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Argumentation of choice of 
the studio 

I have chosen for the studio Revitalizing Heritage; Zero waste 
church because I have always had a fascination for old 
(monumental) buildings and how different they are from the 
contemporary architecture. The level of detail and the number 
of hours of work in these buildings can always seen when 
observing these buildings and also the fact that these buildings 
have already endured and experienced a lot. They have their 
own history and they can even tell a story, and you can see 
that, examining them more closely. This way you can often read 
the different time layers within the building. The fact that 
nowadays we can no longer even make these kinds of buildings 
makes them extra valuable, but above all, our monuments are 
often very impressive to see, especially the churches, which we 
will work on in this studio, are a beautiful piece of architecture 
and craftsmanship and it would be a shame if these types of 
buildings have to disappear in the future because there is no 
longer any demand for their current function. More and more 
churches are becoming empty because fewer people still go to 
church, but that does not alter the fact that they are fantastic 
buildings. When choosing a graduation studio, it therefore 
seemed very interesting to me to transform an existing church 
and accommodate a new function in it. There are plenty of 
practical examples that have resulted in very nice end results. 
Together with the fact that nowadays we have to build more 
consciously and take into account the climate, and counter the 
creation of waste. This is an additional challenge next to 
transform a church sustainably without losing existing 
materials, but to reuse correctly. This assignment also 
encompasses many different disciplines within the field of 
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architecture, for example; you have to look at the value of 
different building parts. All this makes this studio a very 
relevant, fun and challenging choice to complete my master's 
degree in architecture at TU Delft . 

 
 

Graduation project  
Title of the 
graduation project 
 

 Defining and preserving the spatial quality in transformed churches 

Goal  
Location: St. Barbara Church, at Markt 50 in Culemborg 

 

The posed problem,  Church attendance in the Netherlands has been declining for years. 
''Churches are becoming increasingly empty and that means regular 
closures. Until 2030, as many as a thousand churches will close.'' 
(nieuwsuur, 2018). There are about 7,000 churches in the Netherlands 
(cultural heritage, 2020) Many of these churches will be without a function 
in the coming years. An empty church only costs money and may 
eventually lead to its demolition. However, many people would greatly 
regret the demolition of these churches. Even though the number of 
believers is decreasing, a church can be of value to non-Christians as well. 
Many of these buildings are part of our cultural heritage. ''Heritage is often 
defined as our legacy of the past, by which we live in the present. This 
legacy we pass on to future generations so that they too can learn from it, 
admire it and enjoy it''( UNESCO, 2019). The church is often seen as a 
symbol, a carrier of faith, art and culture, especially now in an increasingly 
globalized world. Church buildings are like anchors in time; they tell us 
who we are and where we come from (Reinstra et al., 2020). In many 
villages and cities in the Western world, the church used to be the most 
important building. That's where everyone gathered, it was a place for 
faith but also for gathering. Look at an average church and you see right 
away that it involved an important function. The building looks important 
and is still often the tallest building in the place of residence, especially 
with Roman Catholic churches. Not only the outside but also the inside of 
a church has a certain spatial quality, it evokes a certain feeling. The high 
rooms with vaults and the light from the tall stained glass windows gives 
an atmosphere that other buildings do not have.  
One way to protect these buildings is to give them a new function. 
However, this is not always easy, churches often do not meet the 
requirements of the new function such as daylight and comfort. In 
practice, it appears that with expertise, this type of radical change can be 
designed in a good way while respecting the historical and architectural 
values of the monument (Een toekomst voor kerken, 2011). The challenge 
lies in the fact that the church building must be adapted to accommodate 
the new function or functions but the qualities also have to be preserved. 
For example, a church has a spatial quality that is lost if you close it 
completely with housing. Also, there are often many ornaments to be 
found where it is a shame if they disappear. Thus, there are several 
architectural interventions that can be made in the church but each one 



has a different effect on the experience of space and the characteristic 
elements of the church.  
A second challenge that has increasingly emerged in recent years is 
climate change and the impact it has on the world. The construction 
industry is responsible for about half of global carbon emissions. When 
sustainability is discussed, energy and new high-tech buildings and 
solutions often come to mind. While the very act of creating in itself is bad 
for the environment. (Treggiden, 2020). One aspiration is therefore to 
move towards a circular and zero-waste society. Heritage can contribute in 
this process because the buildings are already there and thus fewer new 
materials are needed for a new use than in a new construction project. 
The challenge here is to transform existing buildings in a circular way, 
which means without creating waste but instead reusing materials and 
also minimizing energy and co2 emissions. 

 

research questions 
and  

In this Graduation Project, the main question that will be researched is:  
What are the effects of the most typical spatial interventions used to 

repurpose Neo-Gothic churches in the Netherlands on the spatial quality 

and characteristic architectural interior elements of the church. To answer 

this question the following sub questions need to be answered first: 

- Which attributes of Neo-Gothic churches make up the spatial 

quality? 

- What are in general the architectural characteristic interior 

elements within Neo-Gothic churches? 

- What are the most common and typical kinds of interventions 

made when repurposing Neo-Gothic churches? 

design assignment 
in which these 
result.  

The chosen case study; the St. Barbara Church in Culemborg has a 
beautiful interior with a certain spatial quality to it. The goal of this 
research is to better understand this spatial quality and to investigate 
which attributes create this quality and how this quality can be influenced 
by architectural interventions. On top of this, the task of the design 
assignment is to create your own design approach in transforming this 
building. To aid in choosing an approach, multiple design attitudes of 
different architects are being analyzed. This is all done by examining 
various existing transformations of churches and drawing lessons from 
them which can serve as input for the design brief. The design brief 
consists of transforming the St. Barbera Church in Culemborg into a new 
function while maintaining or even improving its spatial quality.  
 

 

 

Process  
Method description   
 
Several methods of research will be done. To answer the main question, the sub-questions will have 

to be answered first.   



The focus of this research is first to identify the aspects that determine spatial quality of a neo gothic 

church and define the characteristic interior elements in Neo-Gothic churches. Subsequently, it is 

analyzed how different applications of spatial interventions respond to the spatial quality and to the 

characteristic interior elements  

In order to preserve spatial quality in transformed churches, it will first be necessary to determine 

which aspects affect the spatial quality in Neo-Gothic churches. This will be done on the one hand by 

means of a literature study on the concept of spatial quality and spatiality. And on the other hand, by 

making a self made visual analysis of the spatial aspects within a Neo-Gothic church. Examples of 

these aspects include the proportions of space; length width, height, sightlines and use of materials 

(Ching, 2014). The characteristics of Neo-Gothic churches also play a role in this, these will be 

addressed in the next sub-question. Since the concept of spatial quality is a very complicated concept 

and many books have been written about it with no clear definition, the main attributes that define 

this concept and are also most applicable in Neo Gothic churches will be established.  

Subsequently, the architectural characteristic elements of Neo-Gothic churches will be summarized.  

These elements largely determine the spatial experience and are also valuable because of their 

aesthetic and historical value. Examples of these elements include verticality, pointed arches and 

cross vaults (Lier & van Lier, 2009). This question will be answered by conducting a literature review 

of Neo-Gothic architecture and what architectural interior elements are associated with it. 

After the attributes of spatial quality and Neo-Gothic architecture have been determined, multiple 

case studies will be collected and filtered on different types of spatial interventions and the most 

interesting ones will be analyzed. De criteria voor de case studies zijn: alle case studies zijn 

getransformeerde kerken naar een nieuwe functie of functies. De kerken zijn in neo gotische stijl 

gebouwd of erg vergelijkbaar in opbouw, plattegrond en stijlkenmerken.  In the document: Een 

toekomst voor kerken, 2011 prepared by the central government of the Netherlands, ten spatial 

solutions are presented on how to deal with the space in and around a church to create new 

functions. These ten solutions are described in the research paper.  

In the early stages of the research, the idea was to select a number of these spatial solutions and find 

case studies to analyze. During the research it appeared that in practice often a combination of 

several solutions are applied in one transformation and therefore it was decided not to stick too 

much to these solutions but to make a selection of case studies in which the spatial interventions 

differ as much as possible in approach and are focused on the interior and not on additions, 

demolition and there must be an architectural intervention. The spatial solutions used in the case 

studies will be mentioned. 

Once the Case Studies are selected, they will be visually analyzed for how the architectural 

intervention that was made has had an effect on the spatial quality and whether the characteristic 

elements of the neo Gothic are affected. This will result in an assessment per case study from which 

conclusions can be drawn as to which type of intervention deals well with the spatial quality and 

characteristics of the neo gothic and which type of intervention responds less well to it. 

This will include looking at the design attitude of the architect of the transformation and how the 
intervention responds to the existing building. For example, whether a contrast has been made 
between new and old or whether a continuity has been established and what the effects are. 



 
 
 
This will provide inspiration and generate ideas for the design assignment to transform St. Barbara 
Church. This will contribute to an informed decision to go for a certain design attitude and to what 
extent the church can be filled with a program. How many walls and floors can be made until nothing 
of the spatial quality remains, but still ensure that you change and expand the existing program. The 
research will also provide input as to whether there are ways to make the existing building stand out 
more or accentuate certain elements or whether, on the contrary, the new additions should stand 
out and the old is withdrawn. These are important considerations within the design process and 
where we try to give an answer or at least clarity in what possibilities there are and what effects this 
creates, this makes the research not only interesting for the design assignment: revitalizing heritage 
but can also be useful for other transformation or design assignments.  
The entire process is shown in the diagram below: 
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Reflection 
 
Spatial quality is a concept often found in architecture and always difficult to define or visually 

demonstrate. Nevertheless, it is a very important aspect within the field of architecture. Every building has 

a spatial quality and as an architect you want people to be impressed by your design, this is largely 

determined by this. In the studio; Revitalising heritage was commissioned to transform an existing church 

into a new function. The first thing I think of when I walk into a church is what a special space it is inside, 

with high ceilings and lots of light from above. These kinds of buildings have a certain quality that other 

buildings don't have. Therefore, it is important to maintain that quality in these types of buildings. In this 

research, an attempt was made to get to know the concept of Spatial Quality better and also demonstrate 

it visually in different churches. In addition, an attempt was made to understand the effects of 

interventions in space on this quality. This can be very helpful in the design process of myself but also for 

other people working on a similar design assignment or interested in this topic. Design assignments in other 

types of buildings can also learn from the conclusions and analyses from this research. While there are 

theories on spatial quality and also examples of transformations of churches in the existing literature, these 

two topics have not yet been brought together or clearly defined. This has been addressed in this research. 

It was difficult here to assess effects on spatial quality but this was attempted as much as possible through 

visual analyses and by answering self-formulated questions related to this topic to assess this objectively.  

 

 


