
Våler Church
A contemporary experience of sacred architecture
Kayrokh Moattar

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
The western history of architecture at least until the 
Baroque period, is all about religious architecture. 
Surviving examples of medieval secular architecture are 
mainly castles and fortified walls which are also an out-
come of the feudalism, with their authority and wealth 
resources. However, with distribution of sources of 
power and money, new paradigms have emerged. Architec-
ture history now  is about housing, sky scrapers, sta-
diums, and social institutions as well as sacred build-
ings. The financial support of a church construction is 
not in the same way as it used to be in middle ages; 
neither the way in which they are used. The subject to 
be followed in this master’s thesis project, is this 
transformation of an architectural tradition and how it 
is adjusted to our time conditions.

In an Scandinavian context, a minority of people go to 
churches regularly, and the main task for churches are 
ceremonial services. The costs are withdrawn from the 
tax system, included in the communal fees. According 
to Norwegian Church website, the operation of Norwegian 
Church costs about 3 billion NOK annually out of which 
over 2 billion comes from municipal budgets.

Nevertheless, there is  still a big interest in reli-
gious constructions. The reason might be the cultural 
background however, the question to be answered is how a 
church should be in a such context? If they are the tax 
payers who pay for a church to be built and apparently 
not all of them are Christians or they don’t believe 
as much in what the church is doing, so how should the 
church respond to this? And how should the architect – 
as the communicator – react upon this? Here are some 
guidelines which were set up to react on this question:

1 Church as a cultural heritage and historical ty-
pology of architecture should be preserved.
2 If most of us go to church just two times in our 
lives (baptism and funeral), it should be designed as a 
special place.
3 Church is traditionally a center for the surround-
ing environment, therefore it represents the identity of 
the municipality, but not necessarily anyone’s power or 
authority.
4 Churches should establish a stronger cultural role 
in the society.
5 Church should be a meeting point for everyone, not 
only a worship place.
6 As a new construction, the church can be a touris-
tic attraction.
7 As a new construction, the church can advertise lo-
cal technology and industry, and therefore generate work 
fellow and emotional bonds between local citizens.

The municipality is named after the old Våler farm since 
the first church was built here. The coat-of-arms shows a 
golden winged arrow pointing down on a red background. 
The arms are based on the legend that in 1022, King Olaf 
II shot an arrow and where the arrow hit the ground, he 
built the church which is known as Maria Church. In ear-
ly 1800’s the church was moved to the current location 
after a flood. In 1806 it was replaced with a new church 
which burned down in satanist attack 2009. Therefore, 
the church has played a big historical role in Våler. 
Therefore, the design should be an proper replacement 
for the burnt church and represent the municipality in 
a decent way.

a descendant of an older tradition in itself, burns to 
ashes, while people are thinking about a new solution 
which represents and corresponds with today’s situation. 
Phoenix is a proper concept to celebrate a nation that 
never gives up and tries their best to conserve their 
cultural heritage while looking to the future. The con-
cept matches with Christian symbolism as well, which 
helps to create a unique church which can be an attrac-
tion to bring new opportunities to Våler.
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CONCEPT
The phoenix is a mythical sacred that can be found in 
the mythologies of the Arabian, Persians, Greek, Roman, 
Egyptian, Chinese, and Indian culture.

A phoenix is a mythical bird with a colorful plumage 
and a tail of gold and scarlet. It has a 500 to 1000 
year life-cycle, near the end of which it builds it-
self a nest of twigs that then ignites; both nest and 
bird burn fiercely and are reduced to ashes, from which 
a new, young phoenix or phoenix egg arises, reborn to 
live again. It has therefore been a symbol of immortal-
ity. It is said that the bird’s cry is that of a beau-
tiful song.  Phoenix became popular in early Christian 
art, literature and Christian symbolism, as a symbol of 
Christ representing his resurrection, immortality, and 
life-after-death.

The story of Våler church has many similarities to the 
phoenix’s. The 
church that burned was built 2oo years ago, and it re-
placed the Maria Church. The church being on fire brings 
the concept of phoenix to  the mind: a building which 
is a descendant of an older tradition in itself, burns 
to ashes, while people are thinking about a new solution 
which represents and corresponds with today’s situa-
tion. Phoenix is a proper concept to celebrate a nation 
that never gives up and tries their best to conserve 
their cultural heritage while looking to the future. 
The concept matches with Christian symbolism as well, 
which helps to create a unique church which can be an 
attraction to bring new opportunities to Våler.

On the other hand, I tried to define what turns a space 
into a sacred place. Having a research on some examples 
of European contemporary churches and Iranian tradi-
tional mosques, I came up with these points:

1 Entrance to the space as an experience:
Churches have traditionally a direct entrance to the 
altar, however it is not the case in Iranian mosques. A 
complicated, indirect, and gradual entrance makes the 
visitor mentally prepared for the main space.
2 Lighting conditions:
In both research groups, lighting is done in a con-
trolled way. We almost always have indirect day-light-
ing and more clearly in churches no visual connection 
through the openings. Artificial lighting is punctual 
and weak.
3 Audio experience:
In churches audio condition is more emphasized. Silence 
is necessary and once in a while you hear either the 
church bell, organ or the choir.  Mosques are not silent 



3 Audio experience:
In churches audio condition is more emphasized. Silence 
is necessary and once in a while you hear either the 
church bell, organ or the choir.  Mosques are not silent 
and music does not exist.
4 Materiality:
Contemporary churches tend to be very simple and 
straightforward when it comes to materials. 

I have tried to keep close to above mentioned criterias 
during the design process and in choise of material and 
detail. The proposal follows the concept of phoenix in 
form, color, structure, and audio-visual experience. 
The whole church is formed after a bird’s body. This 
extends to the structure as well; the load bearing sys-
tem of the roof is similar to the spine and ribs of a 
bird’s skeleton. The wood shingle roof represents phoe-
nix feathers in color and shape. At last, the church 
bell is replace with a couple of air-vessels which are 
meant to make a delicate sound with blowing of natural 
wind. This represents the mystical crying song of phoe-
nix. In addition, there could be a specific vessel to 
be blown by the church when needed instead of ringing 
bells. 

It is very important to utilize the local timber indus-
try to trigger the inherent green economy of the region 
and bring business and technology to the municipality. 
But building a wooden structure is not enough; we have 
to use the timber construction in a more technologi-
cal and creative way. Therefore, we propose a concrete 
base for full-timber roof, which is casted in a wooden 
frame-work. Making such a free form surface with help of 
timber frame work requires great deal of digital tech-
nologies in paneling design and fabrication.

Outline of the church follows the old church’s sky-
line, the tower above the entrance and below the altar 
extended eastward. But inspired by the flames and the 
Phoenix concept is the new church is formed as a modern 
translation of the old stave church.
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1.Extended Entrance
2.Baptism Sacristy
3.Priest’s Office
4.Church Hall
5.Organist Storage
6.Serving Section
7.Wardrobes
8.WC
9.Disabled WC
10.Waste, Brooms, Laundry
11.Storage
12.Technical Room
13.Coffins, visit room
14.Cold Room
15.Organ
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1.Balcony
2.A.V. room
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