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In 1967 a competition was held for the design of a church in Bagsværd Denmark, which 
was to replace a local church that had once been in the community up until the 1530s. The 
winning proposal was from a Danish architect Jørn Utzon, who had just completed designing 
the Sydney Opera House in Australia. Utzon designs called for the use of concrete in a 
similar manner to which he used for the Opera House, where a thin shell of concrete could 
be caste into undulating forms. The overall concept for the church was that of being under 
clouds, where light from heaven would cast down through breaks between the clouds on to 
the altar.



Forces within the main chapel, the black arrows show the perceived forces of compression onto the 
viewer, the white arrows is the pull movement into the chapel on perceived. 



Space
While lying on a beach, Utzon observed clouds rolling in off the ocean; he perceived them 
to be perfect; these undulating forms became the basis for his submission for Bagsværd 
Church competition. As one enters into the nave from the darkly lit narthex, the low ceiling 
creates a sense of compression. The ceiling flows from above the entrance up into the center 
of the church; this movement creates a sense of release that elevates one up into heaven. 
Soft light shines from the aisles which accents the weightlessness of the ceiling, to which 
the massive forms of the clouds, feel as if they are floating overhead.  As in the original 
concept sketches the ceiling is shaped in the form of undulating clouds, parting in the center 
of the nave allowing for natural light to cast down on to the alter. The appearance of being 
elevated up to the heavens creates “free space” that Reyner Banham brought forth in Space 
and Power. “Nothing else on earth gives so powerful a sensation of being in a free space, 
free of any reference to the gravity-dominated structure of all other architectural space.” 
(Banham 57) Standing on the alter, looking up into the natural gently lit clouds, removes 
one from the context of church and places them in a metaphor for witnessing the natural 
wonder of god’s present.

For Bagsværd Church, sense of place becomes a major factor in both contexts of micro and 
macro. A Marco view of the site for this sanctuary is an interstitial space that lies between a 
major roadway and community housing. In the context of the community the church not only 
takes the role of a spiritual center but also becomes a space that can be used for functions 
of public and personal situations.  This sense of community and spiritual space only comes 
into “existence” according to Heidegger “only by virtue of the [building]. The [building] is a 
thing; it gathers the fourfold, but in such a way that it allows a site for the fourfold. By this 
site are determined the place and paths by which a space is provided for.” (Heidegger 356 
)The fourfold in this instances is the community or sense of community.  The site is not 
only the physical site of the building but the metaphoric dwelling for the fourfold to occur. 



Church 

Bagsværd Church 

Shelter 

Community

 

Spiritual

 

Public

 

Personal

 

Faith  

God 

DeathBaptism 
Marriage

 

Sense of Place 

Morality 

Gathering place
Work place 

Warmth
 

Tradition

Regionalism

Symbol
 Power 

Control

Identify 

Light

 

Dark

 

Movement  

Program

Genius Loci, the sprit of the place is an idealized observation of space. There are many factors 
that create this reading of space; this web shows the some factors and there relationship to one 

another.   



Space
Taking a micro view of the church there are becomes pockets of inter connected “genius loci” 
(Norberg-Schuiz 419) that place together create the church. Within each space of the church 
different genius loci or “sprit of place” (Norberg-Schuiz 419) can occur, where the individual 
experience  is determined based on context of the situation. The main sanctuary for instance 
can be used for a general mass where the greater community part takes in the communion; 
this would create a sense of spiritual community. The same individual could use the same 
room for quiet reflection, which the genius loci would take on a different meaning. 
Discipline and militarization of space 

Even though Jørn Utzon had re-interpreted the notion of a protestant church in the design 
of Bagsværd Church, the vernacular of church design still required certain standards in 
the formation and program. This prescribed created indirectly standardize spaces and the 
standard way one perceives the spaces within the context of the church. The movement 
from ceremonial space to the back chapels, courtyards, meeting rooms, community halls 
and offices are all programmed in a particular way to which one is prescribed to experience 
the space. Utzon’s designs draws similarities to early Christian basilicas, with the use of a 
nave lined with aisles; but instead of the aisles being incorporated within the main secular 
space they flank the outside perimeter and flow throughout the church. Bagsværd Church’s 
aisles act as a network of movement throughout the building. These hallways are interstitial 
connection to the main functional compartments of the church, where they restrict movement 
to and from these points. Utzon’s designed skylights over the entire network of hallways, 
they act as natural lighting but also as a sense of discipline. Walking in this interstitial space, 
one feels as if they are being watched from above. This feeling of surveillance also happens 
within the nave when light shines down upon the alter, light in this instance can be seen as 
a metaphor for Gods omnipotent presents. Being within a space where one feels they are 
being watch places control on how they behaves. 



Diagram 3
Utzon, programmed sequences to view all spaces within the Bagsværd Church, through straight corridors 

where one travels from point a to point b; this make the space prescribed and striated.



Space

The orchestration of form to create movement throughout space is determined not only by 
the individual elements that make up that space but the relationship of the path traveled to 
the destination. The speed, at which one moves throughout space, is also a factor in how 
one perceives space; moving at a steady rate would require the path to be controlled in 
between two points. As Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattri discuss in their book Capitalism and 
schizophrenia, “in a striated space, line or trajectories tend to be subordinated to points…
in the smooth… the point are subordinated to the trajectories.”(Deluze and Guattari) Using 
Deleuzes understanding of smooth and striated space to grasp movement with in the 
Bagsværd Church, one can see that control becomes a major factor in Jørn Utzon’s design. 
Control not only in behavior of the individual but also in their consideration of space, and 
what space is important. There is no room for the nomad to wander throughout the building; 
one is forced to use Utzon programmed procession to view all spaces within the church. 

Utzon, programmed sequences to view all spaces within the Bagsværd Church, through 
straight corridors where one travels from point a to point b; this make the space prescribed 
and striated.
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Form
 At first glance, Bagsværd Church portrays a feeling a disconnection and dismissal to 
its site and to its function. The church’s outward appearance seems to resembles more of an 
industrial building or that of an agriculture structure rather than a Christian place of worship; 
the use of pre-caste concrete, aluminum cladding, and glass roofing speak of a vernacular 
that was more commonly found in commercial or industrial construction of the time. The 
Plan of the church is closed off and inward looking, this is accentuated with no windows 
at eye level, which face outward. Overall it appears that Jørn Utzon created something else 
other than a church or secular form. At second glance, in trying to understand the layout 
of Bagsværd Church in the context of function and program in relation to experience and 
atmospheres, the formal quality then start to become clear. 
 The typology of a church is deeply rooted in a history of symbolism, unity and symmetry. 
Up until the past 60 years western Christian secular typology was that of something which 
drew reference from the cross and the Basilica of ancient Rome. Looking at the design of a 
basilica at its basic form, (a elongated plan structure, which has a center aisle, demarcated 
by columns called a nave, which is flanked by smaller aisles) to the Latin cross basilica (a 
basilica that referred to a cross, where a transept and alter became dominant positions within 
the plan) and then to Utzon design of Bagsværd Church, which is more of a precession of 
connected spaces. Bagsværd Church’s form could be seen in the context of Anthony Vidler’s 
description of the where, “third typology”where,

 “this typology…stands complete and ready to be de-composed into fragments…they are selected  
 and reassembled according to criteria derived from three levels of meaning- the first, inherited from  
 meaning ascribed by the past existence of forms; the second, derived from choice of the specific  
 fragment and its boundaries, which often cross between previous types; the third, proposed by a 
 re-composition of these fragments in a new context.” 

                         (Vidler 261)

 



Movement and intensity of the In-between marco



Form
Utzon approach seems de-compose each aspect of the form and its inherent meaning into 
fragments, and then re-composing these fragments into new relationships that creates new 
understands of form. The resulting form that is created out of this new typology, in Bagsværd 
Church, is that of relationships between fragments and the movement from one fragment 
to another.  
 The main secular space can be seen not as a journey through the nave to the transept 
and then onto the alter but rather an amalgamation of all three into one, which in turn 
creates a new experience as one approaches alter. Within the form of the traditional Latin 
cross Basilica one would feel separate from the architecture and more as a visitor in the 
house of the lord. Where in Bagsværd one is more of a participant in a natural wonder, due 
to the organic clouds ceiling. The cloud like forms allow for a new perceptive atmosphere 
for worship to occur.  
 Utzon re-appropriates the side aisles that normally flank the nave in to a device 
that encourages movement, into and around the church. These components that create 
movement could be conceived as spaces of the In-between as Elizabeth Grosz puts it in her 
essay Architecture from the outside.
 
 “one could say that the in-between is the locus of futurity, movement, speed; it is thoroughly spatial  
 and temporal, the very essence of space and time and their intrication.”
                                                                                                                                                        (Grosz 94)
 “nature is defined through its opposition to what is conceived as culture, that is, the negation or  
 residue left over from the cultural, its cultural waste.” 
                            (Grosz 97)
 
Her position can be seen with in the confines of Utzon’s architecture, the hallways act as 
bond between unities of atmospheres or as she puts it “culture”. The leftover is seen as 
cultural waste or as nature because it is on the “outside”, the outside of cultural artifact but 
it acts as a frame to the artifact. There in turn strengthens nature’s importance in relation to 



cultural artifact  and the In-between  and Movement and intensity of the In-between micro 



Form
cultural artifact. These Corridors are naturally lit through skylights, which act as one of the 
main source of light into most of the spaces it connects together. Utzon allows for a balance 
to occur in Bagsværd Church in the dichotomy of form in relation to individual elements. 
 Eclectic nature of Bagsværd Church can be seen as realization of Roberts Venturi 
post-modern theories of complexity and contradiction. An apportion of formal typology in 
architecture must be used without historical consideration to create new understanding and 
means.

  “ an inclusive rather than an exclusive kind of architecture there is room for the fragment, for   
 contradiction, for improvisation, and for the tension these produce.”                
                                                                  (Venturi 17)

Utzon takes Venturi means of production through the re-interpretation of the past in the 
design of Bagsværd Church. The plan for example can be compared to that of a Buddhist 
monastery, from the szechuan province in China, as Françoise Fromonot brings forward in 
his article Un ricordo delle Hawaii. Fromonot suggest that Utzon affection for past typology 
in architecture was a driving force in his designs. One can even see in many of Utzon works 
that he draw his precedents in the re-apportion of the past. Using a Buddhist monastery 
as a starting point for Bagsværd design, one can see how he creates individual pockets 
where fragmented contradictions to occur. The disconnection to the site and the introverted 
focus of the church brings about an environment more inclined for self-refection removed 
from the distraction of the city, and influences of cultural artifact. The exterior of Bagsværd 
Church resembled more of a Danish agricultural structure, one similar to that of a barn or 
grain silo. This contradiction of typologies, that of a Buddhist monastery in relation to a 
grain silo, helps to generate a new relationship between elements, and how these elements 
relate holistic to an innovative comprehension of form. 
 In trying to understand Jørn Utzon design of Bagsværd Church, outside of Copenhagen, 



A collage of images to illustrate re-appropriation of topologies in Bagsværd Church



Form

at first one find it disconnected within the formal aspects of the architecture and its relationship 
to the site, but after an investigation of its form through the theories of Venturi, Vidler and 
Grosz contradiction create complexity. 



rational shattering of the body



Body
 The idea of the body in architecture has been a prevailing starting point of reference 
to create form, since the time of Vitruvius. The idea of the body and how it relates to 
the creation of architecture has changed from a “direct projection”(Vidler 4) of the human 
body on to the building, which can be seen in the designs of a Latin cross Basilicas of the 
renaissance, (where Christ’s body is on a cross, feet nailed down at the base to refer to 
the entrance and movement within, arms stretched out for the transepts, the alter can be 
seen as the head and where the crossing of the nave, transept and alter can be compared 
to the heart), to that of the modernist perspective, where a “rational shattering of the body” 
(Vidler1) into fragments and components, are to be re-assembled into a new understanding 
of body. This notion of fragmentation and decomposition is the same as Vidler’s idea of the 
third typology.
 In the case of Bagsværd Church, Jørn Utzon takes the modernist position, with an 
obliteration of a traditional western cathedral into its components, and re-composes them, 
into another consideration of body. Jørn Utzon distorts the body in an attempt to create a 
procession of experiences and movement from one fragmentation to another. Altar and 
nave are combined to make new unified space, aisles transverse the length of the building, 
acting more as arteries rather then hallways, which allow movement around and into vital 
spaces of the church. These fragments refer more to emotional states of the body rather 
then the physical body itself. The emotional and physical states of reverence, submission, 
and rejoicing are embodied within the main sanctuary; peace and tranquility can be found 
with in the inner garden courtyards of Bagsværd Church. 
 The modernist tradition takes the human body and deforms it, to create a movement 
throughout the architecture, where one can gain a new experience of space. This interchange 
created out of a fragmentation of body, draws similarities to the ideas presented in “ the 
Foundation and manifesto of futurism” written by F.T. Martinetti: 



Concept drawings by Jørn Utzon of Bagsværd Church



body
 “We intend to glorify the love of danger, the custom of energy, the strength of daring.”

 “There is no more beauty except in struggle. No masterpiece without the stamp of aggressiveness.  
 Poetry should be a violent assault against unknown force to summon them to lie down at the feet of  
 man.”

 “We are on the extreme promontory of age! Why look back since we must break down the mysterious 
 doors of impossibility? Time and Space died yesterday. We already live in the Absolute for we have  
 already created the omnipresent eternal speed.”  
                           (Martinetti)

Martinetti’s ideas can be seen in Bagsværd Church and in the manner of its design. Jørn 
Utzon made little reference to traditional western cathedrals within the design of Bagsværd 
church; the wonder that is produced in the main sanctuary, is that which Martinetti suggests 
with “love of danger” and beauty that is the result from struggle. As one stands under the 
stylized clouded sanctuary of Utzon’s church, a feeling of marvel at the unknown takes over. 
This formation of the natural world within this sanctuary produces a physical and emotional 
effect on the body of the viewer, through the extension of the architecture.    
 Our body is perceived in the context of experience; our perception of our own body 
is more than a physical, tactile, visual understanding. Merleau-Ponty suggests we see our 
bodies more than as an physical object but as something we are interconnected with and 
within.  

 “To be a body, is to be tied to a certain world, as we have seen; our body is not primarily in space: it  
 is of it.”
              (Merleau-Ponty 148)

In “The Synthesis of One’s Own Body” by Merleau-Ponty, he gives an example of a blind man, 
who uses a walking stick to help him see the world. The stick becomes an extension of the 
man’s body.



 extension of projection to perceive new information systems



body

 “Correspondingly, the external object is not the geometrized projection or invariant of a set of   
 perspectives, but something toward which the stick leads us and the perspective of which, according  
 to perceptual evidence are not signs, but aspects.” 
             (Merleau-Ponty 152)

In the instance of architecture the building becomes the stick, where the architecture is used 
as an extension of the body to help facilitate a new understanding of information systems. 
In the case of Bagsværd Church the architecture not only acts as a spiritual conduit for the 
congregation, but an extension of the users body to which it opens the world in new ways, 
as a walking stick does for the blind. The main secular space for example helps the user to 
partake in spiritual events; this projection of the body helps remove the user for the external 
world and to focus them to the rituals and practices of the church. The hallways that connect 
the main spaces of the church not only operate as the spaces transition between one point to 
another point but they direct ones attention to the sky and to the heavens; this is employed 
through the use of sky lighting that run the length of the hallways. 
In an attempt to understand Bagsværd Church, in the context of the body in architecture, it 
initially looks to have no reference to the human figure. The church’s formal design draw more 
from a Buddhist monastery and that of a traditional Chinese architecture then any western 
protestant tradition. Jørn Utzon has explored a notion of the body in his architecture, past 
any figural representation of the humanist tradition of Vitruvius to the Renaissance. Using 
the writings of Martinetti, Merleau-Ponty and Vidler as a departure point, one can explore 
the concept of body within Bagsværd Church. The fragmented and distorted projection of 
the body that Utzon utilizes in the formal qualities of the building creates an extension for 
the user to perceive new information systems.





Technique
 The process of creating order in architecture has brought about significant changes in 
the justification of formal aspects in the built world. With the acceptances of “Galilean science 
and Newton’s natural philosophy”( Perez-Gomez) as a process for rationalization, during 
the seventeenth and eighteenth century, brought about new methods in which architecture 
was idealized and warranted. The use of inherent logic became a key position during the 
modernist period, where the “Cartesian compulsion”(Balmond 6) became the standard. 
 In the case of Bagsværd Church, Jørn Utzon uses a strict measurement of “2.2 meters 
retained 10 times in with and 36 times in length”(Fromonot 2+), to define the parameters of 
his system. Looking at Buddhist monasteries as an influence for Bagsværd Church, one can 
understand Utzon’s logic for this system; the use of a Cartesian grid extenuates the balance 
and unity that is found in eastern traditional designs. The only space in the church that falls 
out of this grid is the main sanctuary. Utzon’s form of stylized clouds for the ceiling of the 
sanctuary, creates a metaphor for mans humanity through his vulnerability in nature. The 
use of the metaphor as a method for design is what Alberto Perez-Gomez suggested as 
return in architecture to “sphere of perception” and “existential meaning”. The contradiction 
that occurs from Utzon’s connection of the grid to the sanctuary creates a greater unity with 
in Bagsværd church. This complexity through contradiction could be seen as what Robert 
Venturi envisioned in postmodern architecture. A rationalization for this fusion of these two 
methods can be seen in 

 “architecture is poetic, necessarily and abstract order but in itself a metaphor emerging from vision of  
 the world and being.” 
              (Perez-Gomez 473)

 The consideration on metaphor through the opposition of the Cartesian grid helps to 
suggest an importance of the main sanctuary. It becomes the phenomenological center, which 
can draw roots to the hearth, the core, of the home and to a greater extension the community 



Gottfried Semper, four elements of architecture 1) a hearth, 2) an earthwork, 3) a framework and 
roof, and 4) an enclosing membrane. The difference between these elements working as singular 

entities and one where they meld together to create a new relationship (the sanctuary) 



Technique
of Bagsværd. Looking at the structure of the building, one can start to understand the 
tectonic relationships between the elements to each other and to a holistic perception of the 
building. Kenneth Frampton’s position of “Tectonic” in the terms of Gottfried Semper, essay 
one the four elements of architecture; These elements are “1) a hearth, 2) an earthwork, 3) 
a framework and roof, and 4) an enclosing membrane” (Frampton 523). Frampton perceives 
these elements in regards to the connections between each other, “joints” as he calls them, 
as being the defining instance in creating the tectonic of architecture. Bagsværd Church’s 
main sanctuary in relation to the hearth can be reflected with in the symbolic ceiling form. 
Throughout the church a clear distinction between these four elements, which can be seen 
in the technology (materiality) of the building.  The structure is supported on a poured 
concrete foundation (earthwork) in which the pre-cast concrete framing is anchored into it, 
to support the rest of the church. The pre-cast concrete frame supports, aluminum cladding 
and aebostos panels to produce the curtain wall. The separation that is the product of the 
curtain wall, sets a boundary condition, of not only from the inside to the outside (a physical 
disjointing), but also establish this in a spiritual manner. Utzon’s extenuates this boundary 
condition of the curtain wall by having no visual connections to the outside but that of the 
skylights, which cover all the main hallways. These elements are distinct in material but also 
in function to which the tectonics responds to specific roles within this assemblage. 
 Within the sanctuary of Bagsværd Church, a melding of elements is used to form a 
new significance in tectonics. A sense of floating of structure over the ground, which flows 
into a curtain wall, and there in turn folds into ceiling which blends into skylight, where no 
distinction between elements can be made; this bring about a new boundary condition. The 
visual presents of a continuous materiality distinguishes this condition. Blurring Semper’s 
four elements into each other represents that of which Cecil Balmond meant of the informal 
in his essay “The Structure of Vagueness”. 





Technique

 “A roof that turns to wall and floor, a floor that is skin, where boundary does not mean border, is also  
 part of it…. Instead of regular formally, control measures, varying rhythms and wayward impulses  
 take root.”
                       (Balmond 79) 
  

The Informal allows for a new logic of connection, not only that of the elements but that of 
processes of design, to which it justifies disjointing and fracturing the Cartesian grid. 
 Dismantling of the Cartesian grid and reforming distinctive connections between 
components, generate new assemblies within and of the totality of the architecture. 
According to J. Macgregor in his essay “Assemblage”, “assemblages create territories…
[which] are more than just space; they have a stake, a claim, they express.” (Macgregor 78) 
This territorialization of space can be seen with in Bagsværd Church, on a micro and macro 
level. One could look at Semper’s four elements in the way in which they join together as 
a micro level of assemblages, where they define the physical boundaries of the church. 
Looking at the church in a macro level, each space (delineated through function) creates 
assemblages where territories are “made and unmade, reterritorializing and deterritorializing” 
(Macgregor 79).  This redefining of boundaries occurs through use and connection to one 
another. Due to Utzon’s re-appropriation of Chinese monastery designs in Bagsværd church, 
assemblages take place between spaces in an ever-adapting aggregation of territorialization 
of assemblages. The courtyards and hallways in essence act the stages for changing the 
readjusting boundary condition, because of the cohesive adaptability of the church.  
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