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Introduction

On the evening of Wednesday 16 September 1959, the Roman Catholic parishioners 
of St Gregory the Great at South Ruislip in London gathered in their local primary 
school hall to hear their parish priest, Philip Dayer, describe his plans for the parish. 
Dayer’s speech provides an insight into the thoughts of a priest charged with 
founding a new parish.1 He had been appointed the year before by the archbishop 
of Westminster, William Godfrey, and had converted the garage of the house he 
acquired into a chapel.2 Dayer insisted that the primary aim of the fledgling parish 
was to build a church.

For thousands of years, the PARISH has been the unit within the Catholic Church 
by means of which its great mission of applying the fruits of Christ’s redemption 
is brought about. A parish should have its Church – the focal point of worship 
where the sacrifice of Calvary is renewed day by day. It should have its font which 
gives birth to new children of God. The parish is a social unit, a family with a 
Father, it shows itself visibly as an entity. … Until we have built our own Church 
we will not have reached our highest goal.3

In this short statement of the vital connection between the church building and 
the institutional Church lies the central argument of this book.

The church building presents an image of the institutional Church, and, at the 
same time, when a congregation gathers within it for worship, it also constitutes the 
reality and local manifestation of that institution. This is not a new interpretation: 
it was an important idea in the mid-twentieth century when the churches in this 
book were built.4 The church building is therefore a physical space which is also the 
social space of an institution, where that institution takes shape. Dayer’s speech 
to his parishioners in South Ruislip emphasised this conjunction: worship, he said, 
is the ‘focal point’ of the parish and takes place in the church; the font, a designed 
object within the building, ‘gives birth’ to new members of the parish, reproducing 
and sustaining the Church; the ‘family’ of the parish, the ‘unit’ of the Church, ‘shows 
itself’ in the building.

1
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The parish not only shows itself in the building, however, it is also constructed 
with it. The church is a social space produced by human reason and activity. The 
purpose of Dayer’s speech, after all, was to urge his parishioners to give money 
and time towards the construction of both the social and physical fabric of this 
unit of the Church. In this book I accept the premise that ‘(social) space is a (social) 
product’, constructed by people for the purpose of maintaining a model of social 
relations; space is not a neutral container, but ‘a tool of thought and of action’.5 As a 
tool, it is made. Social spaces are produced by many varied agents and influences. 
The institutional Church is produced in a new context, by different people, and 
therefore in distinctive forms each time a church building is constructed.

Social and Urban Contexts

The wider context for the church of St Gregory explains its presence and form. 
Before Dayer was sent to South Ruislip in 1958, Roman Catholics in the area 
attended a pre-war church in Eastcote, half an hour’s walk away. After the Second 
World War, a scout hut was adopted as a chapel for South Ruislip, served by a priest 
from Eastcote.6 The reason for this new foundation was a significant expansion 
of the population southwards into formerly rural South Ruislip as new housing 
developments continued throughout the 1930s and into the 1950s. Most was 
private suburban development, but there was also a local authority housing 
scheme. In Ruislip as a whole, the population rose from 16,000 in 1931 to 68,000 
in 1951 and continued to grow.7 The new parish therefore met a pressing need to 
serve a substantial new population. This was a period of massive population shifts 
overseen by the state, including vast new suburban housing estates surrounding 
cities, radical inner-city developments and the planning of entirely new towns. The 
Church followed and responded to these movements with programmes of new 
building.

The demand for new churches also resulted from the social context of the 
Church in Britain. Catholicism in Britain was largely a result of immigration, above 
all from Ireland, beginning in the nineteenth century and continuing throughout 
the twentieth. The decade of the 1950s was a period of peak immigration from 
Ireland and Europe as the post-war welfare state and recovering industries 
demanded labour.8 Meanwhile earlier generations of Irish immigrants had settled 
and established themselves in British society. Amongst Roman Catholics the rate of 
church attendance was extremely high, much higher than in other denominations, 
and the numbers attending church were increasing, peaking around 1960.9 Since it 
was not until the 1970s that a serious decline in religious practice set in, the period 
leading up to this point, explored in this book, was one of enthusiastic optimism 
within the Church and apparent fervour amongst a burgeoning faithful.

Like other parishes that built new churches in the 1950s and 1960s, the parish 
of St Gregory was created because of population flows, themselves produced by 
cultural, economic and political circumstances, movements at a national scale 
that were particularly visible in parishes located in new areas of rapidly changing 
and expanding cities. As city authorities channelled and shaped this population 
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movement, urban planning became an important factor in the production of the 
space of the church. The Roman Catholic church building was therefore tied to the 
development of a modern Britain.

Church as Institution

Following the parishioners’ meeting in 1959, the parish priest of St Gregory organised 
its campaign for a new church. Soon they were ready to build, commissioning 
architect Gerard Goalen to provide plans and a model in 1965. The Archdiocese of 
Westminster had to give approval to these plans before they could proceed. The 
Roman Catholic Church itself was therefore another agent in this production of the 
space of the church, in two ways: firstly, in its practical organisation and provision 
of the means for building churches, as a patron; and secondly, in the effects of its 
changing principles, through an institutional discourse. The Church combined a 
centralised authority in the Vatican with local levels of power. The Vatican supplied 
both universal regulations and more general guidance, regulating the forms that 
churches could take. The hierarchy of bishops served a national area: England and 
Wales were combined and Scotland had its own bishops’ conference; Ireland and 
Northern Ireland, not covered by this book, were governed by a single separate 
hierarchy.10 The parish formed the smallest unit administered by the priest and his 
assistants, or curates. Both the founding of a parish and the building of a church 
were initiated by the parish priest and decided by the diocese. At South Ruislip, 
the Archdiocese of Westminster monitored the progress of the new church of St 
Gregory. At a meeting in 1965, Goalen arrived to present his plans for the church, 
and they were referred to the archbishop of Westminster for his personal approval.11 
While the diocese and the bishop authorised the building, members of the parish 
had to pay for it themselves. This is why Dayer was so keen to rally his flock and 
encourage their efforts.

One reason that South Ruislip could begin building in 1965 was that it did 
not have to pay for it all at once. To raise support for the building, Dayer issued a 
leaflet to his parish with an encouraging preface from Archbishop John C. Heenan 
explaining in detail how the building would be funded and proposing that every 
family commit to a weekly offering.12 Around half the estimated cost of £55,000 
was to be met with a loan. Like many parishes and dioceses at this time, South 
Ruislip benefited from the general prosperity of this period, when credit was 
relatively easy to obtain. From the end of the Second World War until the mid-
1950s, it had been difficult to build new churches because all building was strictly 
rationed by the government: building licences ensured that scarce materials and 
labour were reserved for the highest priority buildings, while churches were low on 
the scale, classed with ‘sports and entertainments’.13 Restrictions finally eased in the 
mid-1950s, and Catholics grasped the opportunity, with hundreds – probably well 
over a thousand – new church buildings undertaken in the period considered here: 
one clergyman estimated that in the 1960s in England and Wales alone, 600 new 
Catholic churches had been built.14 By the late 1960s and early 1970s, new building 
slowed and existing projects stalled as interest rates rose. Credit was squeezed in 
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the late 1960s, and one of the worst financial crises of the twentieth century ensued 
as the 1970s began. The later part of the period was inevitably marked by a lull in 
church building. The period of two decades until that time witnessed a boom in 
the construction of new churches, stimulated by loans and absorbing substantial 
capital from across the Church.

The Roman Catholic Church influenced the form of its church buildings 
through its written teachings and the wide-ranging discourse of commentary that 
surrounded them. New ideas in theology were so rapidly disseminated that within 
a few years they could have an impact on the experiences of a churchgoer in a 
London suburb. One of the most important reasons for examining the period ten 
years either side of 1965 is that this year marked the closing of the Second Vatican 
Council. The council consisted of a series of gatherings in Rome, beginning in 1962, 
at which all the bishops of the world revised and approved documents that had 
been prepared by committees of theologians. These documents summarised the 
doctrine of the Church in a way that was meant to be relevant to the modern world, 
responding to new theological ideas and liturgical practices that had developed 
in the century or so before. Many of the council’s statements in such important 
areas as the liturgical rites and the nature of the Church marked an acceptance 
of new theological tendencies and had striking implications for how the Church’s 
members should conduct themselves and understand their role. The ideas behind 
the documents of Vatican II were not new, and their impact had already been felt. 
Yet the effects of the council were swift and highly visible, above all as a radical 
reform of liturgy took place in the years immediately after it, transforming the daily 
practices of the faithful.

This reform principally concerned the Mass. The Church wanted to encourage 
the ‘active participation’ of the congregation in liturgy, as the Mass was increasingly 
interpreted as the communal worship of the Church rather than a ritual performed 
mainly by a priest. Before about 1960, the Mass was said throughout the Roman 
Catholic Church in the West predominantly in Latin, the congregation’s role largely 
one of devout attention from the pews. The priest stood at the altar facing away 
from the people towards the back of the sanctuary, even for the readings, and had 
to say parts of the Mass inaudibly. The Mass as it was said in Britain in the 1950s had 
remained little changed since the Council of Trent, which had set down a version 
of the liturgy for near-uniform use across the Church in 1570. Slowly, however, the 
‘dialogue Mass’ was introduced to Britain from Europe, involving congregational 
responses. In the new liturgy, developed in stages from the mid-1960s until 1970, 
the Mass was increasingly said in the local language and entirely so in its final phase. 
Then the priest would stand behind the altar facing the people; the congregation 
would join in with responses and singing, some giving readings from the sanctuary 
and forming an offertory procession; and the rites were radically simplified in texts 
and gestures. This shift in the forms of worship changed what the Church required 
from its buildings. The shape of the church and its congregation had to relate to 
the conception of the liturgy as a communal action; increased movement of both 
congregation and celebrants required new spatial forms; the sanctuary had to be 
designed afresh. Other rites were also reformed with further implications for the 
design of the church, most notably baptism.
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In South Ruislip, Dayer and Goalen established their plans for the sanctuary layout 
in 1965 in direct response to the liturgical reforms emanating from the Vatican. The 
simple table-like stone altar was placed well forward in the oval sanctuary so that 
the priest could stand behind it to say Mass facing the people, and the tabernacle 
was placed in a broad niche on the wall behind it, an arrangement that served 
the new forms and conceptions of the liturgy just then enshrined at the council 
(Figure 1.1). Cardinal Heenan approved the plans himself shortly before setting 
out for Rome to attend the final session of the council.15 The Church’s reforms of 
liturgy and its approval of new theology thus had immediate effects on church 
architecture even in this suburban parish.

Church and Architect

Roman Catholic church buildings were also produced by their architects, and 
most were also members of the Church. At the time of his design for the church 
at South Ruislip, the architect Gerard Goalen gave his own talk to the parishioners. 
He began with a discussion of the Second Vatican Council, its ‘Constitution on the 
Sacred Liturgy’ of 1963, and the liturgical movement, the combined theological 
and architectural developments that led to the council’s reforms. Goalen 
explained this movement’s notion of the liturgy as a corporate action, a form of 
worship undertaken by all the people present, not just the priest. He went on to 
explain how this idea had motivated his oval plan for the church of St Gregory,  

1.1  St Gregory, 
South Ruislip, 
London, by 
Gerard Goalen, 
1965–67. View 
of nave looking 
towards sanctuary: 
sanctuary stained 
glass by Patrick 
Reyntiens, © Patrick 
Reyntiens, all rights 
reserved, DACS, 
London, 2013; 
clerestory stained 
glass by Charles 
Norris, added 
c.1987. Photo: 
Robert Proctor, 2010
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a free-standing altar opposite the entrance surrounded by arcs of seating (Plan 4b). 
The seating, curving around three sides of the altar and sloping gently towards it, 
and the absence of any heavy barrier between sanctuary and congregation would 
help to ensure that the faithful had a good view of the liturgy and could be closely 
involved in it.16

Goalen was designing not as a liturgist, however, but primarily as a modern 
architect. He explained that two principles of modern architecture had informed 
his work: the design of spaces according to function and the ‘honest employment 
of modern methods of building’.17 The church would be constructed with a 
reinforced concrete frame and brick walls, all exposed to view. More importantly, 
the novelty of its plan was a result of thinking from first principles, ignoring 
centuries of precedents for church architecture. ‘The church I have been privileged 
to design for this parish’, he said, ‘may not look like a conventional solution to the 
church-building problem. It is the product of a reconsideration of the purposes 
of your parish church and a reconsideration of the ways in which a building can 
provide for those purposes’.18 As the architect, proposing his own ‘reconsideration’ 
of the church, Goalen was perhaps the most obvious agent in the production of 
this space. The contributions of artists in stained glass, sculpture and other media, 
usually under the direction of architects, were also significant in producing the 
space of the church.

Another reason for choosing to look at the post-war period from 1955 to 1975 
is therefore to examine how modern architecture affected church design. By 1955 
modern architecture had become generally accepted in Britain, partly as a result 
of the constraints of limited materials and urgent building needs after the war.19 
The establishment of modernism in church architecture, however, was slower. 
Though perhaps first marked with Basil Spence’s competition winning design 
for the Anglican Coventry Cathedral in 1951, it only seems to have reached a 
mainstream of practice in the Roman Catholic Church in Britain around the time 
that Frederick Gibberd won the competition for Liverpool Metropolitan Cathedral 
the following decade in 1960. Before this date, Catholic church architecture in 
Britain was predominantly eclectic, using historical styles including Gothic and 
Romanesque or an uncontroversial modern style more typical of the 1930s. In the 
1960s, the majority of church designs attempted a deliberate expression of new 
building materials, and, as at South Ruislip, often questioned the conventions of 
the building type. Post-war modernism in architecture, however, was very diverse. 

St Gregory, opened in 1967, demonstrates the interests of its architect, Gerard 
Goalen, interests that existed in symbiosis with those of the Church. The visible 
roof structure of deep concrete beams followed Arne Jacobsen’s dining hall at 
St Catherine’s College, Oxford, a building that had a great influence on British 
architects in its severely geometric and rational use of reinforced concrete. 
The importance to Jacobsen of designing every element of the building and its 
furnishing and of commissioning original artworks in sympathy with it are also 
features of Goalen’s church, with its custom-made benches with fine concrete 
supports and its expressive modern statues in bronze by Willi Soukop, a well-
established artist. Such a cohesive approach to design had long been an important 
principle of modern architecture in Britain.
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Goalen’s internal ring of delicate reinforced concrete columns, their surfaces 
revealing the traces of their wooden shuttering, were likely to have been inspired 
by the early twentieth-century French architect, Auguste Perret, whose best-known 
building was a church with similarly made concrete columns, Notre Dame du 
Raincy near Paris of 1922. This church was well known by the 1960s because it had 
been included in histories of modern architecture as a pioneer of the expressive 
use of reinforced concrete, and had been praised in publications on modern 
church architecture as one amongst a canon of exemplary buildings.20 Meanwhile 
the use of exposed hook-shaped bricks on the interior walls at St Gregory, which 
give a rich expressive texture as well as acoustic dispersion, the brick and quarry 
tile paving and the exposed concrete structure further link Goalen to the younger 
generation of British architects who had come into practice in the mid-1950s, 
those such as Colin St John Wilson, James Stirling and James Gowan who had 
drawn on Le Corbusier’s post-war architecture to create a style of rough, untreated 
materials broadly known as brutalism. Brutalism, however, began with prolific 
theoretical writing by architects such as Alison Smithson and Peter Smithson in 
the 1950s, demanding a strict approach to the design of a building according to its 
‘programme’ and careful thought for the social implications of architectural forms 
and, in that sense, had a close similarity of purpose to the liturgical movement, 
an important connection I will examine shortly. This post-war modernist approach 
had become typical in architecture by the 1960s, and, as Goalen explained in his 
talk, led to his oval plan.

The church of St Gregory, like all the others studied in this book, can therefore 
be positioned in its period in terms of the contemporary context of architectural 
discourse and design practice. Crucially, it is the way architectural decisions 
related to the aims of the Church in its local contexts that is important here. 
The selection of a modern architect for St Gregory suggests that this parish was 
anxious to address the modern world and show its contemporary relevance. The 
parish evidently wanted a building that would confer upon it a high cultural 
status, since it chose an architect who had previously built Catholic churches that 
had been well received by the architectural profession.21 The parishioners also 
demonstrated an interest in modern art. Goalen commissioned Steven Sykes to 
make a bold sculptural lintel in bronze over the entrance (Figure 1.2). Sykes was 
best known by then for his design in 1959 of the Gethsemane Chapel at Coventry 
Cathedral.22 Patrick Reyntiens, who made the stained glass at St Gregory, and 
Ralph Beyer, who carved inscriptions there, had both also worked at Coventry 
(Figure 1.3). Their commissioning at South Ruislip therefore suggests a desire for 
an avant-garde image, and yet also for an uncontroversial acceptance within the 
modern British cultural mainstream. Positioned on the side of a main road through 
Ruislip, the church and its sculpture were prominent in the neighbourhood in an 
overt declaration of a Catholic culture that accepted modernity. Goalen’s oval 
plan not only demonstrates his own acceptance of liturgical reform, but also the 
allegiance of the parish to new liturgical thinking. The building, as Dayer himself 
said, is an expressive statement about this particular parish and its ideas about 
the Church.
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These three primary agents in the production of the Roman Catholic church – 
the architect as designer, the Church as institutional framework and discursive field, 
and the city as social and spatial influence – can be distinguished in the creation 
of modern church architecture. Church architects were generally members of the 
Church, acting as expert laymen. They were also often involved in city planning and 
participated in a discourse of modern architecture in which urbanism was a central 
aspect. Each field underwent vital transformations in the two decades between 1955 
and 1975, with important consequences for church architecture. Roman Catholic 
church-building in Britain, in the radical shifts in forms which it underwent during the 
period from 1955 to 1975, was a socially constructed artefact, its architecture making 
manifest the diverse and changing conceptions of the institutional Church held by 
its members. The architecture of the church, considered in its broadest sense, was 
produced only in part by architects; it was also the product of negotiation between 
architects, their patrons and their wider context.

Writing a History of Church Architecture

One of the most difficult tasks in writing this book has been to select from the 
profusion of churches built at this time a smaller number for detailed study. My 
selections of case studies have been based on several criteria. Firstly, this book is 
chiefly focused on the parish church, and so monastic, convent, school and seminary 
buildings have been only rarely included in favour of this primary subject area.  

1.2  St Gregory, 
South Ruislip, 
London, by Gerard 
Goalen, 1965–67. 
View from street: 
lintel sculpture by 
Steven Sykes. Photo: 
Robert Proctor, 2010



1.3  St Gregory, South Ruislip, London, by Gerard Goalen, 1965–67. View into baptistery: statue 
of St Gregory by Willi Soukop; font lettering by Ralph Beyer; stained glass by Patrick Reyntiens, 

© Patrick Reyntiens, all rights reserved, DACS, London, 2013. Photo: Robert Proctor, 2010
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Secondly, I have chosen buildings which seemed architecturally good or those that 
have been generally agreed to be of high quality and interest (especially during 
the period in question and also through more recent heritage designation). While 
‘quality’ is an arbitrary value, and I have not sought to be specific about it, it tends to 
encompass buildings of comparatively large scale, high expense and architectural 
innovation. The danger of selecting in this way is that it can skew analysis towards 
exceptional buildings and validate a narrative of progress by over-emphasising the 
avant-garde. Therefore I have also aimed to choose typical buildings of different 
types, representative buildings of different architectural firms, and examples 
of liturgically interesting buildings regardless of apparent architectural quality; 
moreover, I have focused on buildings that still exist without substantial alteration, 
those for which there is archival material available for research and those in urban 
areas. Throughout, my selection has of course been motivated by what I have 
wanted to examine: the move from eclectic to modern architecture and from 
pre- to post-conciliar conceptions of liturgy and the Church; the parish church 
in a changing urban and social context; and special forms of church, notably the 
pilgrimage shrine. Inevitably, therefore, many buildings, and many that would be 
considered by some readers as important, are absent from this book and must be 
left for others to study.

Roman Catholic church architecture of the post-war period in Britain has 
barely yet been written about.23 The book by Bryan Little, Catholic Churches 
Since 1623, remains the standard work on Roman Catholic churches built since 
the Reformation, ending at its point of publication in 1966 with the anticipation 
of some significant future buildings.24 This and the few other published studies 
of the subject tend to be descriptive rather than interpretive, concerned with 
documenting architectural features, at their best selecting and arranging buildings 
typologically; some accounts are biographical; but few give any substantial analysis 
of their architectural, religious and social conditions.25 There is little yet written 
even on twentieth-century British church architecture in general: Elain Harwood’s 
article of 1998 remains definitive.26 There are, however, significant recent studies 
of the social history of the Church, most notably by Michael Hornsby-Smith, on 
which I have drawn.27 The most serious exception to the piecemeal approach to 
modern Catholic church architecture in Britain is an unpublished PhD dissertation 
by Paul Walker, completed in 1985 at the University of Sheffield and discovered 
towards the end of research on this book.28 Walker’s thesis differs substantially in its 
approach to mine: writing close to the time of the buildings he was studying and as 
one involved in the post-war movement towards a modern church architecture, he 
was less inclined to view the subject as a historian, instead taking a theoretical and 
theological approach. Yet many of his sources coincide with mine, and some of his 
original research has been incorporated here.

This book makes some use of theory, although it is deliberately kept light in 
touch to avoid overpowering its subject matter. Theory is used more as a framework 
for selecting and juxtaposing particular sources, for reading them in certain ways 
and for an analysis of architecture. Henri Lefebvre’s Production of Space informs 
the overall organisation and theme of the book, considering the church space as 
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actively produced rather than divinely given, naturally arising, developed through 
tradition or conjured by architectural genius.29 Sources such as anthropology, 
sociology, geography and theology have seemed necessary to understand certain 
subjects. This remains, however, a work of architectural history, and I take no 
particular stance on theological or philosophical questions which others are better 
suited to answer.

One characteristic of much that has so far been written on modern church 
architecture is a polemical stance in a debate over modernism and tradition that has 
raised passionate opinions.30 The purpose of this book is not polemic, even though 
it works by deploying arguments. I would not claim an impossible objectivity, 
but I have nevertheless attempted a few steps of academic detachment: I have 
sympathy for all the subjects of this book – the conservative and traditional as 
much as the modern and experimental.
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Tradition

By 1955, modern architecture had reached such widespread acceptance that it had 
become the prevailing mode of design for many building types, from housing and 
schools to offices. There were also several notable modernist church buildings: on 
the Lansbury Estate at Poplar in east London, Trinity Congregational church by Cecil 
Handisyde and D. Rogers Stark had been completed as a showpiece of the Festival 
of Britain’s architecture programme in 1951 (Figure 2.1), and that year Basil Spence 
won the competition for Coventry Cathedral, arousing enormous public interest in 
modern architecture. Roman Catholics in Britain would eventually also accede to 
this movement; yet at first, their predominant reactions were compromise or stoic 
resistance in defence of a perceived tradition of church architecture.

A short walk from the strikingly modern concrete Congregational church, at 
the heart of the experimental housing estate of Lansbury, planned by Frederick 
Gibberd, stands the huge brick bulk of the Catholic church of Sts Mary and Joseph, 
Poplar, designed by Adrian Gilbert Scott (Figure 2.2). This church’s foundations were 
just being laid while visitors to the Festival of Britain toured the estate in 1951, and 
the church was eventually completed in 1954. Its exterior is a strange mixture of 
parabolic arches in squat brick walls with patterned parapets and a copper-roofed 
central tower. It was seen – and intended – as a rejection of the modernity of its 
surroundings in favour of an expression of a lasting Catholic tradition. Architectural 
critic Ian Nairn derided its ‘sprawling, lumpish mass’ and dominating scale, its 
aggressively but superficially ‘traditional’ approach insensitive to real historical 
precedent, and its antagonism towards its surroundings.1 While Scott claimed that 
he had designed the church to complement the neighbouring houses, also of brick, 
he deliberately eschewed Lansbury’s progressive modernism for an architecture 
that declared a conception of the parish church as a bastion of enduring values in 
a transient world. Scott had ‘intended’, he stated, ‘to follow the Catholic tradition of 
ecclesiastical architecture’.2 Architects, he later wrote, had to respect ‘the general 
demand that our churches should look like churches’; the Congregational church, 
‘locally known as the laundry’, showed that modernism was unsuitable for sacred 
use.3 Many Catholic architects and clergy agreed.
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Following the controversy over this building, the archbishop of Westminster, 
Cardinal William Godfrey, wrote several pieces for the Catholic Building Review 
addressed to architects and clergy promoting tradition in church architecture in 
balance with the needs of modern times, advising against an excessive modernism:

There is a happy mean. Our aim ought to be to preserve all that is precious in 
traditional art while keeping in mind the needs of the age in which we live. …  
It would seem that some of the buildings today have departed too much from  
the traditional style of architecture.4

Churches, he insisted, had to maintain an ‘ecclesiastical character’:

One would not like to see the spire, campanile, belfry or tower disappear from 
the landscape. For centuries these have told us of the sacred character of our 
buildings and have led us to the house of God. A church should be recognisable 
as a church by the wayfarer, even from afar.5

As the tide began to turn towards modernism even amongst his own clergy and 
architects in 1960, he maintained his position:

2.1  Trinity Congregational church, 
Lansbury Estate, London, by Cecil 
Handisyde and D. Rogers Stark, 
1949–51. Photo: John Pantlin. Source: 
Architectural Press Archive / RIBA 
Library Photographs Collection



Tradition 17

It is said that we must build for our own time. True: but our own time can accept a 
lack of decorum which is not according to the mind of the Church. The old should 
not be set aside simply because it is old. The heritage of sacred art bequeathed by 
our forbears is precious. The barn-like church has nothing sacred or symbolic to 
commend it. It does not lift the mind to God.6

In arguing for a tradition-minded church architecture, Godfrey articulated the 
official position of the Roman Catholic Church.

The Vatican repeatedly reinforced the importance of ‘tradition’ in sacred art 
and architecture. Canon law stated that bishops ‘are to take care that in the 
building or repair of churches the forms received from Christian tradition are 
preserved’.7 Joseph O’Connell, a parish priest and writer on canon law and liturgy, 
summarised the Church’s position in a widely distributed and popular book, 
Church Building and Furnishing: The Church’s Way of 1955. The Church, he said, did 
permit modern art and architecture, but only when tempered by tradition and 
remaining recognisably sacred. O’Connell cited the Council of Trent: ‘that nothing 
disordered may meet the eye, nothing distorted and confused in execution, 
nothing profane and unbecoming, since sanctity befits the house of God’.8 Pius 
XII’s encyclical letter of 1947, Mediator Dei, advised that ‘these modern arts, 

2.2  Sts Mary and 
Joseph, Poplar, 
London, by Adrian 
Gilbert Scott, 
1951–54. Photo: 
Stewart Bale Ltd, 
1956. Source: 
parish archive


