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CLARIDGE ARCHITECTS IS SET TO
CONTINUE THE TRANSFORMATION
OF BIRMINGHAM WITH ITS SOHO
WHARF DEVELOPMENT

BUILDING FAITH
QUESTION TIME CONSIDERS THE NUANCES OF DESIGNING PLACES OF WORSHIP
IN LIGHT OF THE SOON TO BE OPEN CAMBRIDGE MOSQUE

Light is a material

Question Time

QUESTION TIME

BUILDING FAITH
How do you incorporate the essence of religion
within the design of a place of worship?
Prayer Hall, photo courtesy of Marks Barfield Architects

The new Cambridge Mosque welcomed
its first Friday prayer back in March, even
though the mosque is not officially due
to open until further into spring. This
beautiful place of worship has come
together as an impressive and yet serene
building that aims to act as a “cultural
bridge fostering greater understanding
between communities” according to the
Cambridge Mosque Trust. On reﬂection
of the design by David Marks of Marks
Barfield, which presents a truly inclusive,
sustainable, safe, secure and respectful
place of worship, and is indicative of
its local community, oﬀering a new
spiritual centre that can accommodate
up to 1000 people, how do you, as
architects, incorporate the essence of
religion within the design of a place of
worship? And, what are you foremost
considerations when designing a place
of worship?
JULIA BARFIELD,
MARKS BARFIELD ARCHITECTS
In 2009, Marks Barfield Architects won a
limited international competition, calling
for innovative ideas for a 1000 capacity
mosque that was expressive of a universal
principle as well as being truly sustainable
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and socially and architecturally integrated
into and respectful of it’s neighbourhood.
It was intended to announce Islam’s
presence in Cambridge as a spiritual and
cultural centre not only for Muslims but
also the wider community.
We started by researching the
architecture of mosques and observed
that for centuries and throughout the
world, mosques have adapted to their
local conditions, (cultural, climatic and
constructional) using local building
materials and the local vernacular. They
were of their place and time as well as
being of Islam. So we asked ourselves
how should a British mosque be designed
for the 21st century?
The idea emerged of a calm oasis within a
grove of trees, inspired by an image of the
garden of paradise. We were also inspired
by elements from both Islamic and
English religious architectural traditions,
in particular English fan vaulting as seen
in King's College chapel, together with
sacred Islamic geometry. The underlying
geometry of the entire building is based
on the ‘breath of the compassionate’
pattern, which is based on octagons and
symbolises the rhythm of life.
The defining feature of the Cambridge

Mosque is its timber structure, timber
being one of the most sustainable of all
building materials. The timber columns,
or ‘trees’, reach up to support the roof
using an interlaced octagonal lattice
vault structure. The timber is sustainably
sourced spruce, which is curved and
laminated. Roof lights are located above
the trees creating a prayer hall bathed in
natural light. The external walls are made
of cross-laminated timber, clad in tiles of
the traditional Cambridge Gault and red
brick colours. They form a pattern of Kufic
calligraphy incorporating specially formed
bespoke protruding headers that read ‘say
he is God (the) one’. The walls are topped
with castellated parapets symbolising the
meeting of heaven
and earth.
Worshippers and visitors take a journey
from the street through an Islamic garden,
to a covered portico and into an atrium,
preparing them in a gradual transition
from the literal and mundane world of
the everyday towards the prayer hall and
an underlying spiritual reality, orientated
towards Mecca.
The mosque incorporates many
sustainable features. There are zero
on-site carbon emissions; all public
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areas have been carefully designed to
be naturally lit and ventilated during
daylight hours; the building fabric has
ultra-low U-vales and airtight construction
to minimise energy need; rainwater
harvesting feeds the WCs and garden;
rooftop PVs heat all the hot water, cooling
and 13 per cent of the heating which is
powered by air source heat pumps.
ROGER SCHWABACHER, AIA, LEED
AP BD+C, SENIOR DESIGN PRINCIPAL,
HOK WASHINGTON, D.C., OFFICE.
Designing religious institutions is a special
responsibility. These places of worship
touch something very deep and basic in
us, a fascination and reverence for the
divine and the unknown. Whether you are
a believer or not, great religious buildings
have an ability to transport us to another
realm regardless of denomination.
As a designer, the complex goal is to
explore a delicate balance of tradition with
current needs and demands, especially
as many religions today struggle with
declining numbers of followers. The
places of worship we are designing
now cannot solely be identified by their
history, but must be willing to explore
other avenues, reinvent convention and
start new traditions. Great design must
be willing to take some risks. We need to
find ways of both capturing tradition and
expressing the time and place in which
these places of worship are built.
For me, the design for a house of worship
should consider more than just the
physical building but also the sequence
of entering the space. The procession
represents the transition of leaving the
profane world to enter the sacred realm.
Once inside, the play of natural light,
how it enters the space, is reflected and
dispersed, promotes contemplation and
spirituality. Shaping the play of light and
shadow throughout the space is key to
designing these ethereal spaces. A place
of worship also should be a beacon of
hope in the community. Depending on the
context, this can involve a generous public
realm, with indoor and outdoor community
gathering space integrated into the design.
The community mosque at the center
of the King Abdullah Petroleum Studies
and Research Center’s residential
development in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia,
demonstrates these principles. A series
of outdoor courtyards arranged with an
axial alignment toward Mecca and the
Kaaba provide a formal progression
toward the mosque.
Worshipers enter the building by climbing
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floating stone steps and traversing a
glass bridge over a reflective pool that
surrounds the structure. At night this pool
is illuminated, creating the illusion that the
mosque is levitating over water.
As a monolithic core perforated with
a pattern of glowing windows and
surrounded by glass, the mosque’s
appearance changes throughout the day.
Inside the mosque is a play of light and

shadows, viewed through the lens and
technological interpretation of a traditional
mashrabiya screen wall.
Located adjacent to the mosque, the
115-foot-tall minaret tower mirrors the
patterns of the mosque’s facade and
serves as a literal beacon, facilitating
the daily calls to prayer and drawing the
community together to share in a common
mission and purpose.
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ZOË SKELDING, PARTNER, ARCHITECT, BA
(HONS) DIP ARCH RIBA AABC, PURCELL
Marks Barfield set out to reinterpret the
mosque typology for 21st Century Britain.
They have succeeded and, in doing so,
they have created a wonderful, light-filled,
open, friendly and sustainable building.
Whether through impeccable sustainability
credentials, gardens to sit in, or welcoming
bright spaces to have a cup of tea in, this
building cares.
That is a message that we, at Purcell, have
always been inspired by. Designing a place
of worship, or working on an existing place
of worship, is an exercise in care; for the
existing fabric, for the rituals of worship, for
the congregation, for the wider community,
and for the environment. In building anew,
the care starts with first contact with the
client and in understanding their aspirations
for a modern building to encapsulate their
form of worship whilst reach outwards to
the wider community in various forms.
Caring for places of worship is at the heart
of what we do. Donovan Purcell became
a leading authority on stone conservation
as Ely Cathedral’s Surveyor to the Fabric,
and for seven decades, we have built on
his legacy and conservation philosophy,
combing detailed knowledge and in-depth
understanding of liturgical reordering
in pursuit of creative ways to repair,
adapt and breathe new life into places
of worship. It is with this inheritance of
understanding that we can look
to the future.
Today we actively seek opportunities to
extend this knowledge across all faiths,
helping ensure a sustainable future for
places of worship and the communities
they serve. With the ever-increasing
diversity and changing needs of our
societies this is a challenge we relish.
Faith is many-faced and we aim to follow
and assist its adaptation to modern
opportunities of interface and
ideas of community.
The key to this is understanding and
listening to the client and getting to know
the users. How will they function in these
spaces? This goes hand in hand with a
level of care and emotional investment that
we bring as a team.
Places of Worship projects are often
inspirational and yet financially constrained.
Locally funded or reliant upon donation it
makes achieving value a significant aim,
not only in the initial delivery of a project
but also in the future upkeep and running
costs. Purcell aims to deliver projects
that offer energy efficient solutions, are
built using locally or sustainably sourced
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KAPSARC Mosque, photo courtesy of Abdulrahman Alolyan

materials and implement environmental
systems that can deliver realistic payback.
We understand that how we repair,
repurpose and build today will improve the
quality of life of people in these locations
for generations to come.

“

We didn’t
want to create a replica
or pastiche of something
that existed elsewhere.
The opportunity to do
something English,
British, excited us. Now
that there is a significant
Muslim community it’s
time to work out what it
means to have an English
mosque.’’
David Marks
EMRE AROLAT, M.ARCH, RIBA, HON. FAIA,
CO-FOUNDER AND LEAD DESIGNER OF EAA
In EAA, we want our buildings to be
connected to the history and sense of a
place. Clearly, there are many ways of
evoking a feeling of sense of the place.

We look at the traces, sometimes they are
visible, and sometimes they are discovered
and made visible but it is always a quest for
the specificity. So, this quest for specificity
and the emphasis on the building’s being
a part of its place is the first thing we
consider at the beginning of every
design process.
When we were designing Sancaklar
Mosque in Istanbul, Turkey, we talked
about a lot of things while constructing the
spine of the design. However, the obvious
priority was the spiritual and physical
pleasure found during the act of prayer,
as opposed to investing into any structural
language. We accept this as a very
precious and rewarding but at the same
time notably difficult road.
This approach led us to explore the
design of the Islamic religious space
in a way where the form completely
retreats, and the space, sculpted by
light and pure materials, is relieved of
all this cultural and temporal burdens.
Based on this understanding, we tried to
cope with the heavy formalist attitude of
Mosque Architecture in this geography
in an unprecedented way. We attempted
to get rid of any sort of an architectural
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language completely and concentrated
on introducing a space where oneself is
strained of all the implications of the “outer
world” and takes shelter.
This is how we interpreted the interiors as
well; a space refined of any ornaments,
shaped with materials that are honest
and all together strengthening the idea of
“humbleness” a significant notion of Islamic
philosophy. Natural light, on the other hand
played an important role as being the
single ornament of the space, transforming
the interiors into a space where one
can take pleasure in praying and at the
same time be intensely moved by the
enthusiasm of this act.
In a very different geography and context,
our Nora Mosque and Community
Center in Ajman, UAE, in addition to
utilizing the revolutionary approach of
Sancaklar’s understanding of religious
space, accentuates the idea of public
space by treating the roofs of the masses
as walkable surfaces; as a pedestrian
pathway starting from the street level and
ending with a meditation terrace at the top
towards the sea. We like to think that this
building will make a statement to say that it
understands the need for a place to gather
both in religious and social life at the centre
of a very dense urbanised place.
RODRIGO MORENO MASEY,
FOUNDER, MORENOMASEY
The many and diverse challenges of
creating civic spaces and understanding
the impact of our architecture on the
community, is brought into sharp focus
when we consider the creation of
religious space. The normal challenges
of developing a brief, spatial organisation
or aesthetic proposition, are suddenly
covered by the religious lens of tradition,
symbolism, heritage and ceremony. It is the
marriage of the physical and ephemeral
that creates the subtle tension between
our communities today and a history
stretching back perhaps hundreds of
years. It is easy or lazy to see religious
architecture as static or even as a pastiche
of the past, particularly when there are a
wealth of modern places of worship that
redefine the religious typology.
Religious spaces have evolved, as
much through ancient history as they
have in modern times. Not only in style
and appearance, but also in form and
construction. Ecclesiastical buildings
have changed to adopt local cultures, of
course, but also adopted local materials
and vernacular artisanal techniques, to
create a significant shift in the spatial

and aesthetic quality. This also applies
to the creation of mosques, synagogues
and meeting houses. Even the history
of re-appropriation from one religion to
another, either through force or volition
it is commonplace and often necessary
to meet the changing needs of the
community these buildings serve.
I think perhaps this sits at the centre of
the conversation. That if we are to create
a space for a community it must first be of
the community and by the community. At
its essence the architecture must reflect
the very real and present needs of not
only the religious community it serves,
but the wider secular community that it
touches. Growing up I was always taught
that the church is not the building, rather
the church is the people and I believe that
still. I have attended religious gatherings

in towering cathedrals, but growing up, my
own church in the north was a single storey
timber shed. Last year we were fortunate
enough to be invited to an outdoor
community celebration, perched on a hill
on the Atlantic coast of Nova Scotia.
If the act of worship is a celebration of
community, it is perhaps in best serving
that community that we can find the true
essence of the architecture of worship.
Beyond the rigid formality of procession
and ceremony and outside the precious
spaces that enclose the most private and
spiritual moments, exists a second space,
neither within, nor without. A space that is
neither consecrated nor secular. It is here,
in the hall, the cloister, the lobby or garden
where communities can come together
and share pieces of their lives and feel safe
and supported.

Nora Mosque and Community Center, rendering by EAA
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