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a n d  p r o g e n y 

M y acquaintance with Malcolm Thurlby goes back to the early 1980s when 
we both were presenting papers at the International Congress on Medieval 
Studies held yearly at Western Michigan University in Kalamazoo. Malcolm 

suggested that I think about giving a paper at the Canadian Conference of Medieval 
Art Historians, a relatively young organization at that time. I did so eventually, at 
Winnipeg in 1986. Since then I have actively participated with great pleasure in seven 
other Canadian conferences spanning the country from Victoria in the west to Laval in 
the east. My contribution in this volume stems from a paper on two Norwegian twelfth-
century churches that I presented at the conference held in Victoria in 2014. In this 
Festschrift essay, I explore the role that the two churches in Oslo may have served as 
possible models for the faraway nunnery churches of similar plan in Austria.
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Double-nave churches, as a type, are on the 
whole rare in medieval architecture, so 
much so that most of the general public 

has never heard of them, much less seen one. On 
the other hand, most scholars, even if they have 
never encountered churches of this type, either in 
person or in publications, are at least aware of their 
existence. At its simplest definition, a double-nave 
church is a longitudinally planned structure divi-
ded along its central axis by an arcade of columns 
or piers to create two separate but parallel naves, 
or vessels, equal in length, and usually equal in 
width as well (fig. 1). Most of these church edifices 
are vaulted. 

However scarce twin-naved churches are, it 
is surprising how many turn up when one begins 
searching for them. Writing in 1925 on the archi-
tecture of the mendicant orders in Germany, 
Richard Krautheimer was struck by how many 
churches of this type were erected during the 
Gothic period.1 He was aware that double-nave 
churches were already known in the Romanesque 
era; he cites three in Germany (at Soest, Nürnberg, 
and Brandenburg),2 but as far as he could deter-
mine, they formed part of a very small corpus of 
the ecclesiastical architecture built in the Christian 

1 . Krautheimer, Richard, 1925, Die Kirchen der Bettelorden in Deutschland, Augsburg, Dr. Benno Filser Verlag GMBH, p. 51.
2 . Böker, Hans J., 1992, “Die Nikolaikapelle zu Soest: Irrwege einer Symbolinterpretation,” Soester Zeitschrift, vol. CIV, p. 25-38 and Rütting, Othmar, 
2001, “Die Nikolaikapelle zu Soest: Ihre künstlerische Gestalt und liturgische Funktion,” Soester Zeitschrift, vol. CXIII, p. 14-32; the Eucharius-Kapelle, 
in the church of Saint Egidien, in Nürnberg, also dates to the twelfth century, but the choir forms part of a later rebuilding; Brandenburg’s Petri-Kapelle 
is a totally modern reconstruction in a non-Romanesque style. Krautheimer makes no reference to the large corpus of double-nave churches in the 
Swedish island of Gotland (see the classic study, Roosval, Johnny, 1911, Die Kirchen Gotlands: Ein Beitrag zur mittelalterlichen Kunstgeschichte Schwedens, 
Leipzig, Verlag E. A. Seemann, and more recently, Lagerlöf, Erland and Gunnar Svahnström, 1966, Gotlands Kyrkor, Uddevalla, Rabén & Sjögren). The 
few that may be late Romanesque are not earlier than the earliest of this type in Scandinavia (to be discussed later).
3 . Krautheimer, p. 52: “Die zweischiffige Halle ist nicht spät, sie ist gotisch.”
4 . Mroczko, Teresa, 1988, “Dominikanie czy bazylianie? Z badań nad historią dwunawowej hali w Europie Zachodniej,” [“Dominicans or Basilians? 
An investigation on the history of double-nave halls in Western Europe”], Podług nieba i zwyczaju polskiego : Studia z historii architektury, sztuki i 
kultury ofiarowane Adamowi Miłobędzkiemu, Warsaw, Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, p. 48-55. For a comprehensive bibliography on the theory 
and practice of double-nave planning, particularly before 1200 and mostly in the Christian West, consult Mroczko’s copious and well-documented 
endnotes. To this add the timber church at Kildare, Ireland, c.700, conjectural plan after description by Cogitosus, “Life of Saint Brigit,” in Thomas, 
Charles, 1971, The Early Christian archaeology of North Britain, London, Oxford University Press (for the University of Glasgow), p. 145, figure 65.

world prior to the end of the Romanesque era. 
This led him to claim that as a type, double-nave 
churches were a Gothic phenomenon.3 Although 
the percentage of double-nave churches in the 
Christian world is small, this type of ecclesiastical 
edifice can rightly be said to have come into its 
own in the Gothic age (figs. 2 and 3). It was not 
only then that many more were constructed; many 
of these churches were now of substantial size and 
importance, in other words, high profile and/or 
high-ranking monuments.

Early double-nave churches

In an essay published in 1988, Teresa Mroczko,4 
a well-respected Polish scholar, cautioned against 
thinking that double-nave planning represented 
a Western European development and that its 
earliest manifestations were realized in northern 
Europe during the Romanesque period, particu-
larly in Germany. Mrosczko and others have also 
demonstrated that prior to the Gothic era, the 
double-nave scheme had also been employed in 
small and modest stone churches in the southern 
regions of Europe (fig. 4), especially in Sardinia 
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and the western coast of the Italian mainland.5 
Invariably, each nave in these southern churches 
is normally terminated by a semicircular apse. In 
some instances, these edifices have double dedica-
tions, which probably explains the choice of plan. 

A number of scholars from various European and 
Middle Eastern countries have also contributed 
studies relating to the form and function of double-
nave churches in Cappadocia and Isauria, both in 
modern-day Turkey,6 and in Lebanon.7 Their stu-
dies provide evidence that this type of planning 
preceded by several centuries its appearance in 
the West, and that some chapels possessed double 
dedications as well.

What scholars have overlooked, in part due 
to a variety of access issues in the pre-digital age, 
is the fact that the double-nave was also present 
in Scandinavia, and at a very early date. The earli-
est known are two in Norway; they were of stone 
construction and now survive only as ruins.8 
These monuments, in Oslo, are thought to be close 

5 .  Marmori, Franco, 1971, “Su alcune chiese a due navate nella Liguria di Levante : Contributo allo studio del tipo,” Quaderno dell’ Istituto di elementi 
di architettura, vol. VII, p. 97-129; San Tommaso del Poggio, near Rapallo, and Santa Margherita, in Regnano (both in Liguria, Italy), p. 102-103, figures 
2 and 3; and Botteri, Mauro, 1979, Guida alle chiese medioevali di Sardegna, Cagliare, Sassari, San Lorenzo e San Pancrazio (twelfth century), Cagliari, 
and San Platano, Villaspeciosa (c.1141, both in Sardinia, Italy), p. 132, p. 179-180. At least the church at Cagliari is known to have a double-dedication.
6 . Yildiz, Semiha, 1982, “Zweischiffige Kirchen in Kappadokien und in den angrenzenden Gebieten,” XVI. Internationaler Byzantinistenkongress, Akten 
II/4, Jahrbuch des österreichischen Byzantinistik, vol. 32, no. 4, 1982, p. 543-552. Yildiz reports that in Cappadocia there are 37 examples of double-nave 
churches and these are represented in two principal variants. Most of the edifices, which are difficult to date, were erected roughly between the seventh 
and early thirteenth centuries. For specific analysis of selected chapels in Cappadocia, see Restle, Marcell, 1979, Studien zur frühbyzantinischen Architektur 
in Kappadokiens, 2 vols, Vienna, Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, I, p. 153; II, p. 28-33; and Restle, Marcell, 1967, Byzantine wall painting 
in Asia Minor, 3 vols, trans. I. R. Gibbons, Greenwich, Connecticut, New York Graphic Society, Ltd., I: p. 140-141, p. 144-145, p. 153-154, p. 156-160; II: 
p. 164-167, p. 171. For other areas in Turkey, see Hill, Stephen, 1996, The Early Byzantine churches of Cilicia and Isauria, Birmingham Byzantine and 
Ottoman Monographs, vol. I, Aldershot, Hampshire (Variorum). The Corycus Church D was a single-nave edifice supported on a sub structure carved 
out from the live rock (p. 122-123, figure 22). This partially submerged construction is rectangular in plan and divided by a central row of piers carved 
directly from the rock; a narrow square apse is centred between the two vessels. This crypt or undercroft, all total, measures 9 metres by a maximum 
width of 7.5 metres. Since the ground f loor is not subdivided, Church D appears not to be counted in the scholarship as a double-nave church. The 
undercroft columns are to support the vaults of this space and provide a f loor for the aisleless space above.
7 . Kurkjian, Houry, 2003, “Les églises doubles de Jbeil au Akkar,” Mémoire de Diplôme d’études supérieures, Beirut, Université Libanaise. Most of the 
Lebanese chapels are small, rectangular or square in plan, and each nave is usually finished by a rounded apse. Several chapels possess naves of differing 
widths. The ones that come closest to overall regularity are: Mar-Dimitrios and Mar-Nicolaos, Qousba (twelfth century), p. 28-34; Mar-Yuhanna, near 
Douma (later twelfth century), p. 66-70; Mar-Abda and Mar-Challita (no date), Jrabta, p. 88-90; and Mar-Sophia and Mar-Estephan, Sghar, the most 
regular in plan but undated, p. 91-94. Note that spellings of church dedications and places vary within the text and in the plates of this thesis.
8 . Eide, Ole Egil, 1973, “De toskipede kirker i Oslo,” [“The Double-Nave Churches in Oslo”], University of Bergen, master’s thesis, especially p. 56-75 and 
p. 90-100; and Eide, Ole Egil, 1975, “Innberetning til Riksantikvaren om de arkeologiske undersøkelser i Hovedøya Kloster,” [Report to Riksantikvaren 
on the archaeological investigation of the Hovedøya Monastery], summer 1975, especially p. 1-8 and p. 15-17.

~ �Fig. 1. Toulouse (France). Diagrammatic plan of the first 
church of the Dominican Friars, 1229 to circa 1235. The 
northern nave (left) reserved for the high altar and the 
friars' choir. The southern (right) reserved for the laity. 
RICHARD A. SUNDT
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contemporaries,9 constructed between 1080 and 
1120.10 This broad dating and its early beginning 
date for churches of this type was advanced by the 
Bergen archaeologist Ole Egil Eide in the 1970s. 
It is based on a careful consideration of primary 
sources and findings from thorough excavations 
carried out by Eide in each of these two Oslo church 
sites.11 Perhaps the oldest, but only by a few years, 
is the one corresponding to a church thought, 
according to medieval documents, to have been 
dedicated to Saint Clement (Clemenskirken) in 
Oslo’s Gamblebyen (Old Town) district (figs. 5 and 
6). Key to its early dating was Eide’s discovery of 
at least two layers of burials under the ruins, each 
level corresponding to two earlier stave churches 
on the same site.12 Today, Saint Clement’s is gener-
ally dated by Norwegian scholars to around 1100 
(or a decade or so later).13

The other twin-aisled church, dedicated to 
Saint Edmund (fig. 7), at Hovedøya, a nearby island 
on Oslofjord, exhibits a slightly more sophisti-
cated approach to the design and construction of 
walls and piers, observations that may indicate 
a later building date, but, according to Eide, not 
by much.14 Some decades after its completion, 
Edmundskirken was taken over in 1147 by English 

9 . Eide, “Toskipede,” p. 131: “Edmundskirken og andre byggetrinn in Cle-
menskirken må være planlagt og påbegynt innenfor nøyaktig det samme 
tidsrom.” Eide, “Innberetning,” p. 16, doubts there could have been a 
very short difference in time (“en ‘kortest mulig’ tidsforsljell”) between 
Saint Edmund’s completion and the beginning of eastern additions by the 
Cistercians (after 1147).
10 . Eide, “Toskipede,” p. 162.
11 . Idem, p. 131; Eide, “Innberetning,” p. 15-16.
12 . Eide, Ole Egil, 2000, “Clemenskirken i Gamlebyen og Oslos Tusenår-
sjubileum,   Nicolay: Arkeologisk tidsskrift, no. 82, p. 4-5, and idem, 
“Toskipede,” p. 167-168.
13 . See Krogstad, Morten, and Erik Schia, 1993, Guide to Gamlebyen and 
medieval Oslo, trans. David Brand, rev. ed., Oslo, Directorat for Cultural 
Heritage, Norway, p. 62-63; cf. Eide, “Clemenskirken,” p.  4.
14 . Eide “Toskipede,” p. 131. From my own observation of Saint Edmund’s 
ruins, I agree with Eide that such details as wall responds (presumably to sup-
port transverse arches of groin vaulting) and cruciform central pillars (acting 
similarly as the responds) point to a more advanced and slightly later date of 
construction for this church; see also Eide, “Innberetning,” p. 16.

~ �Fig. 2. Imbach (Austria). Plan of the Church of the 
Dominican Nuns, begun circa 1269. Lower portion of the 
central pier is widened by the addition of a "half pier" to 
support a wooden beam to carry the front of an elevated 
gallery. RICHARD A. SUNDT, AFTER DONIN AND WAGNER-RIEGER 
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monks of the Cistercian Order eager to establish a 
monastic house on Norwegian soil. Gradually, they 
proceeded to enlarge and replace Saint Edmund’s 
original rounded apse with the remodeled square 
plan that was more in accordance with their 
architectural preferences.15

As double-nave structures, the Hovedøya 
and Gamlebyen churches are significant not only 
for their early dates (c.1100–1110), but also because 
they represent an aspect of double-nave planning 
heretofore unknown. More significantly, their par-
ticular aspect or form would eventually become in 
the Gothic era, and most especially in Austria, the 
favoured manner of linking naves and sanctuary 
together, focusing attention on the apse (see figs. 2 
and 3), the building’s most sacred area, as exem-
plified in plan No. 5 in the list given below. This 
is not only the very scheme that was adopted for 
the two churches in Oslo (figs. 5 and 7), but also 
its first-known employment anywhere within the 
Christian world.

Based on a survey of these Norwegian 
churches and all the other pre-thirteenth-century 
twin-aisled churches mentioned above and in 
the corresponding notes, it is clear that this large 
corpus of sacred architecture falls nicely into five 
main categories: (1) two naves, each ending in a 
straight wall (or what could be considered a square 
apse, as in fig. 1); (2) two naves, each ending in 
a semicircular or polygonal apse (as in fig. 4); (3) 
two naves, with one nave ending in a round or 
polygonal apse, and the other with a straight wall 
(i.e., a squared apse); (4) two naves opening directly 
into an apse encompassing the full or nearly the 
full width of the two vessels; and (5) two naves, 
with a narrow, axially centred apse (rounded or 
squared), opening onto both vessels (as in fig. 5), 16 

15 . Eide, Ole Egil, 1986, “Hovedøya kloster : bidrag til bygningshistorien,” [“The Hovedøya Monastery : Contribution regarding its building history”], 
Hikuin, vol. 12, p. 73-78. See also Fischer, Gerhard, 1974, Klosteret på Hovedøya: et Cistercienseranlegg, Oslo, Foreningen til norske fortidsminnesmerkers 
bevaring, p. 38-57.
16 . That is, not counting those that are distinctly irregular in plan (e.g., naves of significantly different widths and/or lengths, etc.).

like the two Norwegian churches signaled above 
and discussed later in this essay.

The double-nave plan 
in the Gothic era

As it will become evident in the following dis-
cussion, Krautheimer was right in claiming that 
double-naveness, or Zweiachsigkeit (literally double 
axiality), only came into its own during the Gothic 

~ �Fig. 3. Imbach (Austria). Church of the Dominican Nuns. 
View of the two naves, looking eastward toward the short 
and narrow apse. PHOTO: RICHARD A. SUNDT 
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era. Beginning in the thirteenth century, nearly 
everywhere in Europe, churches with two paral-
lel vessels were erected to serve various lay and 
religious communities, but it is important to note 
that the ubiquity of the type does not necessarily 
signal abundance in number. Within the total pro-
duction of sacred architecture during the Middle 
Ages, the frequency of double-nave churches was 
still limited. There are some striking exceptions, 
the most notable one found on the small island of 
Gotland, just off Sweden’s Baltic coast. This island 
possesses dozens of small rib-vaulted double-nave 
churches, most of which have been the subject of 
detailed studies.17 

Another area rich in double-vessel churches 
is located in the southern region of Central Europe. 

According to Walter Buchowiecki, “more than 
one third of all Gothic churches in Austria cor-
respond to this ‘Gestalttypus’ [i.e., the double-nave 
scheme],”18 and a large majority of these are situ-
ated in Upper Austria, the area dominated by the 
city of Linz. As a way of honouring the region’s 
fondness for the two-vessel scheme, when a great 
Gothic Revival cathedral was erected at Linz, 
between 1852 and 1924 under the direction of the 
Cologne architect Vincenz Statz (1819–1890),19 the 
Lady chapel was given a double-nave configuration 
by introducing two supports within an otherwise 
unencumbered High Gothic spatial plan.

If one admits to these statistics and acknow-
ledges some formal differences between regions, 
there is little doubt that in broad terms, over the 
total span of the Middle Ages, the double-nave 
church “ist gotisch”20 in the sense that structures 

17 . For the many double naves in Gotland, see the classic studies by Johnny Roosval, 1911, and Erland Lagerlöf and Gunnar Svahnström, 1966, cited 
above. Very few of these churches date to the Romanesque period and none predate the ones in Oslo. For a detailed monograph of a typical Gothic 
double-nave church in Gotland, (type no. 5) at Fole, see Lundmark, Efraim, 1929, in Konsthistoriskt inventarium (Gotland), Sveriges Kyrkor, series 5, 
Stockholm, Svenska Bokhandelscentralen, vol. I, part III, “Fole kyrka,” p. 286-321.
18 . Buchowiecki, Walther, 1952, Die gotischen Kirchen Österreichs, Vienna, Franz Deuticke, p. 43: “mehr als ein Drittel aller gotischen Kirchen Österreichs” 
correspond to the double-nave type.
19 . Vogts, Hans, 1960, Vincenz Statz, 1819-1898, Mönchengladbach, Bühlen.
20 . Krautheimer, p. 52: “Die zweischiffige Halle ist nicht spät, sie ist gotisch.”

of this type were not only more frequent than in 
any previous age, but also larger and often enjoy-
ing higher canonical rank, such as those belong-
ing to collegiate and conventual institutions, 
which includes those of the mendicant orders. 
This may perhaps explain why the double-nave, 
despite being non-traditional and unconven-
tional, gained a certain level of “popularity” and 
legitimacy in the Gothic period. It might not have 
found such acceptance had it not been for the early 
adoption of the double-aisled plan by the newly 
founded Dominican and Franciscan Orders (fig. 1). 
Everywhere in Europe the friars were warmly 
received by the laity for their work in promot-
ing and furthering the spiritual life and social 
well-being of all the Catholic faithful. That this 
redounded in some ways upon the friars’ archi-
tecture is one of the points to be considered below.

Among the mendicants, the Dominicans 
were the first to adopt the dual-vessel scheme for 
some of their earliest conventual churches. The 
most prominent and influential of these was the 
one raised by the friars in Paris in the early thir-
teenth century. Its critical importance stems from 
the fact that this convent was the principal learn-
ing centre for the Dominican Order and thus the 
destination of many friars, and from various parts 
of Europe. The convent in the southern French city 
of Toulouse was somewhat less important, but 
enjoyed considerable prestige, and hence influ-
ence, on account of Saint Dominic (c.1171–1212, 
canonized in 1234) having founded the order in 
Toulouse in 1216. Shortly after, its friars were given 
a permanent location within the city walls where 
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they erected a double-nave church between 1229 
and c.1235,21 of which only fragments survive. 
This edifice may have been the mendicants’ earli-
est employment of the two-vessel scheme (fig. 1). 
Both of its naves terminated with a flat east end. 
The piers, which supported the wooden roof, ran 
a bit off the central axis, thereby creating two ves-
sels of slightly different widths but maintaining the 
same length. The Church of the Paris Dominicans, 
which was destroyed after the French Revolution, 
was of similar design and also timber-roofed, but 
the beginning date often given for the erection of 
this structure (1221) is controversial owing to the 
sparse and imprecise nature of the documentary 
sources, in addition to the lack of physical remains 
that could help date the monument. Whatever the 
year of its commencement, there can be no doubt 
that the Church of the Paris Dominicans was sub-
stantially complete by the mid-1250s, if not a little 
earlier.22 At about the same time, but in eastern 
Europe, the Franciscan movement was commen-
cing to employ the double-nave scheme as well. 
Within this region, this involved three conventual 
churches, the earliest being the one belonging to 
the Saint Agnes convent of Franciscan nuns in 
Old Town Prague. Construction on this structure 
began in the early 1230s and closely followed in 

21 . Sundt, Richard A., 1989, “The Jacobin Church of Toulouse and the Origin of Its Double-Nave Plan,” Art Bulletin, vol. LXXI, no. 2, p. 185-207, especially 
p. 186 and p. 197-200.
22 . Some hold to a beginning date of 1221 (see, for example: Félibien, Michel, 1725ff, Histoire de la ville de Paris, Paris, Guillaume Desprez et Jean 
Desessartz, I, p. 172-175, and V, p. 217; Rohault de Fleury, Georges, 1903, Les couvents de St. Dominique au moyen âge, 2 vols., Paris, Lethielleux; Paris, 
sub verbo, on the other hand, questions so early a date. Others have pointed to a now-lost document, but known to the seventeenth-century Dominican 
friar and historian, J.-M. Griffe de Réchac (Réchac, Jean-Marie Griffe de, 1647, La vie du glorieux patriarche S. Dominique… avec la fondation de tous 
les couvents… dans toutes les provinces du royaume de France… et pays-bas, Paris, p. 610), who states that the friars’ church in Paris was begun during 
the master-generalship of John of Wildenhausen (from 1241 to 1252), and was completed under the generalship of Humbert of Romans (from 1254 
to 1263). This would agree with Félibien (above, V, p. 217) on the period of the church’s completion. Thus, if this information is correct, the Parisian 
church could have been begun as late as 1241, and completed as early as 1254. Wolfgang Schenkluhn favours an earlier dating, earlier than Toulouse 
itself; see his two studies on mendicant architecture: Schenkluhn, Wolfgang, 2000, Architektur der Bettelorden : Die Baukunst der Dominikaner und 
Franziskaner in Europa, Darmstadt, Primus Verlag, p. 29-30, and especially no. 54; and cf. Schenkluhn, Wolfgang, 1985, Ordines Studentes : Aspekte 
zur Kirchenarchitektur der Dominikaner und Franziskaner im 13. Jahrhundert, Berlin, Gebr. Mann Verlag, p. 51-75. It is important here to dispel the 
assumption expressed in some of the architectural literature that double-nave planning was characteristic of mendicant architecture and Dominican 
in particular. The fact that two prestigious houses adopted double-nave planning no doubt helped confer legitimacy to a formula that until then had 
been reserved for ecclesiastical architecture of lesser canonical rank.
23 . See Schenkluhn, Architektur, p. 88-89, p. 142-143, Tafel V, no. 2; and Benešovská, Klára et al., 2001, Architecture of the Gothic, Prague, Prague Castle 
Administration, DADA, “Agnes Convent,” p. 68-69.

plan the double-nave formula employed by the 
Paris and Toulouse Dominicans.23

All the types of double-naves developed 
and used prior to 1200 were also used during the 
remainder of the Middle Ages (i.e., to the end of 
the Gothic period, around 1550). However, during 
the course of the late thirteenth and first half of 
the fourteenth century, two new versions were 
created, but neither gained a following. Whatever 

| �Fig. 4. 
Cagliari, Sardinia (Italy). 
Plan of a church with 
two naves and two 
apses, one dedicated 
to San Lorenzo and the 
other to San Pancrazio. 
RICHARD A. SUNDT,  

AFTER BOTTERI
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the case, the twin-aisled church plan is admittedly 
an oddity, so one is naturally moved to ask what 
were the motivations for adopting such a scheme. 
One can easily understand why churches carry-
ing double dedications were built with two naves, 
each terminated by an apse to accommodate the 
altars of the honored saints.24 In such instances 
the double-nave plan is entirely logical (fig. 4). It 
is also reasonable to see it used in churches where 
there is evidence that one of the naves was reserved 
for regular services while the other was used for 
waking the dead.25

Regardless of their dedications and/or inter-
mittent funerary functions, dual naves most often 
served to provide separate congregational space 
for men and women. Such a practice was common 
throughout the Christian world, East and West. 

24 . It is possible that in some instances the motivation for dual naves went beyond dedications as such, but had rather been planned to serve two distinct 
communities, one following the Catholic rite and the other an Eastern rite (see Kurkjian, p. 144 and notes). This may have been the situation in some 
cases, but such a practice is hard to prove for it depends on certain dating for the church in question and local socio-political circumstances.
25 . On the matter of funerary use and parekklesion, see Restle, Studien, I, p. 153, II, p. 28-32; Kurkjian, p. 143-145 and p. 147-149; and Yildiz, p. 545-546.
26 . Neale, John Mason and Benjamin Webb (ed.), 1843, The symbolism of churches and church ornaments: A translation of the first book of the Rationale 
Divinorum Officiorum written by William Durandus, Leeds, T. W. Green, ch. I, p. 36.

Most accessible on this practice are the writings 
of William Durandus (Guillaume Durand, c.1230–
1296), bishop of Mende from 1289 until his death 
in 1296. In his Rationale Divinorum Officiorum, 
composed around 1286, he writes that “men and 
women sit apart, which according to Bede, we have 
received from the custom of the ancients . . . the 
men remain in the Southern, the women on the 
Northern side.”26 There are several late medieval 
illustrations confirming this custom. These include 
painted panels and woodcuts showing church 
interiors with the two sexes divided longitudinal ly 
from each other by low barriers (fig. 8), often fash-
ioned from cloth draped over a light frame. There 
are also images of the faithful gathered in open 
plazas to hear sermons, and likewise separat ed. 
Clearly, the double-nave church provided an 

} Fig. 5.  
Gamlebyen (Old Town), 
Oslo (Norway). Plan of 

the parish church of 
Saint Clement.  

Double-nave plan 
terminated by a square-

ended apse or choir. 
RICHARD A. SUNDT, 

 AFTER EIDE

~ �Fig. 6. Gamlebyen (Old Town), Oslo (Norway).  
Saint Clement's. Conjectural reconstruction of the 
interior of the double-nave structure covered by groin 
vaulting. RICHARD A. SUNDT, AFTER KROGSTAD AND SCHIA
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architectural solution to the custom of separat-
ing the sexes, the central line of roof supports 
itself forming a divider. In the case of basilican 
churches, which have a nave and side aisles, this 
could be effected by furnishing the mid-section of 
the nave with a long barrier, or relying on simple 
custom: women gathered on one side of the nave 
and men on the other.

Finally, as Eide noted with respect to the two 
churches in Norway, structural considerations may 
have well served as the primary reason for choos-
ing the double-nave scheme for these edifices, 
and the same might have been the case for other 
churches as well. Where there was a desire to create 
a vaulted space, but builders were not entirely con-
fident they could cover that area in a single span (or 
wanted to avoid constructing thick buttress walls), 
the obvious solution was to halve the width by 
erecting piers along the central longitudinal axis in 
order to carry the vaults (figs. 5, 6, and 7), thereby 
resolving the engineering challenge by adopting a 
double-nave scheme.27 The result was ‘tailor made’ 
for sexual separation, but that would have simply 
been a useful by-product resulting from a response 
to structural exigencies.

Having surveyed various issues relating 
to double-nave design and its use over much of 
Christendom prior to the first decades of the 
thirteenth century, the task at this point is to 
consider the history of this architectural scheme 
as it unfolded from the mid-1200s to the end of 
the Gothic era. Special attention will be given 
to the ways in which specific liturgical practices 
and customary use of space were handled in the 
three early double-nave nuns’ churches in Austria, 
which are the main concern of this article. This 

27 . See Eide, “Toskipede,” p. 164-165: “å slå hvelv i langhusene, var man følgelig tvunget til å redusere spennvidden, og da ville en toskipet planløsning 
automatisk bli den mest hensiktsmessige — og antakelig osgså den eneste mulige—form i det foreliggende tilfelle.”
28 . Donin, Richard Kurt, 1935, Die Bettelordenskirchen in Österreich zur Entwicklungsgeschichte der österreichischen Gotik, Baden bei Wien, Rohrer, 
p. 155 and p. 185-187.

will be followed by a brief analysis and discussion 
of double-nave churches erected by male mendi-
cant orders in lands neighbouring Austria, and 
concluded by considering the use, meaning and 
symbolism of the double-nave in churches erected 
by secular patrons in fourteenth-century Poland.

The double-nave plan in Austria

Soon after the Dominicans erected their two-vessel 
churches in Paris and Toulouse, three double-nave 
churches belonging to the women’s line of the men-
dicant movement were raised in quick succession 
in Austria. The first was for the Franciscan nuns 
in Judenburg (fig. 9), in Steiermark, built in the 
early 1250s;28 the second for the Dominican nuns at 

~ �Fig. 7. Hovedøya, Oslo (Norway). Ruins of the church 
of Saint Edmund. View eastward showing the lower 
remains of the central piers and beyond the founda-
tion of the half-circle of stones belonging to the original 
apse. PHOTO: RICHARD A. SUNDT
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Imbach (figs. 2 and 3), near Krems, begun shortly 
after 1269;29 and the third for the Franciscan 
nuns at Dürnstein (fig. 10), in the Wachau valley, 
commenced around 1289.30 Of these, the first is 
not extant and the last still stands but is totally 
gutted internally. Fortunately, the second one, 
Imbach, survives and is generally well preserved. 
All three structures shared similarities in major 
aspects of plan and elevation, with the main dif-
ference among them concerning size, the smallest 
being Judenburg, and according to Richard Kurt 
Donin, it was probably Austria’s earliest double-
nave church.31 What is most striking about these 
monuments is that none of the three, not even the 
Dominican nuns’ church at Imbach, follow the 
scheme of the recently built Dominican churches in 
Paris and Toulouse (fig. 1). For their own churches, 
the nuns, whether affiliated with the Dominican or 
Franciscan friars, embraced a different concept of 

29 . Donin, p. 155-178.
30 . Idem, p. 178-185. For a plan see Schenkluhn, Architektur, Tafel VI, no. 2. on p. 94.
31 . See Donin, p. 155.

the double-nave, one better suited to their vocation 
within the tradition of female monasticism.

It is important to recognize the considerable 
differences underlying the mission and purpose of 
religious men and women, and hence the types of 
spaces appropriate for each group. The friars were 
involved in public ministry and conducting wor-
ship. For practical and spiritual reasons, they could 
operate well in a two-vessel scheme in which each 
nave retained its own functional integrity. That is, 
one vessel serving to house the high altar and the 
friars’ choir, and the other to accommodate the 
faithful attending the friars’ sermons, and occa-
sionally their masses as well (fig. 1). Such specific 
functions for each of the naves in the Parisian and 
Toulousain houses of the Dominicans are clearly 
indicated not only in pre-Revolutionary era city 
plans, but also in a 1263 treatise by friar William 

~ �Fig. 8. Savonarola preaching inside Florence Cathedral, 
with the lay congregation of women and men separated 
from each other by a low barrier. WOODCUT IN COMPENDIO DI 

REVELATIONE, FLORENCE, 1496

~ �Fig. 9. Judenburg (Austria). Church of the Franciscan 
Nuns, begun circa 1250. Detail of a general view of the 
city showing the church's south side (nave and apse). 
COPPER ENGRAVING BY F. L. SCHMITNER IN P. HERZOG'S 

COSMOGRAPHIA AUSTRIACO-FRANCISCANA, COLOGNE, 1740
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Pelhisson identifying one vessel as the “ecclesia 
fratrum” and the other as the “ecclesia laicorum.”32

If a double-nave plan was chosen for a 
nunnery church, then, in order for it to function 
properly in this capacity, it required a design that 
addressed a very different and specific set of pur-
poses. The best plan was the one corresponding 
to the two early twelfth-century Oslo churches 
(figs. 5, 6, and 7), the first-known examples where 
a narrow apse straddles two naves (type no. 5).33 

It is precisely this relationship of parts that 
marks the originality of the two Norwegian monu-
ments and, as such, provides a precedent and model 
for the formal and spatial disposition employed in 
the Austrian churches. This arrangement, regard-
less of whether the apse is squared (as in Saint 
Clement’s) or rounded (as in Saint Edmund’s), 
responds to the nuns’ liturgical and monastic cus-
toms. It effectively separates activity and personnel 
in the apse from proceedings in the naves and per-
sons gathered within. The handling of the archi-
tecture in these churches is, therefore, unlike other 
types of two-aisled structures, which likewise have 
centrally placed apses, but whose breadth extends 
to encompass nearly all the combined width of the 
two vessels (as in Soest). This formula results in a 
spatial flow that is porous and fluid, whereas in the 
Norwegian and Austrian churches, the apse, being 
narrow, stands apart from the rest of the structure, 
rather than melding with it. This is a particularly 
effective strategy to ensure that male clergy, who 
came to provide the cura animarum to the nuns, 
had minimal contact with them.

There can be no doubt that the two early 
twelfth-century churches situated in the northern 

32 . For further details on Pelhisson and pertinent references, see Sundt, p. 187, no. 7. 
33 . Except for the squareness of its terminal member, Saint Clement’s is closest to the Austrian nunnery churches with respect to the internal disposition 
of the central row of supports; in this building, the eastern-most member, in contrast to Saint Edmund’s, does not crowd up to the opening of the apse. 
The ruins of Saint Edmund’s, at Hovedøya, are more fully preserved and thus the exposed stonework conveys a fairly good sense of Saint Clement’s 
original appearance. One of the main differences between Saint Edmund’s apse and that of Saint Clement’s is the rounded shape of the former. The curve 
of this apse is visible as a low foundation in the middle ground and a little beyond in figure 7, which shows the general west to east layout of Hovedøya.

margins of Europe (i.e., in Oslo) possessed char-
acteristics suitable to the female conduct of the 
monastic life as demanded by the Church and in 
conformity with lay-religious norms. Given such 
circumstances and conditions, it is not difficult to 
understand why not even the Dominican nuns at 
Imbach adopted the double-nave version of their 
male counterparts in Toulouse or Paris. Impeding 
the nuns’ acceptance of the friars’ model as real-
ized in Paris and Toulouse (notwithstanding the 
separate naves for men and women), was the fact 
that in many instances, nuns were called to share 
their church with the local laity while simultane-
ously guarding the sanctity of their cloistered 
life. Within the tradition of double-nave con-
struction, these weighty demands suggested the 
adoption of a church type for which the only 

~ �Fig. 10. Dürnstein (Austria). Church of the Franciscan 
Nuns, begun 1269. Bird's-eye view of the ruined double-
nave structure, with small polygonal apse visible at the 
eastern end (on the left). PHOTO: RICHARD A. SUNDT
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precedent in Christendom was the formula used 
in Oslo around the 1100s. It is hard to imagine, 
however, that Saint Clement’s or Saint Edmund’s 
would have been known as precedents ready to 
be emulated in some far-off land across Europe. 
Rather, the formula used in Judensburg, Imbach, 
and Dürnstein was probably developed in Austria 
itself, based on local understanding regarding the 
varied responsibilities that nuns were expected to 
shoulder while ensuring the principles and sanc-
tity of the cloistered life. What was required was 
nothing less than a building that enabled them to 
serve simultaneously and honourably two distinct 

34 . As early as 1277, the Dominican nuns at Imbach were granted papal approval to receive laity, but it was not until 1289 that a parish was established 
within the nunnery church itself. See Hanika, Günter, 1991, Imbach, 2nd ed., Sankt Pölten, Niederösterreichisches Pressehaus Druck- und Verlags-
gesmbH, p. 10. On the practice of having a small number of resident friars to preach and provide the sacraments in the larger convents, and reliance on 
the appointment of visiting clergy to provide care for the smaller houses, see Moorman, John, 1988, A history of the Franciscan Order: From its origins 
to the year 1517, Chicago, Franciscan Herald Press, 1988 (originally published in 1968), p. 412.
35 . Donin, p. 164-165 (the present elevated choir [Empore] is modern and limited to a single bay). On Empore in nuns’ churches, see Buchowiecki, p. 12.
36 . Donin, p. 166-167.

religious constituencies, the nuns themselves, and 
the local lay people.34 

This was negotiated, at least in Austria and 
many other German-speaking regions, in the 
following way, exemplified perfectly by Imbach 
(fig. 11). The nuns were allotted an elevated gallery 
at the western end of the church.35 This arrange-
ment can still be seen in this edifice, albeit in a 
reduced manner. Originally the nuns’ choir occu-
pied the last two double bays of the church, and 
it was made of timber. The support for the front 
horizontal beam of the choir still remains as a low 
half-column (about 2.5 metres) attached to the 
middle pier straddling the two vessels (fig. 12). A 
door, now blocked, on the north side of the ele-
vated choir (fig. 11, at the far left), allowed the 
nuns to enter and exit their choir gallery and then 
proceed down to the cloister without coming in 
contact with the laity below. At ground level on 
either side of the enormously tall and pencil-thin 
piers, the sexes were separated north–south, each 
group within its designated nave.

Since the nuns and the lay congregation had 
to be served by at least one priest, a short choir or 
Kurzchor of one bay and polygonal apse was suffi-
cient (figs. 2, 3 and 13). At Imbach it stands as a low 
and narrow structure appended to the eastern wall 
of the double-nave block.36 This is similar to the 
arrangement in the two Oslo churches, except that 
at Saint Clement’s the apse is square-ended and at 
Saint Edmund’s it is semi-circular. Unlike in men-
dicant churches, where the friars of the conven-
tual community normally numbered several dozen 

~ �Fig. 11. Imbach (Austria). Church of the Dominican Nuns. 
Top: Longitudinal cross-section of the nave and apse 
showing the elevated gallery serving as the nuns' choir 
in the last two double bays; the space at ground level is 
given over to the laity, and a short choir/apse to the east 
for one or two friar-priests. Bottom: Plan of the church 
at ground level showing women and men separated from 
each other by the central line of piers. RICHARD A. SUNDT                                               
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men,37 a long choir was required to accommodate 
them, regardless of the type of church they were 
using. In the women’s churches, considered above, 
a short choir sufficed. The explanation is simple: to 
care for the souls of the nuns and the parish laity,38 
technically speaking only one priest was needed, 
but in practice there may have been three to four; 
and perhaps, not all of them were in residence at 

37 . According to Moorman, p. 162, for the regions of Gascony and England, the largest Franciscan house had 73 friars and the smallest 15. The average 
number was 34 friars. 
38 . One reason for attaching a parish to a women’s church was to help the nuns make their convent ‘self-supporting.’ To assist this end, nuns were also 
encouraged to acquire property. See Moorman, p. 206-208.
39 . Donin, p. 178, and no. 4.
40 . See Berman, Constance Hoffman, 2018, The White Nuns: Cistercian abbeys for women in medieval France, Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania 
Press, Appendix 4, p. 246-247.

the same time. According to a document dated 
March 12, 1312, four priests were dispatched to 
serve at Dürnstein’s nunnery.39 This is not far off 
from the number of priests listed in Cistercian 
documents as ministering to the nuns of this order. 
Constance Hoffman Berman’s research, based on 
various and mostly thirteenth-century sources, 
reveals that when the data is averaged, the number 
of priests assigned to Cistercian women’s convents 
comes to 2.8.40 Whatever the exact number, a small 
choir or sanctuary was all that was needed for min-
istering to the nuns, as well as any laity attached to 
the convent as a parish. The German term for such 
a structure, Kurzchor, is most apropos.

~ �Fig. 12. Imbach (Austria). Church of the Dominican Nuns. 
A circa 2.5 metre half pier attached to the central pier is 
to support the hefty horizontal wooden beam forming the 
front of the nuns' gallery. PHOTO: RICHARD A. SUNDT

~ �Fig. 13. Imbach (Austria). Church of the Dominican Nuns. 
Exterior of the apse, composed of a well-lit square bay 
and terminated by a polygonal wall. PHOTO: RICHARD A. SUNDT
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Fortunately, the liturgical uses and divi-
sions characterizing the interior and exterior of 
Imbach can still be appreciated today despite some 
alterations.41 None of the essential features of this 
monument were exclusive to Dominican nuns. 
The same could once be seen in the churches of 
the Franciscan nuns at Judenburg and Dürnstein 
(figs.  9 and 10), including employment of the 
Kurzchor, one the most defining features of early 
nunnery architecture. At Dürnstein, the choir 
still exists and is the best-preserved part of this 
otherwise very damaged church.

Many parish churches in Austria reflect the 
main features of the Imbach model. The parish of 
Saint Nicholas at Taiskirchen (fig. 14), in upper 
Austria, is one of them. It was erected during the 
course of the last half of the fifteenth century.42 
As a late Gothic structure, the molding of ribs, 
arches, and the design of vaults conform to the 
style of the time. The quadripartite vaulting of the 
nuns’ church was discarded in favour of the pre-
vailing preference for patterned vaults through-
out the edifice and with columnar supports now 
direct ly connecting to arches and ribs, rather than 
by capitals—the traditional method of joining 
architectural members in the thirteenth and ear-
lier centuries. The Taiskirchen choir is essentially 
still a Kurzchor, but on the whole, more spacious 
and ample than Imbach’s. By virtue of its greater 
width and height, and the use of patterned vaults 
like those of the naves, Saint Nicholas’s east end 
achieves an integration of parts and a convincing 
sense of spatial unity with the western block.

41 . The nuns’ original timber choir has vanished, but it has been replaced by the present smaller one, which functions as an organ loft; however, some 
of the original supporting corbels on the walls and a low engaged pillar attached to the central pier do survive (see figure 12).
42 . Fuchsberger, Georg, 1979, Heimatbuch Taiskirchen, Ried im Kreis, Gemeindeamt Taiskirchen, p. 44-45.

The double-nave plan 
in Eastern Europe

Double-nave churches similar to Taiskirchen had 
begun to appear in various parts of Eastern Europe 
during the second half of the fourteenth century, 
but in fewer numbers than in Austria itself. As far 
east as Romania, a parish church dedicated to Saint 
Stephen was erected between 1347 and 1376 at Baia 
Mare. Of this tripled-column double-nave church, 

~ �Fig. 14. Taiskirchen (Austria). Parish church of Saint 
Nicholas, fifteenth century. View of the two naves looking 
east to the apse. PHOTO: RICHARD A. SUNDT
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only a southwestern tower survives.43 More richly 
populated with double-nave churches is the region 
of southern Bohemia, which lies directly north of 
the Austrian border, in an area that today forms a 
large part of the Czech Republic. Here one encoun-
ters a group of double-nave churches exhibiting 
many of the features of Baia Mare’s Saint Stephen, 
but dating to some twenty years later. At Třeboň, 
about 18 kilometres north of the Austrian frontier, 
the Augustinian canons sponsored the construc-
tion of a two-vessel church dedicated to Saint Giles 
(fig. 15). The edifice follows the Imbach format, but 
with an east end that, with its three rectangular 
bays and polygonal apse, can qualify as a Langchor 
in its own right; this was, of course, necessary in 
order to accommodate the convent’s large number 
of friars, normally twelve or more.44

Further north in Bohemia, at Soběslav, two 
double-nave churches were raised in this small 
town. The church of Saint Vitus, dating to the last 
quarter of the fourteenth century is in essence a 
smaller version of Třeboň, and like it, most of the 
vaulting is quadripartite.45 Soběslav’s other double-
nave, a parish church dedicated to Saints Peter and 
Paul, is radically different, largely due to a later 
medieval rebuilding that opened the opportunity 
to introduce the latest fashion in ceiling design.46 
This involved covering the two naves around 
1500 with cellular vaults (also known as diamond 
vaults), which had recently become very popular 

43 . Drăguţ, Vasile, 1979, Arta gotică în România, Bucharest, Editura Meridiane, p. 62, p. 64, and figure 70; Treiber, Gustav, 1971, “Frauenbach/Neustadt : 
Baia Mare-Nagybánya,” in Mittelalterlichen Kirchen in Siebenbürgen, Munich, Hilfskomitee der Siebenbürger Sachsen, p. 184-185.
44 . On Třeboň: Benešovská, p. 226-227; Kutal, Albert, Gothic art in Bohemia and Moravia, trans. Till Gottheiner, London, Hamlyn, p. 51-53, figure 9 
and plate 101. On numbers of canons or friars in monasteries or convents, see Moorman, p. 162.
45 . On Soběslav, St Vitus: Kutal, p. 52, plate 100; Bachmann, Erich, 1969, “Architektur bis zu den Hussitenkriegen,” in Karl M. Swoboda (ed.), Gotik in 
Böhmen, Munich, Prestel-Verlag, p. 404, plate 30.
46 . On Soběslav, parish church of Saints Peter and Paul: Fehr, Götz, 1969, “Architektur der Spätegotik,” in Karl M. Swoboda (ed.), Gotik in Böhmen, 
Munich, Prestel-Verlag, p. 411, plate 224.
47 . For a brief history of the development and spread of cellular vaulting, see Nussbaum, Norbert, and Sabine Lepsky, 1999, Das gotische Gewölbe : Eine 
Geschichte seiner Form und Konstruktion, Munich and Berlin, Deutscher Kunstverlag, p. 270-273, no. 980 and plate 293.

in Saxony, Bohemia and other parts of central and 
eastern Europe.47 Cellular vaults are striking, not 
so much for their complex geometry, as for their 
lack of visible ribs, which confers on the ceiling 
the appearance of paper folded in crisp and intri-
cate patterns. It is exactly this type of abstracted 
vaulting that was used in 1499 in the church of the 
Franciscan Observants at Bechyně (figs. 16 and 17), 

| �Fig. 15.  
Třeboň (Czech Republic). 
Church of the Augustinian 
Canons, begun in 1362. 
Ground plan of the church 
with an elongated choir 
[Langchor] to accommodate 
a large contingent of friars. 
RICHARD A. SUNDT, AFTER PRAGUE 

CASTLE ADMINISTRATION AND 

SWOBODA
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a town situated 16 kilometres west of Soběslav.48 Its 
ground plan does not conform to the Imbach type 
owing to the choir not being centred in relation 
to the western block but is an eastward extension 
of the north nave. This asymmetry was dictated 
by the topography, which necessitated accommo-
dating the building on a rocky outcropping over-
looking the lazy flowing Lužnice River (fig. 18), a 
feature that adds to the picturesque quality of the 
setting.

King Casimir III as patron of 
double-nave churches in Poland

The double-nave churches erected in Poland in 
the fourteenth century are particularly notable 
not only for the extraordinary commonality of 
their elevation and tri-radial rib vaulting but also 
for their patronage and their connection to courts 
of justice. These aspects are methodically and 
insightfully elucidated by Paul Crossley both in 
his 1985 book on fourteenth-century architecture 
in Lesser Poland and in his monographic article 
dedicated to Wiślica, the region’s largest and most 
exquisitely built double-nave church.

The eff lorescence of architectural activ-
ity in Poland in the fourteenth century is due 
largely to the interest and patronage of its king, 
Casimir III (1310–1370), who ruled from 1333 until 
his death in 1370. From his father Władysław I 
“Łokietek” (c.1260–1333), he inherited a revived 
Polish monarchy which he then steered to create a 
vibrant and prosperous state in southern Poland. 
As a result, ideas from neighbouring areas such 

48 . Chlíbec, Jan, 2009, “Some remarks on the aristocratic patronage of Franciscan Observants in Jagiellonian Bohemia,” in Zoë Opačić (ed.), Prague 
and Bohemia: Medieval art, architecture and cultural exchange in Central Europe, British Archaeological Association Conference Transactions, XXXII, 
p. 218-219, p. 225, and plate 9. The church was re-founded in 1490; the vaulting dates to c.500. Fehr, p. 336-337, p. 411, plate 226.
49 . Crossley, Paul, 1985, Gothic architecture in the reign of Kasimir the Great: Church architecture in Lesser Poland, 1320-1380, Cracow, Ministerstwo 
Kultury i Sztuki, Zarząd Muzeów i Ochrony Zabytków, p. 157-158, 203.

Silesia, Bohemia, Austria, and Prussia flowed into 
Casimir’s kingdom and in many ways enriched the 
region’s architectural patrimony.

Initially, most of Casimir’s constructions 
were military and defensive in nature, with numer-
ous castles erected in various strategic parts of the 
kingdom.49 The beginning of what would be his 
extensive patronage of religious architecture dates 
chiefly to 1350. This shift to the sacred was trig-
gered by the king’s implication in the manslaughter 
of Marcin Baryczka, a canon in Cracow’s cathedral 

~ �Fig. 16. Bechyně (Czech Republic). Church of the 
Observant Franciscan Friars, early XVIth century. Interior 
looking east. PHOTO: F. R. HORLBECK
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in 1349.50 To show his contrition and remove the 
excommunication that had been placed on him, 
Casimir promised to build a series of churches, 
and among these five have double-nave plans.51 
Wiślica, founded in 1350 and probably completed 
before 1370,52 is the largest and most important of 
the set (fig. 19); the others are smaller and include 

50 . Idem, p. 158 and p. 186.
51 . Idem, p. 204-206, Table 7 on p. 205.
52 . Idem, p. 188-193; Crossley, Paul, 1987, “Kasimir the Great at Wiślica,” in N. Stratford (ed.), Romanesque and Gothic: Essays for George Zarnecki, 
2 vols., Woodbridge, Suffolk, The Boydell Press, vol. I, p. 39-48, and vol. II, 11 plates.
53 . Crossley, Gothic architecture, p. 184-187 and p. 198.
54 . Idem, p. 234-236 and no. 691.

Stopnica, Niepołomice, Szydłów, and Kargów, 
all dating to the third quarter of the fourteenth 
century.53 Each of these royal double-nave edi-
fices resemble in various ways the churches men-
tioned above in Bohemia, such as Třeboň (fig. 15).
It is difficult to accept the idea posited by some 
that these and other Bohemian places of worship 
inspired Casimir’s churches54 since the Polish 
examples are closely contemporary with the earli-
est ones in Bohemia and other regions. A more 

~ �Fig. 17. Bechyně (Czech Republic). Church of the 
Observant Franciscan Friars. Cellular vault over one of 
the naves. PHOTO: F. R. HORLBECK.

~ �Fig. 18. Bechyně (Czech Republic). Church of the 
Observant Franciscan Friars. Overall exterior view of the 
church and site. PHOTO: F. R. HORLBECK.
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likely assumption would be that at least the distant 
source of these edifices were the Austrian nunnery 
churches.

As Crossley pertinently observed, among the 
Polish double-nave churches. there is a remark-
able unity of style and form; this would indeed 
strongly suggest that they all were constructed by 
royal masons.55 In plan and spatial terms, what sets 
Wiślica apart from the other double-naves is its 
considerably larger size, with a western block of 
four paired bays and three central pillars (figs. 19 

55 . Idem, p. 198-204.

and 20), in contrast to the other churches which 
have two double bays and two central piers. Also 
larger is Wiślica’s choir. It is comprised of three 
rectangular bays (figs. 19, 21 and 22) instead of just 
two as in Casimir’s other churches. The longer choir 
at Wiślica is truly a Langchor and its greater length 
was justified by the fact that the king founded a 
college of canons, and this required a long space 
to accommodate the religious community on each 
side of the choir stalls. Typically, a collegiate insti-
tution would have a dozen or more canons; the 

~ �Fig. 20. Wiślica, (Poland). Collegiate church of Saint 
Mary. Piers and vaulting. PHOTO: RICHARD A. SUNDT

} Fig. 19. 
Wiślica (Poland).  

Collegiate church of 
Saint Mary, begun in 

1350. Ground plan.  
IMAGE: AFTER SZYSZKO-

BOHUSZ, 1912.
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situation would not have been any different than 
with the mendicants, who also required Langchöre 
for their friars. Since Casimir’s other foundations 
were parishes, they were well served by shorter 
eastern terminations. For Niepołomice, there is 
documentation attesting to just how few were the 
clergymen assigned to handle parochial duties (see 
fig. 23, whose plan is similar to Niepołomice’s); an 
act issued by Bishop Bodzanta on May 21, 1350,56 
states that at the urging of the king, Niepołomice 

56 . Idem, p. 178.

should be provided with a priest and a clerk to care 
for the local laity.

One of the most striking features of 
Casimirian ecclesiastical architecture is the treat-
ment of rib vaulting (fig. 20). The figured or pat-
terned vaults that would become one of the most 
characteristic features of the Late Gothic style was 
embraced by the royal architects for all the two-
vesseled churches erected at the king’s command. 
The most notable departure from the Imbach 
scheme was the decision of Casimir’s master 

~ �Fig. 21. Wiślica, (Poland). Collegiate church of Saint 
Mary. Choir interior showing the polygonal apse and the 
choir's first rectangular bay. PHOTO: RICHARD A. SUN

~ �Fig. 22. Wiślica, (Poland). Collegiate church of Saint 
Mary. Exterior of choir and nave. PHOTO: RICHARD A. SUNDT
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masons to reject the rigid geometry of its quad-
ripartite vaults (figs. 2 and 3) in favour of using 
tri-radial ribbing (figs. 19 and 20). This resulted 
in a cohesive configuration of ribs and curved 
web planes for the ceiling. Triradial vaults would 
have been known to royal masons through vari-
ous sources. Most directly and close at hand 
would have been the triradial vault crowing the 
square-ended presbytery of Cracow’s cathedral.57 

57 . Idem, p. 18: Cracow cathedral was constructed between 1320 and 1364, and according to Crossley, it was “the centre of a permanent lodge of masons” 
and as such “it exercised a continuous influence on most major enterprises in Lesser Poland during the Reign of Kasimir the Great.” One of the elements 
that would later be characteristic of the royal double-nave churches was the early use of tri-radial rib vaulting in the cathedral’s square-ended Lady 
chapel and at the head of the presbytery precinct (see p. 84-85 and plate 17).

Crossley, however, believes that the tri-radials in 
the Polish double-nave churches are more likely 
derived from the double-nave halls of the Teutonic 
Knights in Prussia and Pomerania built in these 
regions during the course of the second quarter of 
the fourteenth century. But whatever the source, 
it is clear that diagonal members of the tri-radials 
served visually to pull the corner and sides of the 
rectangular western block inward to the central 

~ �Fig. 24. Stopnica (Poland). Parish church. Vaults of the  
two naves with tri-radial rib vaulting. PHOTO: RICHARD A. SUNDT

~ �Fig. 23. Stopnica (Poland). Plan of parish church.  
AFTER ŻUKOWSKI
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longitudinal axis and connect these ribs to the 
piers themselves. This can be seen best at Stopnica 
(figs. 23 and 24). In a two double-bay church like 
Stopnica the geometry of the tri-radial results in 
the formation of two overlapping star vaults, but 
at Wiślica, owing to its more expansive design and 
three columns (figs. 19, 20, and 25), the result is 
a configuration of three intertwined star vaults 
with the centre star figure composed of sixteen 
ribs and the two on the sides having ten ribs each. 

58 . Crossley, “Wiślica,” p. 46.
59 . Idem, p. 44.

The middle star draws attention by virtue of its 
centrality, sixteen ribs, and a supporting pier with 
a complementary set of sixteen faceted sides. The 
other two piers, to the east and west, are faceted 
as well, but have only twelve sides, equal to the 
number of ribs that spring from them.

Within a double-nave design, the central line 
of piers can hardly be ignored, but in cases such 
as Imbach, the supports are so thin and the over-
all height of the nave so high, that the piers lose 
their corporeality, and hence some of their prom-
inence. But in Casimir’s churches and in Wiślica 
most particularly, this is not the case. The elabora-
tion of the ceiling and surfaces of the piers serves 
to draw attention to the piers. That these vertical 
architectural members should enjoy such presence 
in the overall design in the king’s churches raises 
the question as to why. If converting broad spaces 
in a single span was no longer as problematic in the 
fourteenth century as it may have been in Norway 
in the early 1100s, what was the reason for erecting 
churches with centrally placed piers along a longi-
tudinal axis, particularly when this was not the 
conventional way of organizing sacred space? Was 
it driven by cultural factors? Crossley proposes 
that such was the case for Casimir’s “axial pillar” 
churches. This view hinges on a long-standing 
medieval custom of using columns to mark places 
where justice was dispensed, thus becoming sym-
bols of law and justice.58 In a general way, it can 
be said that all of Casimir’s double-nave churches 
were emblematic of his kingship and royal justice. 
But three of these, Wiślica, Stopnica, and Szydłów, 
were more directly tied to royal justice by serving 
as seats of courts in charge of administering the 
kingdom’s laws.59 Roczki, courts of “first instance,” 
were held in all three of these locations. Wiślica, in 
addition, was also the centre of the wiece courts, 

~ �Fig. 25. Wiślica, (Poland). Collegiate church of Saint 
Mary. Interior looking eastward, showing faceted piers 
and tri-radial rib vaulting. PHOTO: RICHARD A. SUNDT
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which considered appeals and were overseen by 
some of the realm’s highest-ranking officials. In the 
case of Stopnica and Szydłów, the church buildings 
themselves were probably the site of court proceed-
ings. The situation with Wiślica appears to be more 
certain. Court sessions may have been conducted 
within the church and judgments rendered at the 
northern portal. Internally this entrance (now 
blocked) corresponded closely to the building’s 
central and most elaborate pier. Perfect alignment 
between door and pier was hindered by the wall 
buttress outside, which stands in line with the load 
it is meant to absorb. Whether the greater elabora-
tion of the central pier was motivated by the design 
and aesthetic of the ceiling alone, or whether there 
was also an intention to stress the special nature 
of the space occupied by the column and portal is 
a matter of speculation, but we should not readily 
disregard this possibility.

Conclusions

This survey focused on a church type which first 
developed in the early 1100s in Norway, on the 
periphery of Europe, and became two centuries 
later the basis of many churches of similar plan 
in the heart of central Europe. It is unlikely that  
 

the Norwegian churches were known outside the 
margin; more likely the double-nave and choir 
concept were re-invented in central Europe. 
Nevertheless, it is important to admit the possi-
bility that new architectural forms can be gener-
ated in the margins, instead of the latter always 
being at the receiving end. This same survey of 
double-nave churches brings to light an important 
technological advancement exemplified by these 
types of edifices. As Eide speculated, the motiva-
tion for installing a central line of piers at Saint 
Clement’s and Saint Edmund’s was structur al: 
Were the builders unsure of whether or not they 
could vault a space 10 metres wide (measured 
internally)? If they had a doubt, introducing piers 
along the centre solved a fundamental engineer-
ing problem. On the other hand, in the Polish 
double-naves, especially at Wiślica, the question 
of statics played a minor part. Two and a half cen-
turies later, piers were still structural, but in that 
era, master masons at least knew how to span the 
wider space of Wiślica (about 14 metres) without 
having to place central supports. Royal use of the 
double nave and its signature element, the central 
row of piers, appears to have been driven primarily 
by the desire to create an architectural type whose 
forms reflected social and political considerations 
rather than structural concerns.
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