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Introduction
Bagsværd Church, 1976, by Pritzker Prize winning architect, Jørn Utzon (Block, 2018) is respected as a fine example of Religious Scandinavian architecture. While the façade itself deserves merit, the intrigue comes from the contrast between the interior and exterior. Fracalossi (2011) supports that when knowing that the visually captivating interior creates such a distinctive experience, the contrasting exterior becomes more compelling. The juxtaposition between the rigid, seemingly modest exterior and the dynamic, undulating composition of the interiors begs the question, how did Jorn Utzon’s design philosophy lead him to design such a fascinating building for Denmark in the 1970’s? Frampton (2002, pp.83-84) articulates the importance of Utzon’s interpretation of “Critical Regionalism” in Bagsværd Church in integrating Western and Eastern architecture with Nordic values to create a church appropriate for a secular inclined twentieth century. Therefore, in order to understand Utzon’s unique take on what a Danish church in the 1970’s could be, his influences, education and past work should be studied.[image: A picture containing indoor, ceiling, wall, white  Description automatically generated]
Figure 2 – Photograph of the interior of the church demonstrating the light infiltration. (Photo credit: Utzon Archives)

[image: ]
Figure 1 – Photograph of the exterior of Bagsværd Church showing the setting and context. (Photo credit: Utzon Archives)

History 
Bagsværd Church, 1976, was the first church in Bagsværd following the 1538 Protestant reformation (Arquitectura Viva, 2018). Fromonot (2000, p.210) states Bagsværd was Utzon’s first build in Denmark since his Fredensborg Housing Complex; these were some of his only works in Demark despite it being his birthplace (Carullo, 2018). A clear development in style is seen with some comparisons that can be derived between the two Danish builds. One may infer that the composition of the exteriors of Fredensborg and Bagsværd resemble each other through tower-like projections. This connection is unsurprising as Utzon is known to take inspiration from the location of the design. Andersen’s (2005, p.95) point supports this theory; he suggests that Bagsværd addresses the “regional culture” of Northern Denmark. Andersen (2005, p.95) also states the importance of religious and contextual sensitivity with it being Bagsværd’s first church since 1537. He backs this theory up by making a comparison between Danish churches in similar contexts suggesting that the projections seen on Bagsværd are reminiscent of that seen by the towers on Danish churches. One might however disagree with this point upon study of the interior which appears to move away from the traditional church. This modernisation of the traditional Danish church can be seen in comparison to another Northern Copenhagen church, Grundtvig Church (Fromonot, 2000, p.210). Upon first glance, the churches interior vaults are suggestive of the Gothic style. When the interior is compared with Bagsværd, one could imagine that the ambience created by the light quality bouncing off of the ceilings is somewhat similar. Though Utzon’s take on vaulting differs, the religious philosophies behind the two in terms of connecting to God through height and light compare.[image: ]
Figure 4 – Dramatic interior of Grundtvig Church. (Photo credit: Ludwig Favre)
[image: ]
Figure 3 – Fredensborg Housing, 1963. (Photo credit: Utzon Archives)

Context of Site
The site constraints become prevalent in Fromonot’s (2000, p.210) analysis; this included the surrounding housing with no architectural interest and the site being adjacent to a main road. Utzon therefore had to engage the senses to deflect from undesirable features. This surrounding urban context might have influenced a more understated exterior. While some might look at the exterior and question its design as merely a shell, it undoubtedly responds contextually skilfully. Fromonot (2000, p.224) states that the church asserts itself into the context. While this is true in the sense of scale and almost brutalist presence, it must be considered what the impact on the site would be if Utzon applied a similar philosophy as the Sydney Oprea house in making the building a sculptural entity. So in this sense it could be argued that the exterior is sensitive to the landscape and the contrast is justified.
Frampton (2007, pp.315-316) suggests that Bagsværd is Utzon’s take on “Critical Regionalism”. Frampton analyses the church to be a combination of Western religious architecture through the interior vaulting and Eastern architecture through the use of timber. Frampton (2002, pp.84-102) further validates the idea that Utzon took inspiration from Eastern architecture by arguing the ideas behind the roof are reminiscent of that of the Chinese pagoda roof which in its essence is a shell that often expresses a folded form. Frampton (2007, p.316) explains how Utzon combines these ideas with that of the regional Nordic values building upon the idea of “Critical Regionalism”. He suggests that Bagsværd hints at the traditional stave churches seen in Denmark while taking inspiration from elsewhere. In turn creates a unique cultural experience that justifies his concept of “Critical Regionalism”.
Architect’s Philosophy [image: Diagram  Description automatically generated]
Figure 5 – Concept drawings done by Utzon showing abstract forms of clouds and how they developed into the building (Photo credit: Utzon Archives)

In order to understand Utzon’s architectural philosophy and his response to the Bagsværd Church brief, his background must be studied. Tyrrell (2018, p.99) credits Utzon’s knowledge of cultures and traditions down to the fact that he is known to be well travelled. Being brought up in Denmark, Utzon is familiar with the Nordic traditions of community and an innate sense of wellness (Tyrrell, 2018, p.109); his experiences of growing up in Denmark and his travels are therefore manifested in the design.
What makes Bagsværd so truly unique is that Utzon combines the Scandinavian principles of light, organic forms and social wellness with that of other cultures. Chiu et al. (2018, p.339) describes this as being “cross cultural”. This is backed up by Chiu et al. (2019, p.15) in saying that Utzon analysed “Chinese Buddhist monasteries”; Fromonot (2000, p.217) adds merit to this by making comparisons between the galleries of said monasteries and the similarities in the plan of Bagsværd. Furthermore, Carter (2014, p.238) suggests that Utzon combined temple style, timber architecture of China and Japan with that of traditional Nordic staves of robust materials. Carter (2014, p.244) articulates that a dominant design driver from Utzon’s travels was that of the interaction between the clouds and horizon in Hawaii; this relationship is clearly expressed in Utzon’s concept sketches (see figure 5) where he captures the feeling of being in an ethereal space. 
Utzon was evidently inspired by surrounding artists and architects; Carter (2014, p.240) explains that while Utzon was not particularly academic in school, he was creatively inspired by Scandinavian artists; this became more influential when he moved to Sweden during the Second World War along with many other prolific architects of the time. At this time ‘Modern’ and ‘International’ styles were highly influential amongst European architects. Utzon was undoubtedly influenced by great Modern architects, however, in Bagsværd a contemporary take on brutalism seems to be prevalent with the lack of ornamentation and an imposing heavy concrete exterior. There is a real juxtaposition between the harsh, brutal, rough exterior in comparison to lightweight, bright, smooth interiors. This is mainly down to how the construction methods are perceived. Banham (1955) speaks about the term “The New Brutalism”; he argues that it is very straightforward to conclude that if both “structure and function” are resolved then the end piece is architecture. Utzon’s Bagsværd Church goes beyond this. It is clear that it has an established structure and serves its function as a church but Utzon thought past the structure and function and dug deep to create a space that feels otherworldly. This gives the building a far more developed architectural quality as it provokes emotion.
The exterior has a predictable structure; parallel shutter lines with posts connected via flat beams finished with concrete and pine cladding, whereas the interior is concrete cast in steel mesh (Fromonot, 2000, p.210). The concrete on the exterior has a completely contrasting impact than the concrete on the interior down to the construction technique and the geometry. The contrast does not stop between the interior and exterior; the concrete structure of the interior compared to the timber furnishings is a further contrast. Fracalossi (2011) illustrates the delicacy of the furniture from the use of semi perforated screens to the natural wooden pews reminiscent of traditional Scandinavian architectural detailing and the Nordic attraction to the natural form. 


[image: A picture containing indoor, wall, floor, room  Description automatically generated]
Figure 6 – Interior of Bagsværd Church, specifically showing the organs encased in timber. (Photo credit: Utzon Archives)
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Figure 7 – Highly lit corridors of Bagsværd. (Photo credit: Brendan Austin)

Section and plan[image: ]
Figure 9 - Plan of Bagsværd Church (Drawing credit: Author’s own, 2022) (Reference drawings: Utzon Associates Architects and Archeyes)

[image: Diagram  Description automatically generated]
Figure 8 - Section of Bagsværd Church (Drawing credit: Author’s own, 2022) (Reference drawing: Utzon Associates Architects)

Tyrrell (2018, p.112) describes the Bagsværd section as being “everything”; it tells the reader vital information regarding the relationship between the exterior shell and the interior build up. Here you see that the exterior shell does indeed have a purpose in forming a structure for the curves to be built. This is seen by the stepped roof of the main church space that rise with the internal curved structure. This suggests that the geometry behind the curves informed the exterior design. This therefore questions the extent of the contrast as one does in fact give rise to the other and therefore they directly relate. Consequently, the contrast might be more of a question of aesthetics and perspective over how they structurally relate. 
Utzon is clearly skilled at using scale and height; his ability to depress the ceilings of meeting rooms and offices to suit their function shows that his architecture is not for the sake of aesthetics to the point where it exceeds function. The curved ceiling portion of the church serves the function of acoustic enhancement and religious symbolism through the design. Therefore one could say that the contrasting design was necessary to ensure proper function. 
Though the circulation space and other rooms do not share the same design they too are exquisitely detailed (see figure 7). The section shows how the portion of the church serving administrative functions directly relates to the exterior with very little comparative contrast. This further raises questions regarding the extent of the contrast. These questions could be answered through studying the layout of the plan and inferring that Utzon came up with the interior concept and subsequently designed the remainder of the building around this. Continuing the cloud theme throughout the building might have been inappropriate in terms of scale, context and material usage, so designing rectilinear projections that follow the same form as the roof was a suitable solution. 
In terms of the plan we see a variation of major and minor spaces that relate to that of the section (Tyrrell, 2018, p.112). The minor spaces for administration are broken up by a series of walls and corridors that are similarly minor in the section. Whereas, the major space of the church reflects its function and purpose of being impactful and grand which requires a larger scale in this instance in both plan and section.
The overall plan is rectilinear in form and is divided using parallel partitions to create distinctive zones. This zoning is visible on the building’s exterior through the panelling. Without the section showing the curved interior one might say that the plan is somewhat predictable in its grid-like layout. In this instance there is far less of a contrast when considering the building as a whole rather than simply considering the church portion.
Block (2018) acknowledges Utzon’s design philosophy of adding recurring components to the build subject to its requirements; a term he coined “Additive Architecture”. This could be inferred from the plan due to the multiple, similarly laid out rooms beyond the main church. This suggests that Utzon used this approach to design the remainder of the building according to their functions which explains how the plan might have informed the exterior composition. Nuttgens (1997, p.296) validates this type of plan stating that its versatility and zones for different functions has become more established decades later suggesting Utzon was before his time. 
Engaging the Senses[image: ]
Figure 10 – Interior view of light spilling over the curves, furnishing and materiality. (Photo credit: Brendan Austin)

The symbolism that light represents in Bagsværd Church is extremely powerful by embodying a sense of the divine (Carter, Schoof, 2018). The undulating forms are a poetic reference to the heavens. Though this is a departure from traditional design of religious buildings; the premise of being close to God and the heavens stands, however, instead of doing this through using height in the same way, Utzon uses a more literal approach of sculptural clouds. This is how Utzon connects the church to religion in a physical sense whereas the exterior in contrast could be said to have more secular connections. In a more spiritual, theoretic sense Utzon incorporated Nordic traditions adapting the plan to accommodate said values; it is the relationship between how the values, structure and philosophy (Tyrrell, 2018, p.112) combine that makes the space so special. 
The power of light transforms the space. Without the shafts flooding light over the undulating concrete forms, the ceiling wouldn’t have as strong or powerful an impact and wouldn’t convey the heavenly feeling created by sunbeams passing through clouds. Utzon’s beautifully executed use of light is further translated into the corridors (see figure 7) . The use of bright materials from the white walls and light timber furnishings along with the roof lights integrated within the aluminium roof (Carullo, 2018) creates a multidimensional transitional space. Physically it acts as circulation but spiritually it creates heavenly extensions to the church.
The billowing composition of the ceiling is not only for aesthetic but also provides acoustic function. Fromonot (2000, p.210) explains that the thinking behind the acoustics derived from the experience Utzon gained in Sydney – this is clear through the curved surfaces which act as an almost filter for sound preventing echoing, as well as using wooden furniture to absorb vibrations. Muslimin (2020, p.1191) emphasises the acoustic strategy through studying multiple of Utzon’s designs; they state that Bagsvaerd “parametric” rational enhances acoustics and luminescence of the church. Thick concrete walls further offer an element of sound proofing against loud, busy roads and built up surroundings to preserve the tranquil, peaceful atmosphere that a sacred place requires. The acoustic difference further adds to a contrast between inside and outside in terms of the senses. 
Drawing Comparisons
Utzon experimented with light prior to Bagsværd. Utzon’s play with light can be compared to Can Lis 1972, Majorca (Tyrrell, 2018, p.113). Can Lis has a comparative exterior cube-like composition but instead of curved interiors, shafts of light are filtered into the spaces (see figure 11). The build which had practical issues (Reinmuth, 2019) allowed Utzon to experiment with light and grow as a designer which is clear in Bagsværd. Furthermore, Utzon continued to experiment with light post Bagsværd. This can be seen in the Aalborg Utzon Centre. The curved ceilings (see figure 13), unlike Bagsværd, are expressed in the external roof structure. The light quality inside these buildings are similar to that of Bagsværd but miss the sculptural characteristics which add a unique merit to the church. Unlike the previous two examples whose interiors and exteriors relate, we see a similar contrast between interior and exterior in the prolific Sydney Opera House, 1957 (see figure 12). Designed prior to Bagsværd, his experiences designing a far larger, more publicised building unquestionably shaped him as an architect. Heathcote (2006, p.45) argues that Utzon should be just as recognised for his work at Bagsværd as Sydney Opera House. This could hold validity in terms of architectural significance due to the similarities of utilising shells, however, in the eyes of the pubic due to the Opera House being so instantly recognisable and iconic, Heathcote’s argument could be undermined. Both buildings demonstrate an architectural style that is about illusion and perspective but one difference that we know between Sydney and Bagsværd is the extent to which the building is accurate to Utzon’s initial vision. Due to the backlash that the Opera House received Utzon’s reputation became tarnished which impacted the outcome of the building (Fromonot, 2000, p.210). However, in Denmark, Utzon was able to have concept for Bagsværd realised with it being the closest complete design to his initial idea (Curl, Wilson, 2015). We can clearly see this from his initial concept sketches (see figure 5). Nijhuis and Skipetari (2012, p.43) credit Utzon’s ability to capture the essence of the building by visually showing how the building would feel atmospherically.
[image: ]
Figure 13 – Curved ceilings with light infiltration at the Utzon Center in Aalborg. (Photo credit: Rasmus Hjortshøj)
[image: ]
Figure 12 – Light flowing over the curves of Sydney Opera House at night. (Photo credit: Jozef Vissel)
[image: A picture containing indoor, window, ceiling, colonnade  Description automatically generated]
Figure 11 – Can Lis light shaft. (Photo credit: Aulets)

Conclusion
To conclude, there is a clear contrast between the interior and exterior aesthetically. This is seen through the difference in material application to create compositions of dramatically different geometry. The fact that the premise of the concept is using a shell might prompt some to view it as false, however, the exterior shell proves a function contextually and structurally. The shell provides a structure to allow for the billowing concrete on the inside so retains merit architecturally. Furthermore, the symbolism and possible religious meaning behind protecting a sacred entity might be considered. The contrast is where the intrigue originates and much of why the building is so effective. If the interior followed the ninety degree angles of the exterior the acoustics and ethereal feeling would have been compromised. If the exterior followed the same sculptural composition of the interior it would not have fit in context. The contrast though at first appears stark and dramatic, when the philosophical and contextual reasoning is explored it is clear to see how they inform one another. Therefore, it is unquestionably justified that Bagsværd Church and Jørn Utzon be so highly respected architecturally.
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