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From the 1940s to the 1980s an extraordinary amount of Afrikaans Protestant churches were built 
in South Africa. Most of these were in designed in a modernist style, often boldly so. The use of 
modernist abstraction in the symbolic art is another striking feature of these churches. This use of 
modernism in both architecture and fine art might seem contradictory when considering that the 
Afrikaans communities which built these churches were generally conservative in religious, political 
and cultural terms during this era. However, this article shows that some manifestations of modernism 
in fine art have certain affinities with Protestantism. Modernist abstraction reveals itself to be an ideal 
vehicle for the expression of a specifically Protestant conception of spirituality.
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Abstrakte modernistiese kuns en die Protestantse geloof  in Afrikaanse                                                                
Protestantse kerke in die Twintigste Eeu
Vanaf die 1940s tot die 1980s is daar ŉ besondere groot aantal Afrikaanse Protestantse kerke gebou, 
oorwegend in ŉ modernistiese styl. Die gebruik van modernisties abstraksie in die simboliese kuns is 
kenmerkend van sulke kerke. Hierdie gebruik van modernisme in die argitektuur sowel as die kuns 
mag teenstrydig voorkom as ŉ mens in ag neem dat die Afrikaanse gemeenskappe wat die kerke 
gebou het oorwegend konserwatief van aard was in terme van hul godsdiens, politiek en kultuur. Maar 
hierdie artikel toon dat die modernisme in skone kunste sekere verwantskappe met Protestantisme het. 
Modernistiese abstraksie stel homself bloot as ŉ ideale medium vir die uitdrukking van ŉ spesifiek 
Protestantse opvatting van geestelikheid.
Sleutelwoorde: abstraksie, modernisme, Protestantisme, Afrikaans, simboliese kuns.

From the 1950s to the 1980s, a very large amount of Afrikaans Protestant churches was 
built, and the often striking modernist designs of these churches became a characteristic 
feature of Afrikaner culture. According to Daan Kesting, the church was the centre of the 

social, cultural and spiritual life of the Afrikaans people and therefore the most important factor 
in an emerging Afrikaner identity (1978: 535). (For a discussion of the modernist principles 
that determined the design of these churches, as well as the cultural context within which this 
development took place, see Le Roux 2008: 29-31; Liebenberg 2014: 81-84). 

Between 1954 and 1974 a series of guideline texts on how to design an Afrikaans Protestant 
church were published by architects and theologians alike. A remarkable feature of these 
modernist church designs, as revealed by these guideline texts, is the extraordinary uniformity 
between modernist functionalism and the aims of Protestant architecture. This can be explained, 
to some extent, by the fact that European Protestant architects and architectural theorists since 
the 16th  century (i.e. soon after the Reformation itself) have taken a fundamentally functionalist 
approach in the design of the church interior: the Protestant liturgy is the function according to 
which the architectural form and space must be designed.¹   Therefore functionalism in modernist 
architecture has, to some extent, a precursor in the functionalist theories and practice of European 
Protestant church architecture since the 16th century. This tradition was inherited by the authors 
of the above-mentioned guideline texts. Without exception, their central argument is that the 
entire church must be designed to fulfill the requirements of the Protestant liturgy. The whole 
structure should be generated from the plan of the liturgical centre, and the form of the latter 
should be determined by its liturgical function. Thus the two central modernist principles of 
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“form follows function” and “plan as generator” are the essence of the whole design.²   In spite 
of this the architects who originated these principles (within a modernist context) are scarcely 
mentioned and the term “modernism” does not appear at all, being referred to instead as “the 
contemporary style” (Van  Selms 1954: 8, 24;  Architectus 1960: 284-5, 286; Du Toit 1966: 5, 
6-7; Koorts 1974: 6-7).   

Figure 1
 Ladismith DRC, 1942, J. Anthonie Smith, architect

(photo: Schalk le Roux, with permission).

Art and symbolism inside the church

Adrianus van Selms was the first to publish a guideline text (1954). On most matters, particularly 
that of the functionalist approach to the design of the church interior, the subsequent authors 
follow him closely. On the subject of art, symbolism and ornamentation inside the church, he is 
once again followed by these authors, although here there is more variation than usual. This is 
mostly due to the fact that, during the two decades which span the publication of these texts, a 
small but significant shift away from traditional Protestant attitudes towards the use of art and 
symbols inside the church occurred within the Afrikaans Protestant Churches.³ Van Selms’s 
introduction to this subject expresses a widely held Protestant attitude: 

Our architects rightly approach the issue of ornamentation in the church interior with austere reserve. 
It belongs to the essence of Protestantism that it is averse to outward display and exuberance. Baroque 
art has no place in a Protestant church… .

One must be very careful with the application of adornment in a church. Once, when a minister had 
to show a highly placed visitor through his church, the conclusion of the latter was: “There is not 
much adornment in your church.” The minister answered: “The adornment of this church is invisible: 
it consists of broken and vanquished hearts.” Such an answer maintains a treasured legacy of the 
Reformation. Ten times rather a bare wall than the multitude of paintings, sculptures and artificial 
flowers which deface many Roman Catholic churches.

The true beauty of a building is not an added ornament, but the harmony of lines, surfaces and 
colours. But then it has to be living lines, surfaces and colours, so to speak. Austerity is something 
other than poverty, reserve is something other than lack of imagination. Asceticism is not the same as 
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lack of ability, nor is simplicity the same as stupidity. The black coat and the white wall are not the 
only Christian life forms (1954: 84-85, author’s translation, emphasis added).

The italicised parts, in particular, clearly express a Protestant aesthetic.4 In spite of the fact 
that he is dealing with contemporary church architecture and emphasises the fact that church 
architecture must be of its own time (1954: 23), Van Selms goes back three centuries to single 
out Baroque art as the supreme example of what is unacceptable in a Protestant church. This 
is not a logical inconsistency on his part, however. One may infer from his writings that Van 
Selms identifies, or at least associates, Baroque art inside a church with Catholicism, so that the 
unacceptable features of the latter are associated with the former.5 It follows from this that a bare 
wall would be vastly preferable (in aesthetic terms) to the artistic opulence of a typical Catholic 
church interior. 

Van Selms goes on to define architectural beauty in terms that one would expect from a 
pioneering modernist architect such as Louis Sullivan: “The true beauty of a building is not an 
added ornament, but the harmony of lines, surfaces and colours…”6  If one strips architecture of 
all its ornamentation, one is left with pure geometric form – as found in modernism.7  Furthermore, 
this statement that true beauty lies not in added ornament but in the harmony of lines, surfaces 
and colours, implies an aesthetic preference for abstraction in art. This is confirmed by the 
statement “Ten times rather a bare wall than the multitude of paintings, sculptures and artificial 
flowers which deface many Roman Catholic churches” – bearing in mind that the Catholic 
artworks in question are typically representational.

Next Van Selms proceeds to present austerity, reserve, asceticism and simplicity as positive 
aesthetic attributes, and even though these qualities could describe a considerable portion of 
modernist buildings, the aesthetic attitude which he thereby expresses is purely a Protestant one.  
Having stated his basic approach, he then concedes that a certain amount of ornamentation is 
“unavoidable.” But, it must be sensible.

Meaningless stripes or curls are unacceptable.8  The ornament must be related to the purpose of the 
building: the propagation of the holy Scripture through preaching and sacrament. Therefore it must 
be eloquent, and its testimony must be Christian in nature. One must thus carefully guard against 
the application of pagan classical ornamentation. A meander border is pagan: the Christian journey 
follows no winding roads. A pearl motif derives from the egg, a pagan fertility symbol, which claims 
its value from biological factors outside of ethics. For those who understand the symbolism, it curses 
the sermon (1954: 85-6, author’s translation).

Here he elaborates further on the above aesthetic position. Such ornament as is necessary must 
be functional, so that his Protestant version of the modernist “form follows function” dictum 
is logically extended to cover this topic. His caveat against pagan classical ornamentation 
is significant in relation to the fact that virtually all architectural ornamentation and stylistic 
elements traditionally used in Afrikaans Protestant churches derived from classical sources and 
other sources (such as Gothic) that were strongly identified with the Catholic Church,9  so that 
the quest for a true Afrikaans Protestant church architecture entailed stripping the architecture of 
any such figural elements. This process led almost inevitably to modernism, which does exactly 
that. Thus Afrikaans Protestant church architecture was purified of all pagan, Catholic and 
other “undesirable” elements to produce the pristine geometric forms and spaces of modernism 
(Liebenberg 2014: 79-80).
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Abstraction and the spiritual

Edward Lucie-Smith argues that the Symbolist Movement of the latter half of the nineteenth 
century forms a strong link between the Romantic Movement of the first half of the century and 
Modernism, and can be seen as fundamental to the development of the latter, a development 
that runs parallel to the more familiar one which occurred via Realism, Impressionism and Post-
Impressionism (1972).

Born of the Symbolist Movement, Modernism has nevertheless been hostile to the symbol as a means 
of visual communication. The rise of abstract art, in particular, has tended to focus our attention upon 
the work as a thing in itself, wholly identified with the art-process. Any art which can be described 
as symbolist must necessarily reject such an attitude. Behind the shapes and colours to be found on 
the picture-surface, there is always something else, another realm, another order of meaning (Lucie-
Smith 1972: 7, see also 1972: 201-208; Thomson 1987: 205).

However, Robert Rosenblum shows that the usual explanation, by twentieth century art 
historians, of the development of Modernist abstract art in terms of a formalist, art-for-art’s 
sake attitude is highly misleading (1975; see also Hughes 1991: 202), as is “the time-honoured 
history of modern painting, which finds its landmarks primarily in Paris, in David’s Oath of the 
Horatii, in Manet’s Déjeuner sur l’herbe, in Picasso’s Demoiselles d’Avignon, in Matisse’s Red 
Studio” (1975: 11-12). Such alternative perspectives give a good indication of the complexity 
of the history of Modernism, and of Modernist abstract art in particular. Furthermore, they are 
directly relevant to the subject of this article, as will be shown below.

Hannes Koorts, a leading Afrikaans Protestant church architect who published the last 
of the guideline texts, argues that architecture, like the other arts, can express theology – that a 
building can, through purely abstract means, evoke feelings and ideas in us which belong to the 
domain of the spiritual. He quotes to this effect from Beginselen van Kerkbou, the report of the 
General Synod of the Nederlandsche Hervormde Kerk (i.e. in The Netherlands), which came out 
in 1954 (the same year as Van Selms’s book), and which was consulted by all the other guideline 
text authors (Koorts 1974: 9-10).10

Koorts further argues that harmony is the essence of Creation, and that this pristine state of 
paradisiacal harmony was corrupted by “discords” which came later. Here he refers to the Fall 
of Man and its celestial antecedent, the rebellion of Lucifer, which marred the perfect harmony 
of the Creation. The word wanklanke that he uses does not have the double meaning which the 
word “discord” has. It simply means discord in the musical sense. This fact enables Koorts to 
use the term metaphorically to refer to the other form of discord while still retaining its musical 
meaning, thereby forging a link between the two forms of discord which succinctly expresses 
the crux of his idea: harmony in music (and, therefore, also in the other arts) directly expresses 
the divine harmony of nature (i.e. the Creation) in its pristine condition (before the Fall). We 
can still perceive glimpses of this harmony in nature today, but not in its pure, uncorrupted form 
(Koorts 2012b).¹¹  

Thus, the architect who knows how to express this harmony through the abstract means 
of space and volume can reveal to the church-goer the pristine harmony of the paradisiacal state 
to which the Christian longs to return after death. At the same time this harmony expresses the 
presence of the Divine in an appropriately abstract fashion. In terms of this theory the abstract 
geometric forms and spaces of a modernist Afrikaans protestant church, when designed with 
the appropriate aesthetic sensibility, can, like the music of Bach or Mozart, express a harmony 
which is a manifestation of God, and of His love (1974: 9-10). This concept, which Koorts 
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derived from his Dutch colleagues, has its origin in 19th century Romanticism, which held that 
architecture and painting should aspire to the spiritual condition of music (see Honour 1981: 
119-55).

Such a spiritual approach to geometric architectural form brings to mind the paintings and 
ideas of Piet Mondrian (1872-1944). This painter, who was one of the pioneers of abstract art, 
firmly believed that he could express the divine through the careful composition of pure, abstract 
rectangles. Like Kasimir Malevich (1879-1935), František Kupka (1871-1957) and Wassily 
Kandinsky (1866-1944) – his fellow pioneers of modernist abstract painting – he based his idea 
of expressing religious spirituality through abstract form on the Theosophical ideas of Rudolf 
Steiner (1861-1925), Helena Blavatsky (1831-1891) and Annie Besant (1847-1933). Like these 
other painters, Mondrian believed that the age of materialism was about to be replaced by a new 
age of pure spirituality, and that this spirituality could only be expressed by shedding the visual 
appearances of the material world (i.e. representational imagery) (Hughes 1991: 202).

It is interesting to note that Steiner’s Theosophical theories were strongly influenced by 
the Protestant nature mystic Jakob Böhme (1575-1624) (Monges, 1966: 5). Also interesting, 
perhaps, is the fact that Russian religious thought in the nineteenth century was heavily influenced 
by Western European mysticism – and the towering figure in this regard was, once again, Jakob 
Böhme (David 1962: 43). The background to this influence is important:

In both [Germany and England] (though not in France and Italy) the Enlightenment had been to 
some degree an extension of Protestantism. And when, towards the end of the eighteenth century, the 
young felt that Reason had failed to provide answers to questions which seemed to them more urgent 
than ever, it was to Protestant writers – albeit unorthodox ones like Jakob Böhme – that they turned. 
Hence, perhaps, the transference to nature of Protestant attitudes to God . . . , and the new importance 
given especially in Protestant countries to landscape painting as the expression of the individual’s 
response and relationship to the rest of Creation (Honour 1981: 72).

Philosophy at the highest level played a role:

[Immanuel] Kant (1724-1804) said that he had to “abolish knowledge to make room for faith.”. . . 
Kant’s delimitation of the bounds of human understanding opened the door to speculation about what 
lay beyond and, albeit unwittingly, to the revival of mysticism – especially the Protestant nature-
mysticism of Jakob Böhme, which exerted such a strong influence on the German Romantics and on 
Blake. It might be said that “dare to feel,” have the courage of your own intuition, was the motto of 
the Romantics. That the development of these ideas coincided with the growing conviction that the 
work of art – poem, painting or musical composition – could and should arouse emotions and explore 
beliefs which went beyond the understanding was of crucial importance for the Romantic fusion, and 
sometimes confusion, of art and religion (Honour 1981: 281-2).

Robert Rosenblum, in his landmark study Modern Painting and the Northern Romantic 
Tradition: Friedrich to Rothko (1975), shows how this development led ultimately to the 
abstract paintings of Piet Mondrian, Barnett Newman (1905-1970), Mark Rothko (1903-1970) 
and others. Of cardinal importance in this process were the ideas of Friedrich Schleiermacher 
(1768-1834), a contemporary of the artist Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840) and, like him, a 
devout Protestant:

Schleiermacher’s theological search for divinity outside the trappings of the Church lies at the 
core of many a Romantic artist’s dilemma: how to express experiences of the spiritual, of the 
transcendental, without having recourse to such traditional themes as the Adoration, the Crucifixion, 
the Resurrection, the Ascension, whose vitality,  in the Age of Enlightenment, was constantly being 
sapped (Rosenblum 1975: 15).
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Caspar David Friedrich was powerfully motivated by his Protestant faith in his quest for a 
truly spiritual art that could resolve this dilemma (Honour 1981: 76, 82; Rosenblum 1975: 14-
15 ). His transvaluation of Christian experience, which entailed replacing traditional Christian 
iconography with a spiritualised form of landscape painting, played a fundamental role in the 
development of a Northern Romantic tradition that culminated in the abstract paintings of 
Mondrian, Rothko, Newman, and others (Rosenblum 1975: 10-40, 173-218). In his discussion 
of the work of the abstract expressionist, Barnett Newman Rosenblum states (and this is 
particularly important for the present discussion):

In the Stations of the Cross series, Christian narrative replaces Jewish symbolism. Here the ultimates 
pertain to death and resurrection, evoked by the primal duality of black and white, and of taut linear 
forces that, like paths of feeling, quiver and strain against a field of raw canvas, translating the 
sequence of Christ’s martyrdom into irreducible, abstract metaphors, and totally transforming the 
corporeal Passion into a spiritual one.

That Newman himself was Jewish may in part account for his desire and capacity to present such 
religious themes in abstract terms; for the Jewish tradition of proscribing graven images would have 
supported, unlike Catholic traditions of religious art, the possibility of Newman’s creating totally 
incorporeal images of the Lord, of Adam or Eve, of Abraham or Christ. The sense of divinity in 
boundless voids, where figures, objects, and finally matter itself are excluded, belongs to a Romantic 
tradition primarily sustained by non-Catholic artists – Protestants, Jews, or by members of such 
modern spiritualist sects as Theosophy – for the iconoclastic attitudes of these religions were 
conducive to the presentation of transcendental experience through immaterial images, whether the 
impalpable infinities of horizon, sea, or sky or their abstract equivalents in the immeasurable voids 
of Mondrian or Newman (1975: 212-13).

Robert Hughes discusses Mondrian in a similar vein:

Precisely because he adhered to this new religion [i.e. Theosophy], his beliefs did not come with a 
package of appropriate images, as they would have done if he were a Buddhist or a Catholic. He had 
to invent his own images, and he did not live in an age of iconography (Hughes, 1991: 202; see also 
Rosenblum 1975: 173-194).

In view of the above, the following extract from a letter dated 3 January 1958 (almost two 
decades before Rosenblum’s book was published), which the Afrikaans Protestant arhitect 
Anthonie Smith received from his brother, the artist Le Roux Smith le Roux (1914-1963), is 
highly significant:

Now I must tell you that through the years I have become more and more engrossed by abstract art, 
and I have always wondered why it is not used more and more in those churches where the faith as 
such disapproves of images of heavenly or earthly figures. Furthermore, I have felt, for a long time, 
that stained glass is an ideal medium for serious abstract design  (letter reproduced on pages 4-5 of 
Hannes Smith’s communication to Schalk le Roux, 14th June 2007; author’s translation).

Le Roux Smith le Roux then goes on to mention that he gave a lecture on the BBC on this topic 
several years before. (According to Hannes Smith, in the same communication, he was director 
of the Tate Gallery for some time). Hannes Smith (the son of Anthonie Smith) further mentions 
that his father started using colour and stained glass in his churches round about this time.

The expression of spirituality through abstract geometric forms and spaces, as manifested 
in these Afrikaans protestant churches, should therefore be seen against this wider cultural 
background in which the iconoclastic attitudes of Protestantism, Judaism and Theosophy were 
conducive to the development of pure abstraction as a means of expressing the divine. Essential 
to this background is the fact that Protestantism, starting with Protestant writers such as Jakob 
Böhme and Friedrich Schleiermacher, and Protestant painters such as Caspar David Friedrich 
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and Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851), played an important, if not fundamental, role 
in the evolution of abstract art, some of which (particularly that of the Dutch movement De 
Stijl) is very closely related to modernist architecture (see Honour 1981: 72-73, 76-77, 81-82; 
Rosenblum 1975: 41; Hughes 1991: 200-202).

Symbolism inside the Church

The Rev. P.A. Pienaar, in the book Sinvolle Kerkbou, as well as Koorts, advocate the use of 
Early Christian symbols, such as the Christ monogram, the Fish, the Lamb, the Dove etc. for use 
inside the church (Pienaar 1966: 88; Koorts 1974: 101-103). This is consistent with their general 
Protestant approach of returning to the simplicity and purity of the original Christian Church.

Van Selms, however, rejects most of these symbols, and his reason for doing so is perfectly 
sound. He argues that “unfortunately, in our times and in our country, most of these symbols are 
no longer useful because their meaning is unknown to the vast majority.” An example of this 
is the Christ monogram, which people read as an X and a p, instead of the Greek Chi and Rho 
(the first letters of Christ’s name). The same applies to the symbol of the fish. The Greek word 
for “fish” (ichthos) consists of the first letters of “Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour” [in Greek],

but even amongst academics this is little known. This type of “learned” symbolism is out of place 
in a congregation in which there is usually only one man who can read Greek, namely the minister. 
Christianity does not operate with secret languages; it wants to preach and be understood, and the 
symbolism must aid the comprehensibility and not obstruct it (1954: 86-7, author’s translation).

Here again Van Selms consistently applies the logic of his functionalist approach, which is 
squarely based on his Protestant beliefs. His insistence on symbols being functional within a 
contemporary, as well as a local, context gives his argument a distinctly modernist flavour.¹² 

Van Selms comes to the conclusion that the cross is still the best symbol, and that there 
is not the slightest reason to regard it as an exclusively Roman Catholic sign. He states that the 
cross is central to the Christian message, and that it is the property of the whole of Christianity.

While Luther made no objections to the cross and similar representations, the Reformation, in its 
later stages, often went further than was necessary and desirable. Thereby we have surrendered 
the simplest and most beautiful sign of Christianity to the Roman Church, allowing it to become a 
denominational instead of a universal indication. It is high time that we lay claim again to our legacy 
(1954: 87-88, author’s translation).

The cross is a highly controversial issue in the Afrikaans Protestant churches (or was, rather, at 
the time when these books were written), and it is not surprising to find that there is considerable 
divergence of opinion on this issue. Pienaar is negatively disposed towards its use as symbol (see 
below), while Koorts concurs with Van Selms (1974: 100-01). But on one point all the authors 
are unanimous. Van Selms gives the clearest account thereof. After stressing that, in advocating 
the use of the cross, he is talking of the cross as symbol, not as image or depiction, he states that:

There is an important difference between symbol and depiction. The symbol is an indication of a 
spiritual reality; the depiction captures the sensuous reality. We would like to see the cross in our 
churches as a symbol of Christ’s redeeming suffering, but we would not like to allow a depiction of 
the crucified Christ, the so-called crucifix, in our churches. The depiction unavoidably leads to forms 
of idolatry (1954: 88, author’s translation).
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Pienaar takes a historical approach. For him the history of the cross as crucifix militates against 
its present use in Protestant churches. Firstly, he points out (and emphasises) the fact that the 
cross was not used in the early Christian Church (1966: 88).

Later on the idea of the suffering and death of Christ became increasingly prominent, and with this 
the rising popularity of the cross and, particularly, the crucifix in the Roman Catholic Church. It goes 
without saying that the person of Christ may not be depicted inside the church. With that the cross 
loses its original meaning as sign of joy and victory. From here on we find an increasingly sensuous 
approach to the church service, a driving away of the purely symbolical and an open worship of 
images (idolatry) (1966: 89, author’s translation). 

Referring to the fact that strong appeals had recently been made in Protestant circles for the re-
introduction of the cross as symbol, and that, at the time of publication of this book, many Dutch 
Reformed churches already featured wood, metal, and concrete crosses, he states that: 

The question arises whether every worshipper, of every level of civilisation, and from every religio-
cultural background, will be able to grasp the distinction between the cross as symbol and the cross 
as depiction¹³ (which, in the latter case leads readily back to idolatry) (1966: 89, author’s translation).

This opinion is important since it forms part of the official report on church design commissioned 
by the Dutch Reformed Church, the largest of the three Afrikaans Protestant Churches. The 
concluding paragraph on the problem of the cross as symbol is as follows:

The monopoly which the Roman Catholic Church had over the cross symbol for centuries has brought 
about the fact that, in our particular historic situation, the cross is still, for too many people, a symbol 
of Roman Catholicism rather than one of the redeeming work of Jesus. Therefore, it would be wise 
only to apply this motif very abstractly and extremely sparingly. In this way it will carry the meaning 
more of decoration than of symbolism (1966: 89, author’s translation, emphasis added).

The italicised part once again shows the Afrikaans Protestant tendency towards abstraction, 
as motivated by a determination to move as far away as possible from the “blasphemous” 
sensuousness and naturalism of Catholic sacred imagery, particularly the crucifix. This is further 
supported by the second paragraph above: “From here on we find an increasingly sensuous 
approach to the church service, a driving away of the purely symbolical and an open worship of 
images (idolatry).” The symbolical and the spiritual reality that it refers to are seen as abstract 
qualities which stand in marked opposition to the sensuous, worldly reality supposedly depicted 
by Catholic sacred art – particularly that of the Renaissance and Baroque eras (i.e. from the 15th 
to the early 18th century) (see also Van Selms’s views, as quoted above). The following excerpts 
from Pienaar throw further light on this issue.

The propagation of the Word must not be tripped up by aestheticism – the Word and Sacrament must 
always remain central. The service is based on two self-sufficient agents: Word and Sacrament. To try 
to add to it is unnecessary, even dangerous, and always tends to contradict the Biblical principle of 
the spiritual character of the service. “From the great principle, that the sensualisation of the service 
is forbidden, it follows that all things which work on the senses must be limited to a minimum” (W. 
Geesink: Gereformeerde Ethiek part 1, page 287).14. . . The Lord Jesus instituted only two “visible” 
symbols, namely Baptism and the Eucharist.

The human tendency towards spectacle can easily degenerate into idolatry. The Heidelberg Catechism, 
question and answer 98 states it clearly: “But should we not allow the images in church as books 
of the laity? No; because we must not be wiser than God, who wants to teach his Christians, not by 
means of dumb images, but by the living declaration of His Word.”

A church can be without artworks and yet rich in symbolism.
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While it is not necessary to ignore art and symbolism totally, care must be taken that the exaggerated 
application thereof does not draw the eye and the thoughts of the church-goer away from God’s Word 
and the eternal spiritual truths (1966: 90, author’s translation).

All these excerpts express the belief that art, which works on the senses, poses the danger of 
luring the church-goer away from the domain of true spirituality (which is an abstract matter) 
and back to the world of the senses (which is fundamentally opposed to it). The part quoted from 
Geesink shows clearly why the geometric austerity of modernist architecture would appeal so 
much to the Protestant church architect or theorist (see above).

Daan Kesting, in his encyclopaedic doctoral thesis on Afrikaans Protestant church 
architecture, shows a range of examples of typical contemporary Afrikaans Protestant symbolic 
church art. Without exception they are highly abstract, some to the extent that it is virtually 
impossible to make out what they refer to (see Kesting 1978: 469-78). Almost invariably, it is a 
specifically geometric form of abstraction that is employed. A representation of the sower, for 
example, reduces the human figure to a pattern of rectangles and triangles, clearly derived from 
Cubism. The Dove is likewise reduced to pure abstract geometry (figure 2). 

Figure 2
The use of geometric abstraction in Afrikaans Protestant 

symbolic art (Kesting 1978: 473-4) (line drawings by Daan Kesting, with permission).

Koorts likewise shows twelve examples of acceptable symbols, all of which are highly 
abstract, consisting of “strictly geometric” configurations (to use his own description) (1974: 
102, 101). When bearing in mind the powerful aversion to the perceived sensuousness and 
idolatry of representational Catholic art, it makes sense to argue that the predilection for austere 
abstract geometric forms seen in the above examples of Afrikaans Protestant church art was 
motivated, to a considerable degree, by this aversion, which is so fundamental to the Protestant 
tradition.

All these authors consistently warn against an excessive or extravagant use of symbolic 
ornamentation, which, by implication, would create an effect similar to that of Baroque (and, 
therefore, Catholic) church interiors:

[Symbolic ornamentation] may not draw attention to itself. Simplicity remains the watch-word. It 
must not be sensational, dramatic or extravagant. … It must also not be confusing in its multiplicity15  
(Pienaar 1966: 90, author’s translation; see also Van Selms 1954: 84-5; Koorts 1974: 103). 
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Koorts’s final words to his chapter on this subject are: “Protestant austerity must be born in 
mind at all times” (1974:103, author’s translation). Here again the Protestant motivation for 
tending towards the austere geometric purity of modernist architecture, as well as certain forms 
of abstract modernist art, is apparent.

It follows from this that the more conservative or fundamentalist the Protestant attitude 
regarding the church is, the stronger this tendency towards modernist austerity might be. As 
David Goldblatt points out, the Gereformeerde Kerk, the smallest and most conservative of 
the three Afrikaans Protestant Churches, was also responsible for the most radical modernist 
designs in their churches (i.e. after the ground-breaking designs of Anthonie Smith in the 1940s) 
(Goldblatt,1998: 233; see also Hughes, 1991: 99). The architect of the most radical of these 
churches, Johan de Ridder, stated in an interview with Goldblatt that these designs stemmed 
directly from his religious convictions as member of the Gereformeerde Kerk :

The Dopper Church took the lead because of the strength of its doctrine. I could approach the design 
of the [Totiusdal Gereformeerde Kerk] church as the community did, trying to incorporate our beliefs 
in it. It was not a style. The church was a visual symbol of aspects of our faith, while simultaneously 
retaining the basic idea of the Reformation that all external symbols should be avoided. I couldn’t 
accept a complicated architecture. I wanted simple wall surfaces, big roof surfaces, a plain, striking 
building with height and unity between interior and exterior… The triangle is essentially religious 
with a very vertical and spiritual character. Preaching of the Word is not confined to four walls. It 
must go out through big windows at the top and front of the church, which is like a megaphone with 
the preacher at its apex (Goldblatt 1998: 233, emphasis added).  

This is a good example of how what is generally perceived as a radical form of modernist design 
could be achieved through the pursuit of a purely religious end, and a highly conservative one 
at that.16

Sculptural symbolism: Ysterplaat Dutch Reformed church

This modernist church, designed by Glennie, Egan and Sikkel and opened in 1959, has a 
rectangular plan. The design of the liturgical centre – simple, functional, austere and composed, 
with daylight entering from the side through a narrow strip of windows hidden from the 
congregation to produce a sense of mystery – is a very good example of the ideal proposed by all 
of the above guideline authors. Together with the ground plan, the design of the interior makes 
this a model Afrikaans Protestant church.

But it is the use of symbolic adornment that makes this church particularly interesting. The 
austere liturgical space is dominated by a fairly large wooden cross on the wall behind and to 
the left of the pulpit. According to Marie van Rhyn, the church scribe, who has been attached to 
this church since its inception, many members of the congregation were very upset by this cross 
when the church was first opened (2014). This is a typical Protestant reaction, and the attitude 
behind it can be gauged from the excerpts on this subject quoted above. A closer look at this 
cross reveals the fact that it is not quite just a plain wooden cross. The top of the upright bar has 
a series of protruding points, almost like knuckles on a clenched fist, which suggest the crown of 
thorns in a very abstract way. Likewise, the lower edge of the cross bar tapers upward from the 
centre in both directions, subtly and, once again,  very abstractly suggesting the sagging arms of 
the crucified Christ. Furthermore, the lowest section of the upright bar is carved in such a way as 
to create the slightest of hints of a form which could suggest the twist of Christ’s lower leg as it 
passes over the other one so that the feet could be fixed to the cross with a single nail (figure 3).
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Figure 3
The cross inside the Ysterplaat DRC. 1959. Artist: R. Knöll 

(photo: D. Liebenberg)

Nowhere is the Protestant need for abstraction in fine art more clearly evident than in 
a case like this, where Christ Himself is the subject of such abstraction. But in spite of this 
extreme abstraction, the creator of this cross (and more so the minister and church council who 
approved it) is sailing very close to the wind, as is evident from the following extract from 
Hannes Koorts’s very moderate and progressive treatment of the cross issue: “Furthermore, 
there must be no representation, no matter how vague, of a Christ figure on the cross. The 
Protestant tradition knows no place for such images” (1974: 101, author’s translation, emphasis 
added).

On the pulpit there is a woodcarving of the Sower, while the baptismal font, made of 
irregularly shaped stone, to appear like natural rock, has a fish carved into the front of the rock 
in a simplified, abstract manner (using outlines only), with a geometric pattern of undulating 
lines representing the water. The way in which these schematic figures are carved on the rough 
stone suggests the primitivism of modernist art. In the stairwell that leads to the organ gallery at 
the back of the church there is a wood carving of the Good Shepherd, which is done in the same 
abstract modernist style as the Sower on the pulpit. This style is that of the primitivist current of 
modernist abstraction rather than the Cubist-orientated geometric form of modernist abstraction 
generally favoured by Afrikaans protestant churches. It derives chiefly from the work of Paul 
Gauguin (1848-1903) and Vincent van Gogh (1853-1890) via Fauvism and Expressionism, and 
it is generally less abstract than the geometric type, retaining a closer relationship with organic 
form and sensuous experience – which makes it less suitable for use in symbolic art in an 
Afrikaans protestant church of this era.
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Figure 4
Wood-carving of the parable of the 

Sower, on the pulpit, Ysterplaat DRC. 
1959, by R. Knöll 

(photo by the author).

Figure 5
Stone engraving of fish and water on the 
baptismal font, Ysterplaat DRC, 1959, 

by R.Knöll 
(photo by the author).

Figure 6
Wood-carving of the 

Good Shepherd, in the 
stairwell, Ysterplaat 

DRC, 1959, by R. 
Knöll (photo by the 

author).

The hints of organic form on the cross in the Ysterplaat church demonstrate most clearly 
why this is the case (see above). It seems that the minister, Rev. Johan Heyns, and his artist 
were trying to move too far away from the Protestant tradition, and the consternation of his 
congregation is quite understandable. In recent times, however, the Dutch Reformed Church 
has abandoned its former Protestant stance on these matters, and it is possible to walk into some 
of these churches and see paintings of the Crucifixion as well as other scenes from the life of 
Christ. And what is more, these scenes are depicted in a highly naturalistic style, which seems 
out of place in these modernist church interiors, for the reasons given above (Figure 7). Both 
style and subject matter of such paintings represent that which stands at the opposite pole from 
the Protestant vantage point that determined the character and form of modernist Afrikaans 
protestant architecture of the era in question. It is significant that, once the ban on representing 
Christ in art was lifted, the need for abstraction was no longer felt. (The painting below is part 
of a series depicting the life of Christ which hangs inside the Monte Vista DRC church, on the 
front wall of the organ gallery which is on the right hand side of the pulpit.)

Returning to Ysterplaat, the organic primitivist forms of the Sower17 and the Good 
Shepherd18 are, as stated before, somewhat incompatible with the geometric austerity of the 
architecture, and particularly, that of the liturgical space. These forms have a dynamism and 
expressive power that run contrary to the expressed aim (i.e. in the guideline texts) of achieving 
an atmosphere that expresses the Christian ideals of dignified repose and equilibrium (Koorts 
1974: 61). The thorn bush on the right hand side of the Sower panel (which represents the seeds 
which fall on thorny ground) is powerfully carved, and brings to mind the Crown of Thorns – 
which is not amongst the symbols approved by any of the above authors, presumably because it 
is too close to the person of Christ, and particularly, His Crucifixion, which is the quintessential 
Roman Catholic artistic image (as seen from a Protestant vantage point), and, therefore, wholly 
unacceptable to these Protestant authors (see note 18). 
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Figure 7
A recent naturalistic painting of the Crucifixion, inside the Monte Vista 

DRC, 2011, by Ria Strydom (photo with permission by the author).

Along with the vitality of the primitivist style, the bold relief carving of these decorations 
emphasises a sense of organic life which is in opposition to the flat, abstract geometric symbolic 
art favoured by the authors on Afrikaans protestant church architecture. It is the sense of utter 
remoteness from sensuous reality in the abstract configurations favoured by these authors which 
makes them so suitable to this Protestant context, and which makes the Ysterplaat art  less 
suitable.

But once the ban on the representation of the Divine has been lifted, the need for such 
severe abstraction – i.e. the need to keep sensuous reality at such an extreme remove – disappears, 
and the Ysterplaat carvings can, therefore, perhaps also be seen as too far ahead of their time, 
just as the very slight hint of a figure on the cross was too far ahead of its time. And this in 
spite of the fact that, in contemporary modernist terms, the Ysterplaat carvings could be seen as 
retrograde – harking back to the 19th century Post-Impressionism of Vincent van Gogh and Paul 
Gauguin (and particularly to the woodcarvings of the latter) and therefore lagging far behind 
the cutting edge of the contemporary avant-garde.19 Furthermore, there is another important 
reason why these sculptural decorations are less appropriate to the Afrikaans Protestant aesthetic 
requirements of that time, as will emerge from the following section.

Figure 8
 Interior of the Bellville-Oos DRC. Stained-glass windows with 

abstracted star motif, 1968, Artist unknown. (photo by the author).
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The spirituality of stained glass windows

In the Bellville-Oos Dutch Reformed Church, designed by the firm Pauw and Green and opened 
in 1968, the stained glass windows are significant for two reasons. Firstly, these works reduce 
symbolic motifs (in this case a star) to simple, flat geometric shapes which are very close to 
pure abstraction. And, secondly, the medium of stained glass is particularly well suited to the 
symbolic requirements of the Protestant Church due to its non-material character. One could 
almost say that light itself, which is transformed into different colours as it passes through a 
stained glass window, is the medium employed by the artist, and the resulting ethereal nature 
of the luminous image is ideally suited to the expression of a disembodied spiritual artistic 
content. By contrast, sculpture, of all the visual arts, is the least suited to this purpose in terms 
of Protestant attitudes to sacred art. 

As shown above, the Romantics of the early 19th century, played a fundamental role in the 
development of abstract art as a vehicle for religious expression or revelation – a development 
which was strongly influenced by a Protestant worldview. Significantly, they valued painting, 
and even more so, music, over sculpture for similar reasons to those given above. Georg Wilhelm 
Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), following Karl Wilhelm Friedrich von Schlegel (1772-1829) and 
Johan Joachim Winckelmann (1717-1768),

saw Antique sculpture as the embodiment of the classical, Greek ideal. And, he argued, sculpture 
could never express the Romantic ideal, which is essentially concerned with the inner life withdrawn 
into itself from the external world. … Only the arts of painting and music were, he said, “adequate 
to express the life of the soul.” [In the same vein, Théophile Gautier  (1811-1872) wrote that] “Of 
all the arts, sculpture is certainly that which lends itself least to the Romantic idea. It seems to have 
received its definitive form from Antiquity. Developed under an anthropomorphic religion where 
deified beauty could be eternalised in marble and set up on altars, it attained a perfection which 
would never be surpassed” (Honour, 1981: 127-128, emphasis added). 

The italicised parts show a clear opposition of what is essentially a Protestant view of spirituality 
(“the inner life withdrawn into itself from the external world”), which is identified with painting 
and music, with what is perceived by many Protestants to be a Catholic view of spirituality 
(“deified beauty eternalised in marble and set up on altars”) which is identified with sculpture.20  
Walter Pater’s much later remark that all art aspires to the condition of music, is based on 
this deeply Romantic attitude (Honour 1981: 119), and is relevant to Koort’s contention that 
architectural proportion, rhythm, contrast and interval can be used to express the spiritual, as in 
certain types of music (Koorts 1974: 81-92). Le Roux Smith le Roux’s statement, in the above-
mentioned letter to his brother Anthonie Smith, that stained glass is an ideal medium for serious 
abstract art (in the context of the use of abstraction within the Protestant Church), is particularly 
relevant here (see above).

From representation to abstraction: Oostersee Dutch Reformed church 

This church, which has an octagonal ground plan, was designed by A.P.S. Conradie and opened 
in November, 1973. A striking feature of the interior is the thirty-two stained glass panels which 
stretch from the main entrance to the liturgical space on both sides of the church. Those on the 
right hand side (as viewed from the main entrance at the back) represent the Coming of Christ, 
while those on the left represent the Second Coming.21 
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By the time the church was opened (the year before Koorts’s book was published) attitudes 
towards symbolic adornment in a church had become somewhat more relaxed, as is evident from 
Koorts’s own expressed opinions (see above).  This is reflected in the symbolic art of the stained 
glass windows. The stained glass panels themselves are not rigidly rectangular, but consist of 
irregular hexagons, none of which are identical, so that the seemingly endless variation of the 
format lends a distinctly organic character to the whole. The designs themselves are still highly 
abstract, but here and there the familiar organic forms of  doves, lilies, and the sun, as well as 
those of trumpets and a sailing ship, can be seen. The more rigid geometry of the abstract panels 
is relieved by the introduction of contrasting curvilinear shapes, which, although still articulated 
in planes of flat, unmodulated colour, further enhance the sense of organic life. The dynamic use 
of these curved lines in the overall composition of the panels, as well as in the individual panels, 
together with the harmonious range of colours (yellows, greens, blues and purples), gives an 
effect of joyful vitality to the whole church interior which is significantly different from the calm 
austerity and rigid geometry of the church interiors referred to above.

Nevertheless, the image of Christ himself is never even hinted at. In panels 4, 5 and 6 
(Figures 9 and 10), which deal with His life on earth, He is referred to very indirectly by means 
of a field of lilies (panel 4, lilies symbolising the purity of the Virgin), the parable of the sower 
(panel 5, in which a field is discernible, but the Sower himself cannot be identified), and the wind 
and waves of the storm which He calmed (panel 6, in which the fish in the water, which refer 
to the Early Christian symbol of the fish, as well as the dove above, indirectly refer to Christ). 

       

Figure 9
Stained-glass windows, Oostersee DRC. From right to left: panels 4 and 5. 

1973, by Jan Visser (photo by the author).

Thus, when the symbol is conceptually of a highly abstract nature (with the signifier 
at a considerable conceptual remove from the signified – i.e. Christ), it is permissible to use 
configurations which are perceptually fairly close to the thing (i.e. the symbol) which they 
represent. The lily, which is conceptually the furthest removed from Christ, is, therefore, the 
symbolic image which most closely resembles the real object to which it refers (i.e. an actual 
lily, as it can be observed in nature), while the dove and the fish are somewhat closer to Him and 
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consequently more abstract (although still recognisable), and the sower, who is closest to Him 
of all these symbols, cannot be made out at all (Figures 9 and 10). 

The lilies are made up of various, subtly differentiated tones (on the flowers as well as the 
leaves and stalks), which create a fairly strong impression of tonal modelling (i.e. of light and 
shadow) – and therefore of three-dimensional form – even though the individual tonal planes 
still consist of flat, unmodulated colour. The dove and the fish, on the other hand, are rendered 
as flat, abstract images with a single uniform tone.

Panel 8, which represents the Crucifixion, is the most abstract of all the panels (Figure 11). 
It is virtually impossible to discern a cross in this panel, let alone a crucifixion, in spite of the fact 
that the cross is one of the simplest of geometric configurations. The composition is dominated 
by vertical strips, but a horisontal bar which would complete the cross shape is lacking. Instead, 
the horisontal bar of the cross is vaguely alluded to by a single line that actually consists of 
two very flat diagonals which meet in the middle. Furthermore, the cross bar effect of this 
horizontal line is undermined by the fact that it forms the base of a triangular or pyramid shape 
that extends to the top of the panel. The letters I N R I (the Latin inscription which stands for 
“Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews”) have been incorporated into this triangular configuration 
in a somewhat abstracted form and dominate the upper part of the composition. Further steep 
diagonals that become flat curves echo the triangular configuration lower down, combining with 
the pervasive rhythm of vertical strips to divide the surface up into a flat pattern of irregular 
triangles and trapezoid shapes, none of which help to suggests a cross motif. 

Figure 10
Stained-glass windows, Oostersee DRC. From right to 

left: panels 6 and 7, 1973, by Jan Visser 
(photo by the author).

Figure 11
Stained-glass window, Oostersee DRC. 
Panel 8: The Crucifixion, 1973, by Jan 

Visser (photo by the author).

This exceptionally indirect representation of the cross and the Crucifixion is a telling 
indication of how powerful and deep-rooted the Protestant aversion to the crucifix still was 
at this time (the early 1970s). It is also a striking example of how this Protestant attitude 
could drive artists towards the furthest limits of abstraction. The cross, as a plain geometric 
configuration, is felt to be insufficiently abstract as a representation of the Crucifixion, and is 
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therefore abstracted even further, so that it is virtually impossible to recognize it for what it is 
without the aid of the explanatory notes in the inaugural brochure. In other words, a symbol, 
which is already an abstraction, is abstracted still further until the resulting configuration all 
but loses any correspondence with the symbol it refers to, let alone the actual event which that 
symbol represents. 

But this process of abstraction is taken yet another step further. It states in the brochure  
that “the base of the panel has the shape of an anchor and can be seen as symbolic of the cross 
which serves as an anchor in people’s lives” (1973: 22). Thus the panel presents us with an 
anchor which represents the cross, which, in turn, represents the Crucifixion (the configuration 
of the anchor being more prominent and recognizable than that of the cross), so that, on the 
whole, several layers of abstracting devices, both conceptual and perceptual, are employed to 
place the Crucifixion at the furthest possible remove from the image that represents it. The direct 
relationship between Protestantism and abstraction finds its fullest manifestation in a work such 
as this. For the above reasons this is also, in contemporary terms, one of the most “modern” 
looking of all the panels, while the field of lilies (panel 4), and the landscape with a sun, sea and 
flock of doves (Figure 12: panels 14, 15 and 16) look relatively “old-fashioned” by comparison, 
being far more representational in style. 

Figure 12
Stained-glass windows, Oostersee DRC. From right to left: panels 14, 15 and 

16, 1973, by Jan Visser (photo by the author).

Conclusion

Thus modernist abstraction, particularly that of a severely geometric kind, was well suited to 
the needs of the Afrikaans Protestant faith at this time. This is confirmed both by the relevant 
texts and by the artefacts themselves. The closer the subject matter of the latter moves to the 
person of Christ, the more stringent this iconoclastic need for abstraction becomes. The special 
relationship that has been shown to exist between modernism and Protestantism enabled the 
artists and architects of these Afrikaans Protestant churches to create liturgical spaces which 
were particularly well suited to the spiritual and aesthetic needs of their communities during the 
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time in question. This is indicative of how effectively modernism could serve as a vehicle for the 
expression of an unexpectedly wide range of worldviews (see also n. 4 below).

Notes 

1 In 1587 Rudolf Hospinian (1547-1626), a Swiss 
theologian and follower of the Reformer Ulrich 
Zwingli (1484-1531), published De Templis, a 
treatise on the early development of Protestant 
church architecture, in which he argued for 
the functional treatment of the congregation’s 
liturgical requirements. In 1600 Jacques 
Perret (circa 1540-1610) published theoretical 
designs of three Huguenot temples in which 
functionalism is also stressed.  A publication in 
1649 by Joseph Furtenbach the Younger (1591-
1667) gives guidelines for church design at a 
very low cost and with a high degree of utility 
(Kesting 1978: 9-11).

2 For the key modernist principles of “form 
follows function,” formulated by Louis 
Sullivan, and “plan as generator,” formulated by 
Le Corbusier, see Sullivan 1918: 46-8, and Le 
Corbusier 1931: 45-51.

3 Koorts, the last of these authors to publish (in 
1974), states the following (with regard to the 
symbols of the fish and the dove): “Not so long 
ago ornamental motifs such as these would 
have encountered fierce resistance from the 
three Afrikaans sister Churches, since they were 
identified with idolatry. Today, however, they 
are accepted more freely” (1974: 103, author’s 
translation, emphasis added; see also 1974: 100-
101 for his comment on changing attitudes to 
the use of the cross as symbol).

4 It would be a mistake to construe Van Selm’s 
strict Protestant views on these and other 
matters as a manifestation of the type of 
conservatism that became entrenched in the 
Afrikaans Protestant Churches during the 1930s 
and 1940s. He was, in fact, a leading figure 
in a clerical revolt against apartheid which 
culminated in the early 1960s. In 1954 the 
moderator of the Nederduitse Hervormde Kerk 
appointed a commission consisting of Prof. 
Albert Geyser, a New Testament expert and Dr. 
Egges Mulder, an Old Testament expert, to find 
Biblical justification for apartheid. Geyser was 
an ardent Nationalist whose grandfather and 
great grandfather had founded the Nederduitse 
Hervormde Kerk. After an exhaustive search 
he came to the personally shattering conclusion 
that there was no scriptural justification 
for apartheid. Dr Mulder came to the same 

conclusion (Wilkins and Strydom 1978: 
297-98). This devastating revelation set Prof 
Geyser, who was supported in his findings by 
Van Selms, on a career of mounting conflict 
with the Church and, more particularly, 
with the Broederbond, the powerful secret 
organization which controlled the Nationalist 
government. He became increasingly convinced 
that apartheid is evil, and used every available 
opportunity to criticise and condemn it, in 
defiance of a new Church ruling which was 
passed specifically to suppress his revolt (1978: 
298-99). This attack on apartheid inevitably 
meant an attack on the Church itself, since the 
latter had provided the theological justification 
for apartheid (O’Meara 1983: 67-77). The 
horror of Sharpeville in 1960, when police 
opened fire on black marchers led by Robert 
Sobukwe of the Pan Africanist Congress, killing 
69 of them and wounding hundreds more, 
deepened his resolve, leading him to conceive 
and edit a highly controversial book, Vertraagde 
Aksie (“Delayed Action”), in which he, together 
with Van Selms and nine other Afrikaans 
theologians and ministers strongly condemned 
racial discrimination and apartheid (Wilkins and 
Strydom 1978: 298-99; Labuschagne 2011: 12). 
The Christian Institute was Geyser’s brainchild, 
and, as chairman of the board, he proposed that 
a Dutch Reformed minister, Dr. Beyers Naudé, 
be invited to become its director. Pro Veritate, 
the outspoken mouth-piece of this institute, 
was started on the initiative of Geyser and a 
fellow theologian, Dr Ben Engelbrecht (Geyser 
and Van Selms were both on its editorial 
committee) and, at Geyser’s suggestion, Naudé 
was invited to become its editor (Labuschagne 
2011: 13, 14,15; Wilkins and Strydom 1978: 
321, 323-4; see also Venter 1999: 1057). 
Beyers Naudé was a senior member of the 
Broederbond – a branch chairman, in fact. His 
father had been a founding member of this 
organization and, as a Dutch Reformed minister, 
had provided its vital spiritual dimension. This 
rebellion from within their own ranks was 
felt acutely by the Broeders. Both Van Selms 
and Geyser had published searing attacks on 
the Broederbond, and it is on their advice 
that Naudé finally left the Bond in April 1963 
(Wilkins and Strydom 1978: 300-01, 313-4, 
322; Labuschagne 2011: 14).The Broederbond 
was fully aware of the dire threat that this 
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clerical revolt held for it. By its own admission, 
as expressed in a secret memorandum to its 
members, Geyser’s discovery that apartheid 
had no Biblical justification could destroy the 
entire apartheid edifice (Wilkins and Strydom 
1978: 296). The organization countered this 
threat with extraordinary brutality. The fate 
of Beyers Naudé is well-known, and the 
international reputation and respect that he 
earned as director of the Christian Institute was 
enhanced by his banning in 1977 (Wilkins and 
Strydom 1978: 323; Labuschagne 2011: 2). 
However, Albert Geyser, the true leader of the 
revolt, died rejected, isolated, and completely 
forgotten – after suffering terrible ordeals at 
the hands of the Broederbond (Wilkins and 
Strydom 1978: 322-24; Labuschagne 2011: 
15,16). It is important to emphasise here that 
this clerical revolt did not stem from liberal or 
modernist theological trends. On the contrary, 
it was the deeply held Protestant convictions 
of these men that compelled them to reject 
and attack a theology that had no Biblical 
foundation. They were steadfastly adhering to 
time-honoured Protestant principles, and, in 
a certain sense, this is parallel to the process 
of Afrikaans Protestant architects and artists 
who were guided by their faith rather than by 
liberal or avant garde persuasions to arrive at 
the modernist abstraction of their designs (see 
below). As Robert Hughes has demonstrated, 
modernism in both fine art and architecture has 
served cultures of various political orientations, 
ranging from the extreme Left to the extreme 
Right, with equal conviction (Hughes 1991: 57-
111; see also Goldblatt 1998: 18, 233).

5 Baroque art has often been identified with the 
Catholic Counter-Reformation by art historians. 
A notable example is that of Kenneth Clark, 
who explained the Baroque style in Catholic 
churches as a direct riposte to Reformation 
principles and attitudes to art (Clark 1969: 115-
192). Although this is debatable, the important 
point here is that Clark presents a widely held 
Protestant view of Catholic Baroque art.

6 Sullivan’s dictum that “form follows function” 
was fundamental to modernism. With regard to 
the present discussion, and also to the aesthetic 
theory of Hannes Koorts (see below), the 
following extract is particularly relevant: “The 
gist of it is . . . behind every form we see there 
is a vital something or other which we do not 
see, yet which makes itself visible to us in that 
very form. In other words, in a state of nature 
the form exists because of the function, and 
this something behind the form is neither more 
nor less than a manifestation of what you call 

the infinite creative spirit, and what I call God” 
(1918: 46). 

7 Adolf Loos “brought back with him to Vienna 
from his three-year stay in  the United States 
(1893-6) a remark of Louis Sullivan’s: ‘It 
could only benefit us if for a time we were to 
abandon ornament and concentrate entirely on 
the erection of buildings that were finely shaped 
and charming in their sobriety’” (Introduction 
to Adolf Loos’s Ornament and Crime (1908: 
19)). Loos’s pioneering modernist buildings 
were the direct result of his strong aversion to 
ornamentation: by stripping architecture of all 
ornamentation he arrived at the pure geometric 
forms of modernist architecture (see also 
Liebenberg 2014: 86).

8 Instead of “curls,”  krulle could perhaps 
be translated better as “arabesques” – the 
arabesque being a fundamental ornamental 
and compositional device of Baroque art and 
architecture.

9 Likewise, sentraalbou, the style pioneered by 
Gerard Moerdijk (1890-1958) and Wynand 
Louw (1883-1967) as a first step towards 
finding a true Afrikaans Protestant architectural 
style, was referred to as “neo-Byzantine” 
by most of these authors, even though the 
inspiration for this style came from Classicism 
and Renaissance Italy (as explicitly stated by 
the originators of this style – see Le Roux 2008: 
22, 25-8), and the figural elements are generally 
those of Renaissance classicism. The only thing 
which most of these sentraalbou churches 
have in common with Byzantine churches is 
the central groundplan (which is also a very 
prominent feature of Renaissance Italian 
church design), and it is difficult to avoid the 
conclusion that some of these writers used the 
label “neo-Byzantine” in order to discredit this 
style by associating it with the perceived abuses 
of the Eastern  Orthodox Church. Thus, the 
search for a true Afrikaner church architecture 
would also entail the abolition of any stylistic 
or design features (such as the circular or 
octagonal groundplan) which could be 
associated with the Eastern Orthodox Church.

10 This idea that an abstract beauty of proportions 
expresses a divine sense of order or harmony 
can also be found in a slightly earlier Dutch 
theological publication, Protestantsche 
Kerkbouw (see Dingemans 1946: 166).

11 Koorts provided this unpublished elaboration 
of his aesthetic theory in a telephonic interview 
(2012).
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12 The fact that the slogan il faut être de son temps 
(“to be of one’s own time”) derives ultimately 
from the Romantics of the early 19th century 
does not alter this, since it was fundamental to 
beliefs of the Modernists, who inherited it from 
the Realists, who, in turn inherited it from the 
Romantics (see Nochlin 1971: 235, 243-247; 
Honour 1981: 319, 364).

13 “. . . die kruis as simbool en as afbeelding.” 
The word afbeelding (depiction), when used in 
this context, has specific connotations which 
do not come across in translation. Derived 
from the word beeld which means both image 
and sculpture, it evokes the spectre of idolatry 
when used in this context, whereas “depiction” 
merely brings to mind pictures (i.e. paintings or 
drawings), which are not so readily associated 
with the objects of idol-worship. Even in 
Van Selms’s more moderate account this 
pejorative connotation comes across clearly: 
“Die afbeelding lei onvermydelik tot vorme 
van beeldediens”  (“The depiction unavoidably 
leads to forms of idolatry”).

14 “Uit het groote beginsel, dat verzinlijking van 
den eredienst verboden is, volgt dus, dat al wat 
op de zinnen werkt, tot een minimum moet 
beperkt.”

15 All these terms (“sensational,” “dramatic,” 
“extravagant,” “multiplicity”)  could describe 
the characteristic stylistic features of a typical 
Catholic Baroque church interior, as seen from 
a Protestant vantage point, while “confusing” 
arguably describes a Protestant reaction to such 
an interior.

16 In a detailed survey conducted by Daan 
Kesting to gauge the opinion of ministers of 
the three Afrikaans Protestant churches on the 
desirability of a whole range of symbols for 
use in the church, it was found that ministers of 
the Dutch Reformed Church were consistently 
the most positive about the various symbols 
proposed, while those of the Gereformeerde 
Kerk (the “Doppers”) were consistently the 
most negative in their reaction, often strongly 
so. Interestingly, it was also found that, when 
divided according to age group rather than 
denomination, the ministers of the youngest age 
group (below 30 years) almost invariably gave 
the strongest negative response, while the older 
age groups generally became more moderate 
in their responses as their age increased (see 
Kesting 1978: 451-466).

17 According to Kesting’s survey (see above) the 
Sower received relatively positive support from 

most of his respondents as a symbol for use in 
Afrikaans Protestant churches (Yes 47%, No 
32%, Uncertain 16%, with a 95% response from 
Afrikaans Protestant ministers). The Dutch 
Reformed Church gave a positive response (Yes 
61%, No 18%) while the Gereformeerde Kerk 
was the most negative in its response (Yes 20%, 
No 63%), with the Nederduitsch Hervormde 
Kerk slightly less negative (Yes 25%, No 56%). 
(1978: 457-8).

18 The Good Shepherd likewise received a 95% 
reaction from ministers, but the response was 
strongly divided (Yes 39%, No 39%, Uncertain 
17%). Once again the Dutch Reformed Church 
was the most positive (Yes 52% No 25%), while 
a strongly negative reaction came from the other 
two sister churches, with the Gereformeerde 
Kerk the most negative in its response (Yes 
16% No 67%). The reason for this negative 
reaction would seem to be the fact that the 
Good Shepherd refers to Christ – even though 
this is a very indirect reference, via the medium 
of parable – while the Sower, being more 
remote from the person of Christ, is regarded 
as more acceptable. In other words, the symbol, 
in conceptual terms, is not abstract enough. 
This supposition is supported by the fact that 
the Dove, which represents the Holy Ghost, 
received an equally negative response from the 
Gereformeerde Kerk (Yes  16%, No 68%) and 
the Nederduitsch Hervormde Kerk (Yes 22%, 
No 53%) while the Dutch Reformed Church 
was positive (Yes 63%, No 19%). By the same 
token the Lamb of God (which represents 
Christ Himself) elicited an overall negative 
reaction, with the Gereformeerde Kerk yet 
again indicating the strongest negative response 
(Yes 10%, No 76%) while the Dutch Reformed 
Church was divided on this issue (Yes 35%, 
No 38%, Uncertain 21%). Furthermore, the 
Crown of Thorns received an overall negative 
response, with the strongest negative reaction 
coming from the Gereformeerde Kerk (Yes 
5%, No 77%) (Kesting 1978: 457, 454, 456-
57, 460) Thus, the more closely related these 
symbols are to the person of Christ (or the Holy 
Ghost), the more negative the reaction from 
conservative Afrikaans Protestant quarters, and 
the more remote they are from Christ, (i.e. the 
more abstract they are in relation to the Holy 
Trinity) the more positive the response. This 
observation is borne out by Kesting’s detailed 
survey of a wide range of possible symbols (see 
Kesting 1978: 447-480).

19 Ironically, Minimalist sculpture, which 
would be at the forefront of the avant garde 
in the middle of the next decade (the 1960s), 
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with its extreme abstraction and geometric 
austerity, would have satisfied the spiritual and 
theological requirements of these Protestant 
liturgical spaces rather well (i.e. in formal or 
stylistic rather than conceptual terms). Donald 
Judd’s Untitled of 1965 (in the Locksley-Shea 
Gallery, Minneapolis) is a classic example 
of Minimalism. This is a completely abstract 
(or non-figurative) work of art based on pure 
proportion, stripped of any suggestion of 
representation or sensuous expression, and 
therefore as remote from sensuous experience 
as is humanly possible. With respect to this 
remoteness, it is significant that this work, like 
most of Judd’s, was machine-tooled in a factory 
from engineering drawings provided to the 
technicians by the artist, so that the sensuous 
expression which results from an artist’s 

personal touch is completely non-existent (Hartt 
1977: 485). Note that Hannes Koorts advocates 
the use of pure proportion (in relation to the 
same quadrangular cubic masses and spaces as 
those used by Judd in this work, although in an 
architectural rather than sculptural context) to 
express a sense of spirituality (see Koorts 1974: 
81-92).

20 The Catholic art of the Renaissance and the 
Baroque was based, to a considerable degree, on 
the sculpture of classical Antiquity (Panofsky 
1972: 112-210, Wind, 1980: 177, 181-183).

21 All information concerning the symbolic 
meaning of these panels has been derived from 
the brochure given out by the Oostersee DRC 
church at the opening of the church on the 24th 
of November 1973.
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