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SAMPLING 
SECULARIZATION

by  K I R B Y  B E N J A M I N  A N D  K AT H E R I N E  P O R T E R

TRANSFORMING RELIGIOUS SPACE 

With the decline of religious practices in North America, 
many of the religious structures that once occupied 
places of architectural and socio-cultural importance 
have become increasingly underutilized, under-main-
tained, and underappreciated. This is not surprising, 
given the statistics: between 1930 and 1960, the per-
centage of American individuals who identified as ‘non-
religious’ increased from less than 5% to over 21%.1  
Christianity has incurred proportionally large rates of 
decline, more so than other religions in North America. 
This decline is most visible in small states such as Mas-
sachusetts. Prior to 1990, 54% of the Massachusetts 
population identified as Catholic. After 2002, that figure 
dropped to 36%.2  

The waning of religious practices in North America 
has put sacred religious structures under both fiscal 
and physical stress. Furthermore, efforts to diversify 
assets while remaining financially viable are causing 
underutilized religious spaces to succumb to either 

demolition or privatization of their once public spaces. 
Fortunately, the architectural infrastructure of North 
America is young, and designers can always look to 
churches of older countries for precedents. Of church 
adaptation typologies, the Church of St. Pere (Spain), 
Fontevraud L’abbaye Royal (France), and the Oude Kerk 
(Netherlands) demonstrated that the most successful 
examples of adaptive reuse in church structures pos-
sess three common elements: a prioritization of public 
over private space, a strong alignment to the arts, and 
architectural interventions that open up structures for 
the shared enjoyment of their communities. 

ENDNOTES:

1 Bindley, Katherine. “Religion Among Americans Hits Low Point.” 
The Huffington Post. March 13, 2013. Accessed February 1, 2015.

2 Ibid.

EUROPE
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FONTEVRAUD L’ABBAYE ROYALE, GENERAL

Inaccessible to the public for almost 900 years, the Roy-
al Abbey of Fontevraud in western France re-opened its 
gates to all in 1975.  Founded as a ‘mixed’ abbey in 1101 
by Robert d’Arbrissel, an iconic preacher and visionary, 
the Royal Abbey of Fontevraud welcomed worshippers 
from all social backgrounds.  Over the subsequent seven 
centuries, Fontevraud became a royal necropolis and 
was the largest abbey in Europe until 1792, when the 
last abbess was evicted as a result of the French Revo-
lution.  Twelve years later, Napoleon Bonaparte ordered 
that the Abbey be transformed into a high-security 
prison, which eventually became the most stringent 
prison in France.  After operating as such for 150 years, 
the historic site opened again to the public with dynamic 
programming such as award-winning restaurants, a 
boutique hotel, and art installations. 
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FONTEVRAUD L’ABBAYE ROYALE, JULIEN SALAUD

In the cellars of the Maison Ackerman at Fontevraud, 
artist Julien Salaud installed an original work, titled 
“The Crypt of Owls.”  In the underground stone vaults, 
Salaud constructed ephemeral 3D illustrations with 
white thread and nails to narrate the central themes of 
The Passion of Christ, as portrayed on the walls of the 
chapter room of the Royal Abbey.  
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CHURCH OF SANT PERE

The Church of Sant Pere sits on top of Montera Moun-
tain and overlooks the village of Corbera D’Ebre, Spain- a 
witness to one of the most intense and brutal combats 
in the Spanish Civil War.  The ruins of this violent 1938 
battle remain virtually untouched and serve as a silent 
reminder of the devastating effects of war.  In the 1990s, 
the Catalonian Parliament declared Corbera D’Ebre a 
place of historical interest. The village was transformed 
into a cultural center and universal monument to peace 
to which artists are invited to exhibit their work.  As 
visitors ascend to the church, they walk through “The 
Alphabet of Freedom.” A collective work of 25 different 

pieces based in semiotics, “The Alphabet of Freedom” 
explores the symbiotic relationship between coop-
eration and mutual understanding in a peaceful and 
just society.  The Romanesque Church of Sant Pere, 
consecrated in 1022, is located at the top of the walk 
and hosts temporary art collections.  Architect Ferran 
Vizoso’s intervention strategy of “embracing” sealed 
the interior of the ruins with a transparent roof, which 
simultaneously prevents further deterioration and al-
lows the blurring of the exterior with the interior.  The 
building and the artwork invite reflections on peace in 
the memory of war.
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OUDE KERK

An 800-year-old church located in the heart of Am-
sterdam’s main red light district, Oude Kerk serves as 
a unique host for religious and cultural activities alike.  
The transformed church invites a constantly changing 
schedule of artists, designers, musicians, writers, and 
architects to display their work. In the summer of 2015, 
Japanese artist Taturo Atzu, whose contemporary work 
transforms viewers’ experiences of statues and monu-
ments, installed “The Garden Which is Nearest to God.” 
By providing new circulation to a temporary platform 
on the church roof through the addition of temporary 
scaffolding, Atzu facilitated close access to elements 
of church architecture that are typically restricted to 
the public. This radical transformation of Amsterdam’s 
oldest building speaks of the gradual shift from religious 
spaces to cultural spaces; the furnishing of the top ter-
race as a contemporary Dutch living room references the 
classical notion of church as meeting place.
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PROJECT CREDITS, INFORMATION  
AND BIBLIOGRAPHIES  

I N T E R S E CT I O N  O F  A RT,  S C I E N C E ,  A N D  A R C H I T E CT U R E
Project name 01_Apartment renovation in Piazza Lecce, 
Rome; Project location_Stochastic floor in apartment renova-
tion in Rome; Name of design firm _Studio Cadmio, Rome; Key 
architects _Claudio Greco; Design team _Daniele Sansoni, 
Belardinelli Viviana; Project artist_Sergio Lombardo; Material 
manufacturer_Corafa factory, Terracina, Italy, www.corafa.
it; Project completed_2005; Project name 02_S.Felice church 
in Avignonesi, Italy; Name of project_restoration of S.Felice 
church in Avignonesi Italy; Project Design_2015; Project Com-
pleted_2016; Project Supervisor_Soprintendente of Molise 
Region, arch Carlo Birrozzi; Architectural consultant_Claudio 
Greco; Tile design_Sergio Lombardo; Tile manufacturing coor-
dinator_Rita Rivelli, Studio Forme, Rome, www.studioformer-
oma.it; Rendering_arch. Sebastian Di Guardo; Project name 
03_Restoration and renovation of law office in via Mercalli, 
Rome; Project completed_2005; Key architect_Claudio Greco; 
Design team_Carlo Santoro, Daniele Sansoni.

Image Credits_ Figure 01_Stochastic wall in law firm, Rome © 
Claudio Greco; Figure 02_Sergio Lombardo, Pittura stocastica 
TAN, (Stochastic Painting), 1983 © Sergio Lombardo; Figure 
03_Stochastic floor in apartment renovation, Rome_Photog-
rapher_Lorenzo De Masi, © Studio Cadmio; Figure 04_One 
of the 24 floors, Residential Complex in Tufello, Rome_Im-
age courtesy of Claudio Greco; Figure 05_ View of the new 
entrance hall and stochastic floor, Residential Complex in 
Tufello, Rome, Photographer_Vincenzo Labellarte © Vincen-
zo Labellarte; Figure 06_External view of one of the entrances, 
Residential Complex in Tufello, Rome, Photographer_Claudio 
Greco © Claudio Greco; Figure 07_Internal view, S.Felice 
church, Avignonesi, Italy, Rendering_Sebastian Di Guardo; 
Figure 08_Floorplan, S.Felice church, Avignonesi, Italy_ Image 
courtesy of Claudio Greco; Figure 09_A single tile, S.Felice 
church, Avignonesi, Italy_ Image courtesy of Claudio Greco; 
Figure 10_ Internal detail, S.Felice church in Avignonesi, Italy_ 
Image courtesy of Claudio Greco; Figure 11_Before and after 
floor plans, Rome, © Claudio Greco; Figure 12_View of ceiling, 
law firm, Rome, Photographer_Claudio Greco © Claudio Greco.
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A  S AC R E D  T R A N S L AT I O N
Project name_Holy Trinity Church to Jesus Son of Mary 
Mosque; Project location_Syracuse, N.Y.; Key architect_Dennis 
Earle; Project completed_Ongoing as of summer 2014.

Image Credits_All images courtesy of Dennis Earle; Figure 01_
Prayer hall, Masjid Isa Ibn Maryam, Syracuse, NY; Figure 02_
Original nave windows shown early in the renovation; Figure 
03_Temporary coverings for cherub heads; Figure 04_Plaster 
cherub head ornament before covering; Figure 05_Decorative 
screen at rear of main prayer area.
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S A M P L I N G  S E C U L A R I Z AT I O N
Project name 01_ Fontevraud L’Abbaye Royale_Project loca-
tion_Anjou, France; Project name 02_Fontevraud L’Abbaye 
Royale, Julien Salaud_Project location_Fontevraud-l’Abbaye, 
France; Project name 03_Church of Sant Pere; Project loca-
tion_Corbera, D’Ebre, Spain; Project 04_ Oude Kerk; Project 
location_Amsterdam, The Netherlands.

Image credits_Opening image grid of 08_ Conceptual models 
of additive and subtractive operations for the church typology; 
Photographer, Lea Hershkowitz; Figure 01-05 Courtesy of the 
authors, Kirby Benjamin and Katherine Porter_Figure 01-02_
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Kerk, Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
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Project name_"documenta" exhibition in the Museum Frideri-
cianum; Project location_Kassel, Germany; Key designer_Ar-
nold Bode; Project completed_1955

Image credits_Figure 01_Milky white galleries on the first 
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pinger plastics and homasote boards shape the gallery 
space and blur interior/exterior. Photograph: Gunther Becker 
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Project location_Newcastle Upon Tyne, England, U.K.; Key 
architect_Christopher Brown.

Image Credits_Figures 01-06 are courtesy of the author, Chris-
topher Brown_Figure 01_Extract Of Point Cloud Data, 3D View; 
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BIBLIOGRAPHY:

-De Carlo, Giancarlo. "Reading and Tentative Design." Places: 
Forum of Design for the Public Realm 12, no. 3 (Spring 1999): 
51–51.
-Edensor, Tim. "Entangled Agencies, Material Networks and 
Repair in a Building Assemblage: The Mutable Stone of St 
Ann’s Church, Manchester." Transactions of the Institute of 
British Geographers 36, no. 2 (April 1, 2011): 238–52.
-Edensor, Tim. Industrial Ruins: Space, Aesthetics and Materi-
ality. Berg Publishers, 2005.
-Holtorf, Cornelius. "On Pastness: A Reconsideration of Mate-
riality in Archaeological Object Authenticity." Anthropological 
Quarterly 86, no. 2 (2013): 427–43.
-Littlefield, David, and Saskia Lewis. Architectural Voices: 
Listening to Old Buildings. Chichester: Wiley-Academy, 2007.
-Norberg-Schulz, Christian. Genius Loci: Towards a Phenom-
enology of Architecture. New York: Rizzoli, 1980.
-Pallasmaa, Juhani. The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the 
Senses. Chichester; Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Academy ; John Wiley 
& Sons, 2005.
-Pearson, Mike, and Julian Thomas. "Theatre/Archaeology." 
TDR (1988-) 38, no. 4 (December 1, 1994): 133–61.

W H AT O N C E  WAS
Image Credits_ Figure 01_Rachel Whiteread, Ghost, 1990
Plaster on steel frame; 106 x 140 x 125 inches (269 x 356 x 
318 cm) ©Rachel Whiteread; Courtesy of the artist, Luhring 
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C O M I N G  H O M E
Image Credits_ All images courtesy of the artist, Do Ho Suh. 
Figure 01_348 West 22nd Street, New York, NY 10011, USA – 
Apartment A, Corridors and Staircases (Kanazawa version) 
2011-2012, polyester fabric and stainless steel. Apartment 
A 690 x 430 x 245 cm / Corridors and Staircases 1328 x 179 
x 1175 cm. © Do Ho Suh; Figure 02_Rubbing/Loving Project: 
Kitchen, Apartment A, 348 West 22nd Street, New York, NY 
10011, USA 2014. Colored pencil on vellum pinned on board. 
Dimensions, overall 363.9 x 843.6 cm (143.25 x 332.125 
inches). © Do Ho Suh; Figure 03_Specimen Series: Stove, 
Apartment A, 348 West 22nd Street, New York, NY 10011, USA 
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and stainless steel tubes. Dimensions 271.65 x 169.29 x 96.49 
inches / 690 x 430 x 245 cm. © Do Ho Suh.
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installation at Boston Society of Architects

BIBLIOGRAPHY:

-Benjamin, Walter. The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction (London: Penguin, 2008). 
-Bishop, Claire. Installation Art: A Critical History (London: Tate 
Publishing, 2005,2008), 82. 
-Bohme, Gernot. "Atmosphere as the Fundamental Concept of 
a New Aesthetics," Thesis 11 36 (1993).
-Branzi, Andrea. "The Visceral Revolution," Domus 897 (Nov 
2006): 43. 
-Carpo, Mario. The Alphabet and The Algorithm (Cambridge: 
The MIT Press, 2011).
-Clear, Nic. "Drawing Time," Architectural Design 83 Issue 3 
(2013): 74. 
-Furuto, Allison. "’On Space Time Foam’ Exhibition / Studio 
Tomas Saraceno," ArchDaily (November, 2012). http://www.
archdaily.com/292447/on-space-time-foam-exhibition-stu-
dio-tomas-saraceno 
-Jensen, Michael  K . Mapping the Global Architect of Alter-
ity (New York: Routledge, 2014).
-Gibson, William. Pattern Recognition (New York: Berkley 
Books, 2003).
-Koolhaas, Rem. Interview with Charlie Rose, October 19, 



107

2011, http://www.archdaily.com/182642/rem-koolhaas-on-
charlie-rose/. 
-Lynn, Gregg. Animate Form (New York: Princeton Architec-
tural Press, 1999).
-Lynn, Gregg. Intricacy: Exhibition Catalog. (Philadelphia: Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania / Institute of Contemporary Art, 2003). 
- Morton, Timothy. Realist Magic: Objects, Ontology, Causal-
ity (Ann Arbor : Open Humanities Press, an imprint of MPub-
lishing - University of Michigan Library, 2013).
-Odom, Clay. "Mobile Processes Transient Productions: 
Nomadic Spatial Practices", (presented at the IFW Nomadic 
Interiors, Politecnico di Milano, May 2015).  
-Room. http://www.cooperhewitt.org/events/current-exhibi-
tions/immersion-room/. 
-Schumacher, Patrik. "Parametricism as Style," http://www.
patrikschumacher.com/Texts/Parametricism%20as%20
Style.htm.
-Serial Classic, Prada Foundation Milan, curated by Sal-
vatore Settis and Anna Anguissola, (9 May – 24 August 
2015), http://www.fondazioneprada.org/exibition/serial-
classic/?lang=en . 
-Snooks, Roland. "Observations on the Algorithmic Emer-
gence of Character," in Models: 306090 Books, Vol 11. Ed Emily 
Abruzzo, Eric  Ellingsen, and Jonathan D.  Solomon, (New York, 
306090 Inc., 2007), 96.

T H E  B U T T E R F LY E F F E CT
Project 01 name_Center for Engaged Art and Research_Proj-
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Jenna Balute is a Masters candidate in the Department of 
Interior Architecture at RISD. Before attending RISD, Balute 
graduated from the American University of Beirut with a 
Bachelor of Architecture. A licensed architect in Lebanon, Bal-
ute has lived most of her life in Beirut, an ever changing and 
hybrid city that has inspired her to pursue the field of adap-
tive reuse. Balute’s work focuses on the reuse of materials, 
transformative interventions, and the preservation of memory. 

Kirby Benjamin, a recent graduate of the Department of 
Interior Architecture at RISD, is currently a designer at the 
NYC architecture firm, The Fractal Group. Benjamin’s Masters 
thesis focused on the current decline of Christian religious 
practice, the subsequent religious building typologies left 
underutilized or vacant, and the difficulty of adapting such 
iconic structures.  Following graduation, Benjamin helped to 
teach the foundational semester for the incoming class of 
Interior Architecture Masters students, alongside Katherine 
Porter, before traveling through Africa and Europe building, 
studying, and continuing her thesis research.  

Christopher Brown is currently a PhD candidate and part 
time design tutor at Northumbria University in England. In 
addition to his studies, Brown works part time as a RIBA 
part 2 architectural assistant. He received his BA and MArch 
in Architecture from Northumbria University in 2010 and 
2014, respectively. Brown’s research interests include: ruins, 
aesthetics, archaeology, forensic architecture, and evidence 
based design.

Dennis Earle, originally from upstate New York, teaches at 
Syracuse University’s School of Design in Syracuse, New 
York. Earle focuses on cultural readings of form in design, 
especially in the context of traditional cultures and cultural 
conceptions of “green” design. He studied the History of Art 
and Architecture at Yale University prior to studying architec-
ture as a graduate student at the University of Pennsylvania. 

Claudio Greco is an architect and civil engineer practicing in 
Rome, where he was born in 1955. Greco is a researcher and 
professor of Architecture and Architectural Composition at 
the Tor Vergata University of Rome. Active in various fields of 
design, Greco focuses on the relationship between form and 
construction, and new and pre-existing architecture. Greco’s 
research spans a multitude of topics, such as: the Italian 
modern movement; the renovation and reuse of historic, 
modern, and urban architecture; elements of past and pres-
ent Chinese architecture; and new methods in the field of 
architectural composition.

Lea Hershkowitz, a Masters candidate in the Department of 
Interior Architecture at RISD, graduated with a BA from Ben-
nington College, as well as a position on the College’s Board of 
Trustees. Hershkowitz’s Masters thesis seeks to remediate re-
cidivism through the design of healthy architecture in prisons. 
She has received multiple fellowships and grants, including 
one that looked to patent and commercialize her work adap-
tively reusing existing mechanical air systems in hospital ICUs. 
In addition to her graduate work, Hershkowitz is the editorial 
and communications assistant for the Int|Ar Journal and a 
consultant for Delos, a wellness real estate firm in NYC.

Jeffrey Katz has a Bachelor of Architecture from Carnegie 
Mellon University and a Master of Architecture from the 
Graduate School of Design at Harvard University. Upon 
completing his graduate degree, Katz joined the faculty of the 
Architecture Department at RISD. Katz and his wife, Cheryl, 
started C&J Katz Studio in 1984. The studio’s work includes 
retail, workspace, residential, exhibition, and furniture 
design. As his practice evolved, Katz transitioned to the 
Department of Interior Architecture, where he is currently a 
Senior Critic. The focus of his design studios at RISD has been 
retail and hospitality design.

Zeke Leonard is an assistant professor at Syracuse Univer-
sity’s School of Design and a member of the Environmental 
and Interior Design faculty. Writing about research-based 
design practices in his forthcoming book, and presenting at 
the Mackintosh School of Art in Glasgow, Leonard focuses 
his research on the role social responsibility and ecological 
stewardship have in design and fabrication; and how partner-
ing with community organizations can put local resources to 
better use.  Leonard has taught at NYU and his alma mater, 
RISD, where he received an MFA in Furniture Design, after 
completing a BFA at the University of North Carolina School 
of the Arts.

Clay Odom, a NCIDQ certified Interior Designer, gradu-
ated from Texas Tech University’s College of Architecture 
and Columbia University’s Graduate School of Architecture 
Planning and Preservation. Odom has worked on numerous 
design projects throughout the world for firms such as SHoP 
Architects and Studio Sofield. Odom’s current design practice, 
StudioModo, as well as his research as Assistant Professor 
at the University of Texas School of Architecture, has been 
the subject of numerous publications and lectures in the US, 
Canada, and Australia. Odom lives in Austin with his wife Amy, 
son Gaines, and daughter Lola.

Elizabeth Parker is a professor of Interior Design at her alma 
mater, the Parsons School of Design, in NYC. Her practice, 
ParkerWorks, explores building interiors as sites of memory, 
decay, identity, and attachment through the crafting of 
furniture and objects. Parker received her BA in English from 
Rice University before completing her MFA in Interior Design 
at Parsons in 2012. Her thesis, “Sub/Surface: Encounter 
and Domustalgia”, was awarded the iCrave Thesis Award for 
“exceptional advancement to the field of Interior Design.” Pre-
viously, Parker served as a Political Risk Analyst and West 
Africa Specialist at the World Bank Group. 

Katherine Porter, a recent graduate of the Department of 
Interior Architecture at RISD, received her BFA in Sculpture 
from the University of Victoria, as well as an MA in Architec-
tural History from the University of Toronto. Following gradu-
ation, Porter helped to teach the foundational semester for 
the incoming class of Interior Architecture Masters students, 
alongside Kirby Benjamin. Porter’s experiences range from 
working in publishing and education, to architecture and 
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