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The Tate Modern multi-faith room: Where sacred space and art space
converge and merge

The Multi-faith Spaces project has visited over 600 multi-faith spaces in the past six years.
Designed to accommodate religious diversity through the provision of multi-faith spaces, the
project considers not just the architecture of these spaces but also their political aspect and their
ability to encourage real social and religious encounters. Andrew Crompton finds that the
multi-faith room in the new Tate Modern building is a typical example of a multi-faith space in a
unique environment.

-

The Tate Modern multi-faith room

The Tate Modern extension which opened in June 2016 includes a secret room. Designed by
Swiss architects Herzog & de Meuron it is in the corner of a Level 8 gallery behind a frameless
door on which is written: MULTI-FAITH AND CONTEMPLATION ROOM.

Is it art or is it what it says it is? Would you embarrass yourself by trying to open it? Perhaps it is
like those glasses that were mistaken for an exhibit in San Francisco. What proves it is real are
the green man signs and the chunky door closer. Be bold, it is worth it. You will discover that the
galleries are nothing more than a stage set of white walls behind which is a backstage world of
services, stairs, stores, and round a corner — a prayer room.
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A sign asks you to take your shoes off. The priests and priestesses telling you to do this are
named as: The Human Resources Consultant and BAME Chair; the Senior Visitor Experiences
Manager and BAME Chair; and the Diversity manager. Don’t let this troika put you off, they are

there in name only. The Tate can be as busy as a railway station but here, quite suddenly, and a
little uncannily, you can be alone.

All images: Copyright, Andrew Crompton
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Like many other Multifaith spaces it tries to be universal by being minimal. It is a white box with a
suspended ceiling and a carpet. There are no windows, the only furniture is an |kea drawer unit
which will be empty if the prayer mat has been left out. Perfect emptiness is an unreachable ideal,
one is conscious of a smoke alarm, a fire extinguisher, and escape signs. Even in spaces of
contemplation Health and Safety is the ring to rule them all. The room is tight, only 2000 by 3600
mm in plan. A tall person could not lie down sideways. Fortunately an arrow on the ceiling shows
that Mecca is at an angle.

Comedy is close at hand in places like this, as it is with a lot of modern art. In that respect this
sacred space perfectly matches its environment. What is amazing about multifaith spaces is that
through them art of our own time is entering the sacred precinct. But this is not painting, sculpture
and music that is crossing over, instead it is dematerialised installations, found

objects and interactive spaces.

Because they are arranged to not cause offence by being deliberately unspecific they can be very
bland (a description of the architecture of multifaith spaces can be found here). Most architects
strive to be interesting, that does not work with multifaith. Because of this few are designed by
architects, mostly they are made by managers and chaplains by converting out of the way spaces.
The drive to be acceptable leads to uber-bland blank rooms. The interesting thing is that it is
impossible, architecturally speaking, to say nothing. Perfect silence is impossible. If architecture is
frozen music this is the architectural equivalent of ambient noise, more like John Cage than
Mozart.

Even so they are valued and used, mostly but not exclusively by Muslims. Many have the aura of
prayer. You can read them like a tracker looking for signs of game. In the absence of explicit
markers of faith you must turn detective and look how the furniture has been left, at litter and wear,
graffiti and other signs to see what has been going on.
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The Multi-Faith Spaces project website

While we live in a multi-religious and multi-ethnic world, it is not always clear how different groups
are to co-exist in physical spaces. An interesting example is the attempt to accommodate relininus
diversity through the provision of multi-faith spaces. These first emerged as single-functi . ms
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in airports, universities, hospitals, shopping malls and even football stadia. More recently, this ideal
has been extended to buildings where different religious traditions have their own sacred space,
alongside secular facilities. All this has happened without any multifaith body overseeing the
process.

| have visited about 300 multifaith spaces in the last six years as part of the project I'm conducting
and estimate that there are about 2000 in the UK. To date, we have amassed over 14,000
photographs, and we have undertaken nearly 200 interviews. Our project considers whether these
spaces might encourage real social and religious encounters or merely ‘house difference’. Our
research emphasises the relationship between the spatial and the social, and more specifically,
assesses how the materiality and architecture of multi-faith spaces meshes with the practices of
the varied users of these spaces.

The creation of multi-faith spaces also has a political aspect, with the Department for Communities
and Local Government acknowledging the importance of ‘shared spaces for interaction’ and
emphasising the role of faith in defining communities and influencing community relations. This
highlights the importance of understanding what goes on in multi-faith spaces, and how they both
reflect and are implicated within wider social and political dynamics around them.

Our research to date suggests that multifaith spaces may not encourage interactions between
different members of the laity, but they do allow for the clergy of different faiths to understand each
other and it is here where the results will be seen.

The Tate example is the first multi-faith space | have seen in an art environment. Since Art
Galleries offer a sort of quasi-sacred experience the idea of embedding another sort of sacred
space inside them is rather striking, however, much the same can be said about football grounds
and shopping-centres and many of those already have multifaith spaces. The history of multifaith
is interesting, and for another post, but one of its forerunners is the non-denominational Rothko
Chapel in Houston. Rothko is such an extreme artist that you might wonder what could follow him.
As of this summer you will not have to go far to find the answer: it is behind that door on Level 8.

About the author

Andrew Crompton is currently Head of Liverpool School of Architecture
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