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Architectural Drawings and Models from the Sacred Space and Cultural
Studies Concentrationi at CUA School of Architecture and Planning.
The title of this exhibit is inspired in a short text written by renown architect
Le Corbusier on the miraculous possibilities afforded by the simplest
architectural geometry: a box!i i Yet, we hardly need the Modern master to
remind us of the wondrous nature of buildings. Since time immemorial,
peoples across Earth have counted on such ineffable dimensions of
architecture to design and build sacred spaces. How else to explain the ability
of seemingly inert form, space, and matter to invoke and secure the presence
of God in their midst?
With these ideas at heart, CUA architecture faculty Julio Bermudez and Luis
Boza and visiting professor Spanish architect Alberto Campo Baeza (the 2012
Walton Critic)i i i directed a group of graduate and undergraduate students to
imagine what a 21st Century Catholic Convent could be like. The site chosen
for this inquiry was next to the Potomac River, within the C&O Canal National
Park and close to the Fletcher Boathouse (Northwest Washington, DC). The
building program called for a facility supporting the monastic life and practice
of 12 monks.
Answering this challenge first demanded students to study precedents. After
all, the convent has always been a key topic in Architecture throughout history.
The reason is that its program and building type has often spawned new ideas
and styles. Once the lessons of the past were learned, students were asked to
engage their design process within an architectural attitude of essentialism,
beauty, and simplicity that supported and celebrated the monks’ daily
contemplative practices. More specifically, Campo Baeza advised students to
approach the convent like a city homothety, that is, like a complex organism
with cells, chapel, refectory, deambulatory, library, grove and services, each
one inviting an unique reflection and expression. Thus, cells reminded
students to look at the minimal habitat for one person. The Chapel invited
them to ponder about the temporal, luminous and spatial embodiment of
the transcendental. The Refectory encouraged an investigation of service,
sustenance, and multiuse. The Library pointed at issues of memory and faith.
And the Deambulatory and the Grove called for an exploration of the relation
between Architecture and Nature. All these parts of the ‘city-convent’ had to
come together under the auspices of a clear architectural idea that not only
provided a sense of unity but also spoke of the plight of monastic life in a new
millennium.
The work presented in this exhibit was produced during the first 5 weeks of
Fall Semester,P 2012. For more information about this effort, visit
http://faculty.cua.edu/bermudez/courses/bermudez-campo_baeza/
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CUArch Faculty: Professor in Residence, 2012 Walton Critic Alberto Campo
Baeza and Associate Professors Julio Bermudez and Luis Boza.
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Curator’s Statement
Julio Bermudez, Director of the Sacred Space and Cultural Studies (SSCS)
concentration at the Catholic University of America School of Architecture, is a
world-class scholar on the design of sacred space. Historically, he says, sacred
spaces are those designated for purposes considered sacred by the people
building them. They range from churches to temples, though Bermudez also
believes, “You can find sacred space in spaces that were not intended to be
religious. . . In the end, it’s an experience. Are people transformed, do they
fall into silence? Do they have awe?” These breathtaking moments produce
“extraordinary architectural experiences.”
In the SSCS concentration – one of just a few in the world where students
study and design sacred spaces – issues of ethereality, durable materials,
light, silence and verticality are considered and made tangible. The results
of these encounters are on display in the gallery, providing a glimpse into
the process involved in shaping contemplative environments. The projects
designed collaboratively by Bermudez’ and Luis Boza’s students allow visitors
the opportunity to find the sacred in their own space.
How timely it is that the Wesley community is able to witness these offerings
in the Dadian Gallery simultaneously with the construction of its newest
dormitory. Realizing that our seminarians may one day be involved in
considering building plans of the sacred spaces of the future, this exhibition
gives credence to a fundamental concept in the arts: the audience also creates.
Trudi Ludwig Johnson, Curator Dadian Gallery
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