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However accurately does architecture reflect prevailing ideology? 

Do all successful ideologies require architectural support? 

 

Architecture reflects prevailing ideology to the extent that it displays how people’s lives are 

changed by religion. This essay will explore how three religious sites conform to this principle. 

 

Winchester Cathedral, opened 1093, was the most important structure at the heart of the then capital 

city of England. This building would have been seen from miles around. As Winchester is located 

in a basin, travellers coming from the surrounding countryside would glimpse the  Norman tower of 

the Cathedral before anything else in the city. This was significant as it outwardly captured the im-

portance of this location. For this reason people, most predominantly pilgrims, would be drawn to 

the area from around the country. At this point in time, the Cathedral, or indeed, any religious place 

would have been key to the way of life in the vicinity/parish of any city with religious motives.  For 

most, the cathedral would also have been a meeting place and a site of many social events. Thus, 

the building, being the hub of society, had to surpass the other structures surrounding it. It did this 

through its design and construction. Of course, the structure featured a nave and intersecting tran-

sept, these being the basic features of a church as they formed the Latin cross, the universal symbol 

of Christianity. Winchester Cathedral, like all Cathedrals was also a centre of the arts at the time 

and housed a large number of religious relics attracting pilgrims. It also attracted pilgrims by being 

largely decorated on the inside. The Bible and the various stories contained within was a representa-

tion of the ideologies of the Christian faith, and so the Cathedral was adorned with sculptural fea-

tures and stained glass windows depicting these Biblical scenes. The Church, used churches as a 

way of self-aggrandising itself, demonstrating its wealth and power, and so, the buildings, including 

Winchester Cathedral, were a reflection of an age of religious domination. 

 

The Sagrada Familia in Barcelona, is an excellent example of Spanish Gothic Architecture. The 

building is in the centre of Barcelona, and over the years it has become one of the most universal 

signs of identity of the city and the country. It is visited by millions of people every year and many 

more study its architectural and religious content. Unlike Winchester Cathedral, Sagrada  

Familia is an expiatory church, thus meaning that it has been supported throughout its construction 

by donations towards its completion, it has had a profound effect on the people that have viewed it, 

and have seen it mature throughout its creation, to the extent, that it has almost become part of the 

way of life and culture in the city. Gaudí himself said: “The expiatory church of La Sagrada Família 
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is made by the people and is mirrored in them. It is a work that is in the hands of God and the will 

of the people.” Antonio Gaudí, the lead Architect working on Sagrada Familia, until his death in 

1926 knew full well that he would not live to see its completion. He accepted this, as he did not feel 

that it was purely a project to be completed, but rather a representation of life and society after the 

turn of the 20th Century in Barcelona. This Art Nouveau, ‘Catalan Modernisme’  masterpiece is 

laden with religious symbolism in all aspects of its design, creating a visual representation of  all of 

Christian belief.[1] This is really mimicking the heavily religious culture that is Barcelona. The 

name Sagrada Familia, literally translates as: The Holy Family, and this name is apt, as it really 

summarises what the Sagrada Familia means to Barcelona; it is a collection of feelings and styles 

throughout time, united by the essence of the society - Christianity. Eminent spanish architects in 

the 80s petitioned for the finishing of Sagrada Familia, as they believed that the design was straying 

away from Gaudí’s original intentions, thankfully this decision was bypassed, as I believe that it 

would not have fulfilled its place as the ever changing face of Barcelona. 

 

Church of the Light, designed by Tadao Ando, is located in the suburban environment in the Ibaraki 

City of Osaka. This building was also created having been funded entirely by members of the 

church. Ando himself believed that there was not enough money to actually complete the project, so 

he imagined it to be used as an open-air chapel, the walls framing the sky. In fact, this was not so, 

and the structure was completed fully, thanks to the enthusiasm of the local community, thus prov-

ing that even in contemporary times buildings can be realised not just for economic reasons, but 

through passion and religious faith. Ando comments that this was one of the most moving endeav-

ours of his career. Tadao Ando is known for his philosophical ideas in connecting nature and archi-

tecture via one framing the other, with light being his most important atmosphere creating tool,    

forming new spatial perceptions. Light is the theme of the building, but at the same time, creating 

darkness was important because light becomes radiant only against the backdrop of a profound 

darkness. Here nature is rendered extremely abstract; it is limited only to light. Architectural space 

is thus purified - this is the essence of Ando’s work. The church is minimalist to say the least, and 

the simplistic materials from which it is constructed (predominantly concrete) remove any distinc-

tion of traditional Christian motifs and aesthetic.[2] Yet the only real christian emblem in the church, 

                                                
1 Jones, Rennie.  "AD Classics: La Sagrada Familia / Antoni Gaudi" 16 Oct 2013. ArchDaily. 
<http://www.archdaily.com/?p=438992> 
2 Kroll, Andrew.  "AD Classics: Church of the Light / Tadao Ando" 06 Jan 2011. ArchDaily. 
<http://www.archdaily.com/?p=101260> 
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the ‘light defined cross’ is because of this, allowed to shine forth against the rest of the bleak inte-

rior. The church reflects the ideology of simplicity in Japanese culture, using only what is necessary 

to achieve the perfect balance. The minister of the church, Noboru Karukome, says this: “A Protes-

tant church is simple to begin with. There is little ornament. However if that is taken too far, you 

just end up with a meeting hall. Ando did a magnificent job of creating a ‘church’. I think he cre-

ated a truly rich space.”  

 

Not all successful ideologies require Architectural support, but often when coupled with this, they 

become far more powerful and gain a visual meaning, and a display of ideas that no other represen-

tation possesses. It is the engagement of the viewer with the structure, a tangible connection. This i 

true whether it be religious ideologies, communal ideologies, or even very simple ones, such as the 

profound effect of light and darkness. Architecture has, and always will form a profound and con-

vincing argument for any given belief. 
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