) 
western passage of Erechtheion; (7) Caryatid Portico; (8) Naos of Erechtheion; (9) Pandroseon; 
(10) Theatron; (11) foundations of archaic Athena Polias Temple; (12) great altar of Athena Polias; 
(13) precinct of Zeus Polieus.
Drawing by Peter Carl.
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Mesopotamian New Year’s ritual.12 It is quite likely there was never a single definitive 
reading of the tensions and reciprocities incorporated in these myths,13 and the 
distributed character of the shrines and symbolic artefacts, with echoes well beyond 
the Acropolis itself, suggests an autonomy of the parts measured against a common 
ground of difference. For Athenian ‘performance culture’,14 the drama of vulnerability 
and freedom in the context of divine forces was played out upon exposed ground in the 
agonic situations of Greek tragedy, of the bouleuterion, where laws were made, and of 
the law-courts, where the winner or the loser was less important than the affirmation of 
lawfulness. Under these conditions, ‘the’ sacred was not limited to the sacrifices, altars 
and temples, but rather pervaded the praxes of the polis with greater or lesser degrees 
of intensity, acknowledging claims from different deities, depending upon the topic. 
Indeed, the topic – what Hans-Georg Gadamer called ‘the priority of the question’15 – 
shares with the rupture or Riss the capacity to endow the common ground of difference 
with a direction, scope and horizon. In the performative, logos-culture of the democratic 
polis, the Heideggerian earth was latent with the Aristotelian topoi,16 the ‘common-
places’ or typical situations.

Encouraging a reading of the Periclean Erechtheion in terms of the conventions of 
tragedy was not only the theatron attached to the north facade (Figure 1.2, no. 10)17 
but also the east and west facades acted more like the fifth-century skene18 than typical 
temple facades, if Alexandra Lesk is correct that the interior was a single room with its 
floor at the lower level.19 Moreover, this might clarify the mysterious ascent from the 
Erechtheion’s great north portico, along the inside of its west wall with its benches and 
central door to the Pandroseon, up a stair over the tomb of Kekrops within in the Caryatid 
portico (which rested on the foundations of the old Athena Polias temple), departing 
from the Caryatid portico’s east door towards the altar of Athena Polias (Figure 1.2, nos. 
3, 5–7, 12). Against the west-east orientation of all other movement on the Acropolis, this 
north-south ascent was deemed important enough to celebrate with the two remarkable 
porticoes, which significantly modified what otherwise could have been a simple box 
of a temple. One might speculate that the porticoes were intended to evoke a palace, 
specifically that of Erechtheus (certainly ‘dwelling’ is the fundamental metaphor of 
orientation, not just in ancient Greece); and the incorporation of Kekrops’ tomb endows 
the building with the character of an heröon. However, the earth notably suffers in this 
precinct – the ‘earth-born’ Kekrops, Erectheus and Erichthonius all endure strife, the site 
is marked by Poseidon’s sea-basin and trident-strike, and the building is positioned across 
a one-storey drop in the limestone. Accordingly, one suspects that this chthonic passage, 
unique on the Acropolis, incorporated the final segment of a Mycenean-era ritual ascent, 
reserved for a few celebrants: from the caves in the north face of the Acropolis, via the 
steps carved into the hill behind the House of the Arrhephoroi, traversing the cult sites of 
Athena Polias to arrive at her altar in the centre of the Acropolis plateau. 

All this articulated the modalities of Athena, with whom the fractious polis found 
common identity. Athena’s snake and owl, which inhabited the Pandroseon along with her 
olive tree, testify to archaic communication between the chthonic and celestial domains. 
Her Mycenaean character as mistress of the citadel was augmented by her command of 
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the crafts (Hephaistos), of horse management (Poseidon), of agriculture (her olive tree) 
and of cunning intelligence (she was daughter of Metis, though ultimately born from the 
head of Zeus), which led Walter Burkert to call her a deity of ‘disciplined civilisation’.20 

With regard to the role of ‘the’ sacred in the possible architectural embodiment of 
‘disciplined civilisation’, however, it is a profound irony that, except for classicists and 
archaeologists, this topography rich in practices and references, suffering and ambiguity – 
an earth deep in temporal symbolism – has been obscured by adulation of the bombastic, if 
carefully crafted, Parthenon. Without cultic significance and serving mostly as a treasury, 
this extravagant work of propaganda has nonetheless served generations of European 
architects since Cyriacus of Ancona in the fifteenth century as a paradigm of sacred 
architecture (alternating with the Gothic cathedral after Goethe). The pious sanctimony 
of Leo von Klenze’s famous painting of 1846 became, twenty years later, the ecstatic Prière 
sur l’Acropole21 of Ernest Renan, on which Le Corbusier drew for inspiration. Embodying 
the Enlightenment fascination with ‘monuments’, this misplaced adulation has distorted 
the expectations surrounding architecture’s participation in ‘the’ sacred, and thereby of 
any architecture which aspires to incarnate the ancient Greek values supposedly captured 
in the innumerable views and obligatory architects’ sketches of the Parthenon.

We might designate the area around the Erechtheion a topography of praxis, in virtue 
of the need for sustained and concrete involvement with its several distributed settings, as 
against the dominantly optical and didactic performance of the Parthenon. However, the 
Erechthion’s implicit dialogue with the setting of tragic theatre became the explicit basis 
for representation in the theatrical perspectivism of the succeeding Hellenistic culture. 
The skene itself – demarcating a domain in which human and divine communicated in a 
time-out-of-time for the purposes of reflection22 – became progressively more elaborate 
across the period and became the standard armature of architectural ornament (thus 
greatly influencing its Renaissance emulators). Additionally in the Hellenistic period, 
there developed a sensitivity to landscape composition, well known from wall frescoes 
and mosaics, but also deployed in the planning of significant ensembles, such as the 
Museion in Alexandria, where the practice originated,23 the citadel at Pergamon,24 the 
Macedonian development of Samothrace25 and, in Rome, the Agrippan and Augustan 
installation of the Pantheon, Tomb of Augustus, the Horologium and Ara Pacis in the 
Campus Martius.26 By incorporating Virgil’s rewriting of the foundation of Rome (itself 
a characteristic Hellenistic play with genres), Augustus’ saeculum of peace was made into 
the consequence of four temporalities: his own, the family gens, the symbolic history of 
Rome and celestial movements.27 The ensemble was described by Strabo as ‘presenting 
to the eye the appearance of stage-painting . . . so marvellous as to make the rest of the 
city its appendage . . . this most sacred part of Rome’.28

This conception of a landscape of didactic monuments, understood less through praxis 
than through views of relationships between edifices and artefacts bearing iconography 
and oriented to commemoration, lies at the heart of perspectivism.29 Its evident debt 
to theatre will dominate Roman architecture and planning; it will be resurrected in the 
European Renaissance and will endure as the basis for architectural thinking into the 
present (as, for example, the subjective perception of ‘forms’ in ‘space’). The Augustan 
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operation exhibits the comprehensive ambitions of this style of thought by importing 
into European architecture the legacy of Alexander the Great, by which the polis is fused 
with Near Eastern and Central Asian styles of rulership: a more or less ‘divine’ king 
mediates earthly exigencies with the cosmic conditions. For the next thirteen and a half 
centuries, from Cordoba to Chang’an, there are no republican governments, only the 
hieratic thrones, domes and elaborate ornament of royal hierarchies and ceremony.30

In order for this to be effective, the literally ‘visionary’ architecture absorbed 
attributes of ‘the’ sacred, on the basis of the Stoic and then Neoplatonic conceptions of 
a continuum between divine and human. The late Roman imperial idiom, from which 
emerged Byzantine, Sassanid and Umayyad architectures, claimed the upper strata of this 
continuum, in which the personal and institutional aspects31 of the princes and priests 
ensured that political, judicial or military exploits always carried an aura of ‘the’ sacred, 
even if, for Christian theology, Augustine had argued a distinct separation between the 
heavenly and earthly cities (De civitate Dei, 426 CE). For example, the niche addressing 
a communal room came to embody the divine authority of the ruler, priest, judge or 
teacher. All of these were combined in the figure of the enthroned Christ presiding 
over the Ecclesia set within the hemicycle behind Constantine’s Anastasis Rotunda 
representing Heavenly Jerusalem at the end of time, in the fifth-century apse mosaic in 
Santa Pudenziana, Rome (Figure 1.3). The niche was a recurring presence in palaces, 

Figure 1.3 Apse mosaic of Santa Pudenziana, Rome, fifth century CE (and sixteenth-century 
repairs).
Photograph by Welleschik, 2009. Wikimedia Commons (https://commons .wikimedia .org /wiki /
File :Apsi  s _mos  aic,_  Santa  _Pude  nzian  a, _Ro  me _W2  .JPG). 
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courts, churches and mosques (the mihrab), as well as in countless ivory reliefs, frescoes, 
mosaics and manuscript illuminations.

It is evidently another legacy of Hellenistic perspectivism and its preoccupation 
with the theatrical realm in-between gods and humans that attention shifted from the 
earth-oriented topography of praxis to elevational phenomena such as the niche, the 
triumphal arch, the scenae frons and the domed tetrapylon. A domed tetrapylon was 
the centre of al-Mu’tasim’s (836 CE) vast palace and gardens at Samarra,32 a mode of 
dwelling for royals favoured by divinities that can be traced from Babylon and Nineveh33 
via Tiberius’ planetary villas on Capri and Nero’s Domus Aurea to Versailles and the 
Yuangmingyuan (Old Summer Palace). Neither temples nor wholly secular, these 
configurations were exceedingly ambitious in their scope of reference,34 and hosted the 
most sophisticated (and often dangerous) court protocol and artists – such as the famous 
Ziryab (‘blackbird’), who, in the early ninth century, introduced to the court of Abd ar-
Rahman II at Cordoba the manners, music, poetry, cuisine and the attire of the court at 
Baghdad.35 These courts also managed education and scholarship, and the monasteries 
and madrassas were run as little courts.

Thus, all that mattered for situating oneself in the whole was framed by this culture, 
for whose stratification from heaven to earth the sixth-century Neoplatonic theologian 
Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite invented the term ‘hierarchy’. The courts of both palace 
and temple expressed themselves in the manners and ceremonies of appearance, respect, 
judgement, obedience, propitiation, gratitude, gift-giving and elaborate hosting (or their 
equally formalized opposites, in the case of an enemy). For these purposes was imagined 
a fusion of actual and symbolic architecture, at once immanent and transcendent. A 
sixth-century ivory relief from Constantinople depicts the archangel Michael, looking 
like a young palace official holding an orb with cross and a staff, paused at the top step 
of an aedicula made of fluted Corinthian columns supporting an acanthus-ornamented 
arch and garland framing a cross inscribed within a victor’s crown upon a scallop shell 
(Figure 1.4).36 Since Michael was judge at the Garden of Eden and will be at the end of 
time, the festooned aedicula marks the alpha and omega of Christian temporal existence 
– a portal in both Eden and Heaven – and associates it with cosmic justice. There are 
three transformations in ‘the’ sacred represented here. 

First, it is the assumption of traditional cosmologies that humans are ultimately 
obliged to the fundamental natural conditions in which they are embedded,37 and 
that therefore errancy as freedom – from these conditions – lies at the heart of cosmic 
ethics. It is the significant attribute of being human to be both part of and potentially 
emancipated from these fundamental conditions (an insight present also in Aristotle’s 
notion of humans as political animals or the phrase, ‘human nature’). If the Assyrian 
and Greek examples exhibit an obvious obligation to the fundamental conditions, the 
Old Testament declared a purely ethical relation with JHWH, eschewing the media 
of participation of the Hebrews’ Near Eastern neighbours (at least until Solomon’s 
Temple and its cult). The New Testament doctrine of salvation went further, promising 
emancipation from human finitude to those who could negotiate the divinely created, 
historical world with faith, hope and love.38
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Figure 1.4 Ivory half-diptych, Constantinople, mid-sixth century CE, depicting archangel 
Michael in a festooned portal.
Source: British Museum.
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Secondly, this had a significant effect upon the experience of temporality. The Old 
Testament promised that deeds accomplished in history were potentially endowed with 
universal significance, as one sees in the cast of characters both named and anonymous that 
accompany saints and the Holy Family carved into Gothic Cathedral portals or frescoed 
on the walls of the Palazzo della Ragione, Padova. Festivals of saints and the Holy Family 
also marked the Christian year within a universal temporality oriented to the eschaton, 
when all historical time would be superseded and human finitude effaced. Similarly, the 
Christian ecumene transcended all actual empires, regions, cities, villages or houses. In a 
constant tension between Jesus the poor man of Nazareth and the Kingdom of Heaven, all 
true meaning resided in this transcendent condition: everything visible referred away from 
itself, it could only be an earthly allusion to the eternal state. The actual deferred to the real 
or true, following the incarnational principle of the iconodule John of Damascus (On the 
Divine Images, ca. 730 CE): things, images, architecture acted as the embodying vehicles 
for extravagant allegories (such as those of Maximus Confessor, Mystagogia, ca. 625 CE). 
These allegories fused the paradigmatic past and future; and in order to cope with the 
referential ambiguities – the ethical significance of the several temporalities in play – John 
Cassian (ca. 420 CE) was compelled to acknowledge four hermeneutic levels to account for 
the continuity between Jerusalem as history and as anagogic completion of Being.39

Thirdly, therefore, this temporal transformation deeply affected the embodying 
architecture. The most sumptuous church or palace evaporated into light and dense 
theology in a mood of constant preparation of one’s soul – the invisible, essential part of 
one’s identity (Figure 1.5).40 If the modernist conception of ‘space’ received its experience 
of infinity from perspectivism’s involvement with depth, extensity and the horizon, it 
received its expectation of spiritual intensity from the medieval metamorphosis of 
straightforward masonry architecture into its opposite: fields of colour, ornament 
and symbols.41 The modernist concept of ‘space’ also expected abstract geometrical 
or mathematical relationships to refer to ideas or concepts, usually as fragments in 
a formally organized field. This too was prefigured, although within quite specific 
structures of reference, in the capacity of the rhythmic orders and patterns of the 
medieval coordination of architecture with ornament to embody a divine transcendence, 
as if the eschaton could be anticipated in an always-already time-out-of-time of the 
rites and ceremonies. When they were not eliminated altogether, as in Islamic sacred 
architecture, figures were reduced to faces, postures and garments, and they were 
extracted from the background scenography so important to perspective representation 
(and to later Persian miniatures). Instead, they were embedded directly in the highly 
articulate ornament,42 alive with symbols actual and potential (such as the ubiquitous 
vine rinceaux, lying between geometric pattern and calligraphy). The rhythmic intensity 
of these configurations, re-enacted in the cycles of rites and ceremonies and embodied 
in the idiom of moral authority (which of course did not prevent wholesale slaughter 
and destruction in the name of justice), culminates the commitment to a temporality 
beyond history.

In the fourteenth century, this commitment began to dissolve and one can detect a 
turn to what might loosely be called ‘humanism’ in such phenomena as the development 



Architecture and the Question of ‘the’ Sacred 

23

of Persian narrative painting, the dramatic frescoes of the Chora Monastery (Kariye 
Camii), the Nasrid Alhambra after Muhammad V, the Mudéjar facade of the Parroquieta 
Chapel of La Seo de Zaragoza, Guillaume de Machaux’s polyphonic Messe de Notre Dame, 
the works influenced by the Devotio Moderna anticipating the Lutheran reform and the 
rediscovery of both republican government and perspectivism in Northern Italy. Since 
the eventual outcome, with regard to ‘the’ sacred, was the secular culture of the European 
Enlightenment, the intervening centuries might be regarded the Great Transition,43 if 
one follows Charles Taylor’s long and detailed account of how we arrived to A Secular 
Age.44 In particular, he argues a cluster of interwoven reciprocities: of theological reform 
with the advance of science, of disenchantment in the Christian dispensation with the 
courage to take responsibility for ourselves, of a transcendent Great Chain of Being 
with immanent chains of causation, of spiritual orientation with pathology and cure, 
and of hermeneutics with philosophically informed theory. The resulting ‘society’ of 
individuals acting reasonably for mutual benefit Taylor called ‘exclusive humanism’, 
and its evident debt to eighteenth-century economic theory allowed some thinkers to 
consider the equivalent of Adam Smith’s hidden hand to be both the work of nature and, 
like nature, God-given.

The ambiguity of who or what was this God under such conditions – other than a 
symbol for the unity of Being – testifies to the interlacing of the European Enlightenment 
with post-medieval Christianity. For the visual arts, the result was ‘space’, achieved 

Figure 1.5 Palatine Chapel of Roger II, Palermo, Sicily, twelfth century CE, combining 
Mediterranean Norman, Byzantine and Islamic ornamental practices.
Photograph by Fintan Corrigan, 2014. Wikimedia Commons.
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during Romanticism. Indeed, the first experiments with redefining the Christian God 
coincided with the first indications of what would be required for ‘space’.45 The French 
Revolutionary Fêtes of the late eighteenth century celebrated a Supreme Being embodied 
in didactic monuments set in a vast horizontal space (equality as indefinite extension) 
under the Creator God’s46 vault of heaven. The coercive scripting of spontaneous unity 
sought to suppress history or memories for the sake of new origins. This experience of 
temporality was the opposite of all conditions of ‘the’ sacred that we have considered. Even 
though both arche and eschaton can orient temporal interpretation – the first in terms of 
original conditions, the second in terms of final conditions – the historical unfolding of 
difference from the arche sustains a plurality of individual temporal characters, whereas 
the expectation that all diversity will add up to a Final Judgement leads to the notion 
of Time in the singular, conflated with pragmatic history. Accordingly, the Christian 
eschaton maintained an immanent presence in, for example, motifs of Progress (although 
open-ended and typically characterized by the death-and-replacement of technology) or 
Heidegger’s lugubrious reflections on ‘destiny’.47 

However, it is the Romantic experience of Nature that seems to have contributed 
most significantly to ‘space’. On the one hand, Nature was dissolving into the fields, 
forces and particles discovered by science, and described by an ever more sophisticated 
mathematics. K. F. W. Schelling’s Naturphilosophie sought to rescue the situation, in 
particular the Kantian legacy of a separation, or need for a common ground, between 
‘Nature’ and ‘Mind’. Naturphilosophie is not a philosophy of nature, but rather nature 
philosophizing. Only seven years after Kant’s Critique of Judgement appeared, he had 
argued in the Ideas for a Philosophy of Nature, ‘Nature should be Mind made visible, 
Mind the invisible Nature. Here then, in the absolute identity of Mind in us and 
Nature outside us, the problem of the possibility of a Nature external to us must be 
resolved.’48 

On the other hand, Baruch Spinoza’s identification of God with Nature persisted, 
via concepts like the Absolute (philosophical) or the Sublime (psychological).49 
More precisely, Nature – as an object of contemplation – became a symbol of ethical 
commitment progressively more and more opposed to the Nature of science or 
technology.50 Writing on ‘landscape’, a term which presumes natural processes are to be 
digested as a view, Carl Gustav Carus declared in 1831: ‘Man had first to recognize the 
divinity of nature as the true bodily revelation or – in human terms – language of God.’51  
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, like Carus an avid student of Schelling, went even further in 
reprising a motif that originally appeared in the sixteenth century,52 the identification of 
the artist-genius with natura naturans (the creative power of nature, usually accorded 
to God, as distinct from natura naturata, the things of created nature): ‘Believe me, you 
must master the essence, the natura naturans, which presupposes a bond between nature 
in the higher sense and the human soul.’53

This intense negotiation between Mind, God54 and Nature in Schelling’s 
Naturphilosophie may have started with anxieties about Kantian dualism, but his 
Ideas strove to understand the mutual sympathy between life-processes and the then 
mysterious forces of, particularly, magnetism, but also electricity, heat and light as well 
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as properties of air and matter and principles such as repulsion and attraction. Even if 
its philosophical importance declined in Schelling’s lifetime, the aspiration to identify 
something like a World Soul (the topic of Schelling’s publication immediately after the 
Ideas) immanent in Nature remained a stimulant, often indirect and unacknowledged, to 
scientists, artists and thinkers55 well into the present, such as one finds in Le Corbusier’s 
Le Poème de l’angle droit, or in Heidegger’s commitment to Being and the pre-Socratics, 
or in Tim Morton’s ‘dark ecology’.56

Friedrich Schiller is usually left out of considerations surrounding Naturphilosophie, 
but his programme outlined in The Aesthetic Education of Man57 to fuse Nature with 
morality and the ‘sensuous instinct’ (experience) with the ‘formal instinct’ (reason) in 
order to ‘cherish triumphant truth in the sanctuary of your heart; give it incarnate form 
through beauty’,58 was deeply prescient as to how the new conditions would be understood. 
First, as a programme of education, it was a foundation-text for Bildung (literally, 
‘picturing’), and therefore for culture-as-project, the central motif of perspectivism.59 
Secondly, by effectively translating Immanuel Kant’s critiques of judgement and pure 
reason into aesthetics, he made art – or, more generally, poesy – the principal domain 
in which the desired synthesis could take place. Certainly for architects, the dual legacy 
of Schelling and Schiller identified what the utopian aspects of ‘space’ were expected to 
achieve,60 but as well the counterarguments from ‘place’.61

And yet the artist- or poet-philosopher supposedly endowed with the creative 
powers of God never seemed able to escape a persistent melancholy, apparently cursed 
by a Faustian inability to turn human finitude into something genuinely creative – a 
mood now of course dominated by Anthropocene guilt – as if original sin too had been 
imported from Christianity. The transformation of the Great Chain of Being into things 
and fields with properties, attributes, forces, states of mind and so on, represented in 
equations, poetic stanzas, music or paintings – an ocean of possible affinities, conflicts 
and temporalities, governed alternately by necessity or chance – engendered another 
fundamental legacy of Romanticism: the fragment, ‘complete in itself like a porcupine’,62 
for which ‘space’ would become the receptacle.63 Always permeated by the reciprocity of 
Schiller’s sensuous and formal intuitions, as likely to be illuminated by wit as by logic, 
‘space’ was a concept of infinity suspended between God and mathematical physics,64 
but which was determined to be apprehended by the emotive yet critical soul of the 
individual observer. Carus experienced landscape – still today mooted as a metaphorical 
‘ground’ of ‘space’ – in these terms: ‘you lose yourself in infinite space . . . your ego 
disappears. You are nothing; God is all.’65

In the paintings of Carus’ good friend Caspar David Friedrich, the figures are lost 
in ‘infinite space’ in a particular way (Figure 1.6).66 They are often seen from behind, 
as if sharing the view of the observer of the painting; and of course the view as critical 
contemplation is the mode of involvement here – literally world-as-picture. The great 
depth of his paintings, often following a path into the woods or towards a mountain 
or the sea, invites the viewer to join the figures on a journey to the horizon. This 
journey comes from the English Garden, which was designed not for the collective 
festivals of the Baroque Garden but for the critical observer, alone or accompanied by 
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a few friends, who would roam a landscape and its monuments seeking insights for 
reflection – a Petit Tour through a ‘natural’ topography redolent of Culture and History 
recalling Strabo’s description of the Campus Martius. This garden had been imported 
to France, where it became associated with the pre-social ‘natural’ order of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau.67 As if to replicate Schiller’s sensuous and formal instincts, nature at 
this time became more ‘organic’, while architecture turned to introverted monuments 
obeying the geometric formalism of Claude Nicholas Durand’s types disposed according 
to axial circulation routes – a reciprocity still alive in Le Corbusier’s Ville Radieuse.68 
However, if the importance accorded to la marche as a succession of views was meant to 
embody something like a life-journey of Bildung (certainly expected of the characteristic 
Enlightenment institution, the museum), the wanderers in Friedrich’s paintings found 
themselves claimed by an ensouled earth69 whose horizon was frequently obscured by 
trees or by transitory atmospheric effects like moonlit fog. Often placed centrally, as if 
endowed with the status of Everyman, Friedrich’s figures stared at temporalities marked 
by obscurity, death and sentimentality.

In other words, Coleridge’s identification with the Godlike powers of natura naturans 
confronted its radical opposite, the abject Carus before the spectacle of God’s natura 
naturata. The source of this dilemma was the Romantic inability to escape Cartesian-
Kantian dualism (and therefore perspectivism) – positing existence as a problem of 
understanding, of accommodating Nature to Mind according to the latter’s linguistic 
abilities, which required transposing everything concrete into concepts. 

Figure 1.6 Caspar David Friedrich, Sunset (Brothers), oil on canvas, circa 1835.
Source: Hermitage, St Petersburg: ГЭ-10005. Public domain.
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Once God, Nature, Mind and all reality are sublimated into concepts – Romanticism is 
the period from which ‘the’ sacred emerges along with the philosophical God – everything 
is essentially the same: fragments with their fields of reference, their debates and the 
people associated with them. Embodiment becomes an exotic topic, to be rediscovered 
after Heidegger70 as a corrective to the noetic, anthropo-logo-centric Western project of 
domination. Even once acknowledged, ‘embodiment’ itself remains a concept, like ‘the’ 
body; and architects adhere to conceptual terminology – ‘materiality’ is preferred over 
‘wood’ or ‘plastic’ or metaphors. The generalizations and options of conceptual thinking 
strive to control the freedom with a necessity made of internal consistency based upon 
formal coherence, of which style of thought architecture has become the paradigm. The 
Romantic framing of present aspirations is as insufficiently appreciated as is the degree 
to which ‘space’ has evacuated from architecture credible conditions for a living sacred.

It is quite possible that we do not need a living sacred; but the resulting vague sacrality 
inherited from Romanticism should be acknowledged for what it is. Temporally, 
modernist Romanticism sought to overcome the impasse of Coleridge and Carus by 
committing to an intramundane eschatology: the creation of new, inevitably better, 
futures, and typically through the motif of revolution. This included the Italian Fascists, 
who proclaimed an exhaustive iconography in their Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution, 
Rome, 1933. The succession of didactic rooms culminated in the lurid Sacrario 
celebrating ‘sacred’ martyrdom to the National Party of Fascism (PNF),71 which installed 
the Romantic temporal dilemma at the heart of their enterprise.

Giuseppe Terragni’s well-known Casa del Fascio in Como, 1936, presented itself as  
‘a House, a School, a Temple . . . the Houses of Fascism will be dedicated to the memory 
of the Fallen for the Revolution’.72 As if to suppress Fascism’s combination of culture and 
violence – a perverse rendering of Burkert’s ‘disciplined civilisation’ – Terragni stressed 
the technical means by which the building achieved a symbolic synthesis. Respecting 
Mussolini’s desideratum of reconciling Italic tradition with technological modernity, 
Terragni filtered a renaissance Florentine palazzo through prismatic geometry, clothing 
it in ancient marble articulated by steel, aluminium, glass and linoleum.73 The visitor to 
the Como Casa del Fascio would be mesmerized by the gridded layers of whiteness, of 
opacity, translucency and reflections – a stereometric incarnation of Friedrich’s luminous 
mists (Figure 1.7). Concentrated in the northwest corner of the building and facing the 
Duomo were the temple-like, commemorative settings.74 Of these, the most significant 
was the Sacrario of the Martyrs of Como, a room 3.75 metres high and deep set on the 
ground floor directly opposite the polished black marble walls and glass block of the 
main stairs. Both Sacrario and stairs occupied a full structural bay marked by a reflective 
black ceiling, establishing between them a chthonic threshold to the central atrium. 
Terragni wrote of the Sacrario that it ‘resolves . . . the surrounding geometry’ and that its 
pink granite walls, black granite floor and black diorite memorial block ‘can recall the 
primitive royal or religious constructions of ancient Mycenae or Egypt . . . a great sense 
of sepulchral religiosity’.75 A Fascist dagger and revolver were fused in a block of crystal 
and immured partway in the floor. A crystal cabinet containing the squadron pennants 
was set into the west wall of the Sacrario, and its width was carried 3.75 metres across the 
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Figure 1.7 Casa del Fascio, Como, 1936, view south across atrium from conference room with 
reflection, as published in Quadrante 35-36, 1936, p. 16.

Figure 1.8 Casa del Fascio, Como, 1936, view of model of Sacrario; as published in Quadrante 
35-36, 1936, p. 8.
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floor in a slab of crystal, at whose end stood an isolated blade of crystal 70 millimetres 
thick rising to the ceiling (also 3.75 metres, making a square void framed by crystal), on 
which was inscribed ‘PRESENTE’ (the response at military roll call) four times, once for 
each martyr. Terragni passed over the possible Christian content of a stainless steel cross 
lying at the base of this stele in order to remark its role in the harmonic division of the 
floor (Figure 1.8).

Terragni called the Casa del Fascio’s disturbingly beautiful fusion of resolute geometry 
and ecstasy ‘the spiritual elements which stand at the base of all Fascist Mysticism’.76 It 
would be hard to imagine a more intense, even poignant, manifestation of the Romantic 
dilemma of ‘the’ sacred than the isolated stele of crystal embodying the martyr’s 
soul answering the call to muster in the posthumous army of the PNF. The massive 
granite blocks (the Romantic earth) of Terrangi’s Sacrario metaphorically compacted 
centuries of Italian culture into a pre-Italic origin that was released in the crystalline 
martyrdom. The Fascist transformation of the Christian Ecclesia Militans into a project 
for accomplishment in history conferred a bizarre sanctity upon the agents of violence. 

The beauty of the Casa del Fascio disturbs because, unlike the ponderous 
monumentality usually associated with Fascist architecture (including Terragni’s 
Danteum project), it exhibits characteristics of Romantic spatiality that draw ‘orthodox’ 
Modernism close to Fascism. The similarities and differences between Italian Fascist and 
other modernist utopias need not be argued here.77 Comparisons with, for example, El 
Lisstizky’s PROUN78 room (1923) or Le Corbusier’s notion of l’espace indicible or, for that 
matter, Leo von Klenze’s Befreiungshalle (1842–63) would yield analogous aspirations 
to cope with the temporal anxiety of human finitude by resorting to Schiller’s two 
intuitions: the expectation that a geometric arrangement of forms in space would anchor 
an emotional experience beyond pragmatic history. A consequence of attempting to 
arrange Being for the sake of human finitude, the persistent subject–object confrontation 
of our individual mortality with the infinite horizon leaves us always-already wanderers 
within a theatre of references and possibilities. ‘Space’ is the void between the mortal 
self and the horizon, potentially ‘sacred’ everywhere but nowhere actually; it makes the 
world available for our projects. The field depends upon the formal coherence of its 
fragments (‘space’) and will always remain introverted and hypothetical, whereas the 
universal arises from concrete involvements with particulars79 (the topography of praxis) 
always reinterpreting the claims and affordances of the fundamental conditions. 

The hypothetical character of Romantic spatiality might seem to preserve time-out-
of-time coupled to a transcendence, even if one not recognized in any existing religion. 
This may have some truth for the architect’s play with forms-in-space, always allegorical 
in varying degrees. However, the inhabitant is not a Nietzschean artist but a celebrant of 
PNF ceremonies such as those attached to the Sacrario. Terragni is reticent on the Casa’s 
social remit and silent on God. Instead, he euphemizes Fascist violence by implying 
Christian martyrdom; but without the martyrs there is no ‘Temple’. It is the sacrificial 
death which transcends the temporality of architectural history since Egypt and which 
makes the metamorphosis of granite into crystal (and therefore all the carefully judged 
glass in the building) more significant than a harmonious pattern of materials in light. It 


