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Abstract

Churches have been central to spiritual, cultural, and architectural devel-

opment throughout history, functioning not only as places of worship 

but also as community centers and symbols of artistic expression. Each 

architectural style reflects the unique societal values, technological 

advancements, and artistic influences of its time (Ching, 2014). The 

Romanesque style, characterized by thick walls, rounded arches, and small 

windows, emerged in response to the need for stability and fortification 

(Fletcher, 2020). Gothic architecture, on the other hand, introduced 

pointed arches, flying buttresses, and large stained-glass windows, 

symbolizing an aspiration toward spiritual elevation and light (Morrison, 

2015). The Baroque period marked a dramatic shift, emphasizing ornate 

decorations, dynamic forms, and grandeur, aiming to inspire awe and 

communicate the power of the church (O’Reilly, 2018).

To conduct this research, a historical analysis and a series of case studies 

on renowned churches, such as the Basilica of Saint-Sernin, Notre-Dame 

de Paris, and St. Peter’s Basilica, were carried out (Smith, 2017). This 

approach allows for a comprehensive understanding of the way architec-

tural elements serve both functional and symbolic purposes. Findings 

reveal that, although the primary function of churches has always been 

spiritual, their architectural design is a direct reflection of the cultural, 

technological, and religious influences of the times in which they were 

built. Ultimately, this study contributes to a deeper appreciation of 

church architecture as a narrative of human history and cultural heritage.
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Introduction

Churches have long been integral to the cultural and architectural landscapes of 

societies around the world. As places of worship, community gathering, and so-

cial service, they hold a rich tapestry of historical, religious, and artistic in�uences 

(Ching, 2014). �e typomorphology of church buildings is crucial in understand-

ing how these structures not only re�ect the spiritual beliefs of their communities 

but also respond to various social, cultural, and environmental contexts (Fletcher, 

2020). By examining the forms and types of churches, we can uncover insights into 

the architectural evolution in�uenced by religious practices, community needs, and 

stylistic trends over time (Morrison, 2015). �is research is particularly signi�cant 

in the �eld of architecture as it bridges the gap between theoretical frameworks 

and practical application (O’Reilly, 2018). Understanding typomorphology pro-

vides valuable knowledge about design principles that can enhance contemporary 

church architecture, allowing for innovative solutions that meet modern needs 

while respecting traditional values (Smith, 2017).

Literature Review

In the book “A World History of Architecture”, churches are explored as pivotal ar-

chitectural forms that embody cultural, religious, and historical signi�cance (Fazio 

et al., 2008). �e text traces the evolution of church architecture from ancient 

times to the present, illustrating how these structures re�ect the values and beliefs 

of their communities (Fletcher, 2020). �e typomorphology in this book is exam-

ined through the various styles that emerged across di�erent eras, each with its 

distinct forms, functions, and symbolic meanings (Morrison, 2015). Early Chris-

tian churches are characterized by simple basilica-style layouts, often featuring a 

longitudinal plan with a nave, aisles, and an apse. �ese structures were designed 

primarily for worship and gatherings, and their morphology re�ects a focus on 

community and spiritual connection (Smith, 2017). Gothic churches are de�ned 

by their verticality and light, marked by pointed arches, ribbed vaults, and �ying 

buttresses. �ese features were intended to inspire awe and elevate the worship ex-

perience, with large stained-glass windows conveying religious narratives (O’Reilly, 

2018). Renaissance churches represent a return to classical symmetry and propor-

tion, often incorporating domes and porticos. Structures like St. Peter’s Basilica 

exemplify this style, merging artistic expression with functional spaces for wor-

ship while re�ecting humanist ideals (Fletcher, 2020). Baroque churches feature 
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dynamic shapes, extensive ornamentation, and dramatic spatial compositions. 

�ese designs evoke emotion and reinforce the power of the church, emphasizing 

contrast, light, and shadow to create immersive worship environments (Morrison, 

2015). Modern churches present diverse designs that often challenge traditional 

forms, utilizing new materials and technologies. �ese spaces emphasize simplici-

ty, functionality, and integration with their surroundings, re�ecting contemporary 

values of inclusivity and sustainability (Ching, 2014).

In the book “Early Church Architectural Forms: A �eologically Contextual Typolo-

gy for the Eastern Churches of the 4th–6th Centuries”, Susan Balderstone examines 

the architectural forms of early Christian churches in the Eastern Roman Empire. 

She explores how theological concepts and liturgical practices deeply in�uenced 

their designs (Balderstone, 2011). Balderstone emphasizes that understanding the 

typology of early churches is crucial to comprehending how these buildings re�ect 

the spiritual aspirations of their communities (Balderstone, 2011). She explains, 

“Basilica typology is one of the most prevalent forms of early church architecture. 

It is characterized by a rectangular plan with a central nave and �anking aisles, 

and a semi-circular apse at one end that often housed the altar. �e theological 

signi�cance of the basilican layout lies in its symbolism of the journey of faith, 

as congregants move toward the altar, representing the divine. �is arrangement 

facilitates a communal worship experience, emphasizing the collective nature of 

faith and the importance of community in early Christianity. In contrast, centrally 

planned churches feature symmetrical designs, often circular or polygonal. �ese 

structures carry theological signi�cance in their representation of cosmic order, 

with the altar at the center symbolizing Christ’s presence. �e symmetrical lay-

out invites worshippers to engage from all directions, signifying the universality of 

faith and the unity of the congregation” (Balderstone, 2011, p. 25). Balderstone’s 

analysis reveals the profound relationship between design, theology, and commu-

nity. By categorizing architectural forms and examining their meanings, her work 

highlights how these structures were crafted to embody and communicate the core 

beliefs of early Christianity. �is insight enhances our understanding of architec-

tural history and illustrates the lasting impact of these designs on contemporary 

church architecture (Balderstone, 2011).

�e paper “Evolution and Demise of Church Architecture in the Catholic Archdi-

ocese of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania” explores the evolution of church architecture 

within the Catholic Archdiocese from its colonial origins to contemporary chal-

lenges (Juma, 2021). By examining key architectural styles, cultural integrations, 
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and socio-economic factors in�uencing the decline of certain structures, this study 

highlights the dynamic interplay between faith, community, and architectural prac-

tice (Juma, 2021). �e evolution of church architecture in Dar es Salaam illustrates 

a complex interplay of historical in�uences and cultural adaptations (Juma, 2021). 

At the same time, contemporary challenges such as urbanization and changing 

congregational needs threaten the sustainability of these architectural treasures 

(Juma, 2021). �e paper outlines the historical background of Catholicism in Tan-

zania, particularly in Dar es Salaam, tracing its origins and growth over time (Juma, 

2021). It discusses the evolution of church architecture from early colonial styles to 

modern designs, highlighting signi�cant architectural movements and their in�u-

ences on church buildings (Juma, 2021). �e study delves into how local cultural el-

ements have been incorporated into church designs, re�ecting the unique identity 

of the Catholic community in Tanzania (Juma, 2021). Notable churches within the 

Archdiocese are pro�led, analyzing their architectural features, construction mate-

rials, and design philosophies (Juma, 2021). �e paper also addresses challenges 

faced by church architecture, such as urbanization, shifting congregational needs, 

and economic factors that have led to the decline or abandonment of certain struc-

tures (Juma, 2021). Current trends in church architecture, including sustainabili-

ty and community-focused designs, are explored, demonstrating how they re�ect 

contemporary societal values (Juma, 2021). �e paper concludes with re�ections 

on the future of church architecture in Dar es Salaam, considering how historical 

lessons can inform modern practices (Juma, 2021).

Methodology

For my research on the architectural forms of San Vitale and Notre-Dame de Paris, 

I used the correlation method to explore how their distinct shapes in�uence spatial 

experiences and visitor behaviors (Jones, 2020; Smith, 2018). My data collection 

involved multiple approaches, including the examination of architectural plans and 

a review of historical records. I accessed architectural plans from the Archdiocese 

and local archives to compare the centralized octagonal design of San Vitale with 

the longitudinal basilica layout of Notre-Dame (Fletcher, 2019). Historical records 

provided insights into the cultural and religious in�uences that shaped these ar-

chitectural choices (Adams, 2021). Using the correlation method, I found that San 

Vitale’s centralized design fosters a more intimate and egalitarian experience. �e 

layout encourages equal proximity to the altar, creating a communal atmosphere 

(Ching, 2014). In contrast, Notre-Dame’s longitudinal form emphasizes a hier-
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archical, processional journey. Visitors move along a linear axis toward the altar, 

reinforcing the notions of ascent and spiritual elevation (Fletcher, 2019). �e ar-

chitectural shapes also a�ect acoustic experiences. San Vitale’s central space cre-

ates an enclosed sound environment, enhancing intimacy and focus (Smith, 2018). 

Meanwhile, Notre-Dame’s long nave produces expansive acoustics that emphasize 

its verticality and grandeur (Jones, 2020). I also analyzed how these layouts in-

�uence movement patterns and perceptions of the sacred. San Vitale encourages 

�uid, circular movement around the altar, fostering an inclusive and dynamic wor-

ship experience (Adams, 2021). Conversely, Notre-Dame directs worshippers in a 

more structured, hierarchical �ow, reinforcing a sense of order and progression 

(Fletcher, 2019). �rough this comparison, I demonstrated how the architectural 

forms of these churches correlate with their spiritual symbolism and the human 

experiences they facilitate (Jones, 2020; Smith, 2018).

Results

�rough the analysis of the symbolic meanings embedded in the architectural 

forms of San Vitale (Fig. 1) and Notre-Dame de Paris (Fig. 2), this study explores 

how these shapes correlate with their religious functions and historical contexts. 

Figure 1

Floor plan and form design of San Vitale in Ravenna 

          

Source: (Fazio et al., 2008)
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Figure 2

Floor plan and form design of Notre-dame in Paris 

     

Source: (Fazio et al., 2008)

By �rst examining the signi�cance of their con�gurations, I gained insights into 

the unique and shared features of these churches’ designs. �e symbolic meanings 

of their architectural shapes are as follows:

�e rectangle shape in churches often carries symbolic meaning, re�ecting various 

aspects of “Christian theology and spirituality”. �e rectangle represents stability, 

order and structure but also represents the connection of the heaven and earth. 

In some beliefs it is said that the rectangle can symbolize the “body of Christ” and 

often is used as a gathering shape.

�e octagon has a few symbolic meanings. �e octagon is often associated with the 

idea of resurrection because it is seen as a shape that symbolizes a new beginning, 

coming after the seven days of creation (the number 7 often representing com-

pleteness). �e eight sides can represent the “eighth day,” signifying eternal life and 

the new creation in Christ. In some Christian traditions, octagonal baptismal fonts 

are used to symbolize the “new life in Christ” that begins with baptism. �e eight 

sides emphasize the renewal and transformation that baptism brings. Overall, the 

octagon represents themes of resurrection, transformation, and spiritual renewal 

in Christian symbolism.

�e circle shape in churches holds deep symbolic meaning, often representing: eter-

nity, God’s in�nite nature, and the perfection of divine life. It re�ects the eternal, 

unchanging nature of God.  �e circle symbolizes unity and the wholeness of crea-

tion, with no divisions or separations. �is represents the harmony between God, 

creation, and humanity. In some traditions, circular shapes or domes in churches 

represent the all-encompassing presence of God, with the central point often sym-
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bolizing God as the focal point of the universe. �e circle can also represent the 

ongoing cycle of life, death, and resurrection, highlighting the Christian belief in 

eternal life through Christ. In church architecture, the use of circles (like in domes, 

windows, or �oor designs) re�ects these themes of divine perfection, eternal life, 

and the unity of creation.

�e half-circle is seen as a symbol of the connection between the earthly and the 

divine. It represents the archway or opening through which the divine can enter 

the earthly realm, suggesting the link between humanity and God. �e half-circle 

is sometimes connected to the resurrection of Christ, particularly in the form of 

apse architecture, where it symbolizes the rising of the faithful in Christ, pointing 

towards the promise of eternal life. In church architecture, half-circle shapes are 

commonly used in areas like the apse or the altar area. �ese spaces are sacred, and 

the half-circle shape often emphasizes the holy nature of the place where worship 

occurs.

 As a part of a square, the half-square suggests a journey toward completeness or 

wholeness, representing spiritual growth or the process of moving closer to God. It 

is often linked to earthly stability and a half-square may represent a foundational 

or grounded approach to faith, symbolizing the starting point of spiritual under-

standing. In church design, the use of half-square shapes may convey themes of 

spiritual journey, balance, and the connection between the earthly and divine.

Using the observation method, I examined how the typology of each church in�u-

ences the spatial experience and the movement of visitors. “San Vitale” features a 

centralized octagonal plan, which creates a sense of intimacy and equality by plac-

ing the altar at the center, allowing worshippers to be equally distributed around it. 

�is design fosters a more communal and participatory worship experience, align-

ing with early “Christian principles of inclusivity and unity in worship”. In contrast, 

“Notre-Dame” follows a longitudinal basilica plan, emphasizing verticality and a 

processional �ow toward the altar. �e layout directs worshippers along a linear 

path, reinforcing the hierarchical relationship between the sacred and the faithful, 

and symbolizing the ascent of the soul. By observation method, I found that both 

buildings use their shapes to structure spiritual experiences: San Vitale’s central 

design supports a more egalitarian, intimate interaction with the sacred, while No-

tre-Dame’s elongated design emphasizes a journey toward the divine. �ese �nd-

ings relate to the insights from the literature review, particularly “Early Church Ar-

chitectural Forms”, which highlights the connection between centralized typology 

and communal worship, and “A World History of Architecture”, which discusses 
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how the longitudinal basilica form in Gothic architecture re�ects the spiritual pro-

gression of worshippers. In conclusion, both “San Vitale: and “Notre-Dame” use 

architectural shapes that re�ect their religious functions. While “San Vitale” utiliz-

es shapes like the octagon to symbolize resurrection and eternal life, “Notre-Dame” 

incorporates verticality and light to represent divine majesty and transcendence. 

Despite di�erences in architectural style and period, both churches employ forms 

that aim to bridge the human and divine, with shapes like the circle and rectangle 

serving to highlight concepts of eternity, divine order, and the journey of the faith-

ful. Overall, this research shows how the shapes of these churches correlate with 

their ritualistic purposes and their historical yet symbolic meaning, reinforcing the 

connection between architecture and spiritual experience.

Discussion and Conclusion

�is section analyzes the �ndings from the research on “San Vitale” and “No-

tre-Dame de Paris”, focusing on how their architectural shapes relate to religious 

functions and historical contexts. �e typomorphological features, such as the cen-

tral plan of “San Vitale” and the vertical design of “Notre-Dame”, are key to under-

standing the buildings’ symbolic meanings. For “San Vitale” the central plan, which 

is a combination of circular and octagonal shapes, re�ects the unity of heaven and 

earth, while “Notre-Dame in Paris” uses pointed arches, observed from a section 

view, which create triangular shapes that guide the eye upward, symbolizing the 

human aspiration to reach God. �ese �ndings from existing literature show how 

architectural form and religious symbolism are connected. Where previous stud-

ies may have focused on the technical or artistic aspects, this research links both, 

highlighting the spiritual purpose behind each design. An unexpected result was 

�nding common things between these two buildings, despite their di�erent styles. 

Both use similar shapes to guide the worshiper toward the divine. �ese insights of-

fer new ways to think about how architecture can hold a religious meaning. Future 

research could expand this analysis to other religious buildings, so architects might 

use the �ndings for the design of the spaces that enhance the spiritual experience.
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