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Designing for authenticity: the rise of ‘Bathic’ church architecture
and its impact on Balinese identity and tourism
Keith Kay Hin Tan and Camelia Kusumo

School of Architecture, Building and Design, Faculty of Innovation and Technology, Taylor’s University, Subang Jaya,
Malaysia

ABSTRACT
Whereas the architecture of churches throughout most of Southeast Asia is
typified by colonial or neocolonial typologies, the design of Catholic
churches in Bali, especially since the 1970s, has been undergoing a
profound localization. The brainchild of Indonesian architects, these
churches combine the use of traditional and modern techniques with
the labour of craftsmen who have for generations worked on the Hindu
temples most tourists perceive as authentically Balinese. Using
benchmarks of analysis which combine traditional Balinese belief
systems with internationally-recognized measurements pertaining to
architectural authenticity, this qualitative study explains the rise of
‘Bathic’ architecture as a new, authentically Balinese architectural
language which even more than temple design, exists nowhere outside
the shores of Bali. It shows how rarity, as a by-product of modernity, can
sometimes render ‘authenticity’ on new creations to the same level as
the old. It suggests a positive long-term impact for Bali’s heritage
tourism industry, given demographic changes and a long-term trend
towards religious pluralism. It explains how, in the case of the island’s
‘Bathic’ churches, outside influence has managed to create new, yet
authentically Balinese buildings, which due to their touristic potential
energy, are on the cusp of entering the tourist gaze.
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Introduction

As an international tourist destination, Bali has long been considered one of the most successful and
exotic visitor locations in Southeast Asia. Tourism interest in Bali can be traced back to the era before
the Second World War, when wealthy Dutch travellers in particular ‘discovered’ the island and
began to market it as a paradise of exotic and beautiful landscapes, people and traditions (Vickers,
2012). The marketing of Bali as different, exotic and other-worldly has contributed much to the pres-
ervation of its unique cultural identity, as the last major outpost of the Hindu Majapahit Empire
which ruled much of what is nowWestern Indonesia and parts of the Malay peninsula from the four-
teenth-fifteenth centuries (Dumarcay & Smithies, 1998).

The preservation of the island’s Hindu majority, first in the face of colonial Dutch Calvinism
spearheaded by the Vereenidge Oostindiche Compagnie (VOC) or ‘United East India Company’
beginning in the seventeenth century and later as a Hindu province of the world’s largest Mus-
lim-majority country owes much to the perceived attractiveness of Balinese traditions, art and archi-
tecture. Due to its deep roots in the region, Balinese art was in fact chosen by the first president of
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independent Indonesia, Sukarno, as representing the ‘parent-art’ of the country as a whole, thus
cementing the importance of Balinese culture to all of Indonesia (Vickers, 2012).

Despite the centrality of Balinese traditions to Indonesia, the landscape designer Made Wijaya
nevertheless wrote in 2003 that ‘Bali is addicted to change,’ going on to describe how the twentieth
century in particular had produced a series of architectural hybrids that threatened the ‘world’s most
gorgeous tropical architectural culture’ with a ‘push for modernity… stormed by the latest trends
from overseas’ (p. 201). He criticized both ‘early modern hybrids’ and ‘late modern hybrids’ of archi-
tecture which had been mostly created by foreign architects whose projects on the island mirrored its
growing tourism popularity. Wijaya concluded that Bali had become perhaps the messiest, albeit
most fascinating of the world’s more famous tourist islands, but questioned if it was in the long-
term ‘fighting a losing battle against globalization’ (p. 210).

Whereas what is known as the ‘Balinese style’ internationally actually owes its genesis to Austra-
lian architects who began to mimic Balinese typologies in the 1970s (Scriver & Srivastava, 2019), the
ability of Balinese design to transcend the religious divide has in fact given birth to a lesser-known yet
deeper movement of architecture that is well-rooted in Bali and is of purely domestic origin. This
movement is the architecture of Balinese Catholic churches, what this research will identify as
‘Bathic’ design, which exists only on the island.

The link between architecture and authenticity has been made by many scholars (Byrne, 2009;
Gozzoli, 2016; Larsen, 1995). The establishment of protocols to formalize these links have also
been made, such as those by the International Centre for the Study of the Preservation and Restor-
ation of Cultural Property (ICCROM) highlighted by Gozzoli (2016) which linked authenticity to
architectural conservation under four headings, namely authenticity of materials, authenticity of
execution, authenticity of conception and authenticity of the environment, which this research
will use to frame its methodology.

Whereas Chang and Imran (2019, p. 5) premised that ‘the comparatively neglected body of scho-
larship on modern architecture in Southeast Asia encompasses both the uncritical narration of
stereotypes, and more sophisticated studies into the imbrication of colonialism and nationalism,’
this article explores the origins and development of an especially under-studied yet emerging Bali-
nese-Catholic vernacular, which represents one of the few truly indigenous architectural movements
in Southeast Asia dealing with churches. By explaining the impact on Balinese identity, heritage and
tourism of this localization of an ‘imported’ religion, this study shows how the evolution of Bali’s
tangible heritage away from being uniformly Hindu need not endanger the rich cultural traditions
that have made the island Indonesia’s most celebrated tourist destination.

Instead of Wijaya’s worry that Bali is losing a battle against globalization, this research shows how
Indonesian architects who are keen to celebrate Bali’s unique culture have created a modern design
hybrid that has managed to articulate and recall the islanders’ social practices and then transmit it in
a tangible form that nevertheless addresses the needs of a religion with no roots on the island prior to
the twentieth century. This is important given the identification by Lowenthal (2011) of authenticity
as a major aspect of culture that appeals to visitors and the premise that ‘the idea of architecture as a
cultural expression is still dominant’ (Baydar, 2004, p. 20). By highlighting a rare example of a mod-
ern architectural typology succeeding in what Fentress and Wickham (1992) described as the trans-
mission of memory, this research shows how authenticity can be maintained because, rather than in
spite of, the influences of globalization brought about by the mixing of cultures, peoples and religions
in a historically homogenous society.

Problem statement and social background of the study

Whereas Balinese temple architecture has become the iconic cultural image of Bali (Hobart, 2015),
the growth of minority religions on the island in the last few decades is having an increasing impact
on Bali’s tangible as well as intangible identity (Yamashita, 2015). This is especially true in and
around the provincial capital of Denpasar, where statistics indicate that over one-third of the
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population is now non-Hindu, with Muslims making up at least a quarter of all residents (Couteau,
2015). This is part of a slow trend towards multi-culturalism driven by domestic immigration from
other parts of Indonesia which will have an important, long-term impact on the tourist trade of the
island.

Although Hinduism remains Bali’s predominant ideology, the impact of minority communities’
continuing growth cannot be ignored, especially from a socio-cultural, political and touristic view-
point. As the largest elements of tangible identity, architecture especially is of primary importance,
because the presence of culturally significant buildings often act as markers of place, and can form
the longest-lasting visual memory for visitors to a destination long after their travels (Tan & Choy,
2019). In addition, major cultural sites are often subject to political engagement and contestation
even as they play a significant role as tourist attractions (King, 2016; Winter, 2007).

Whereas writers such as Saputra and Rochis (2014, p. 57) argued that ‘applying the characteristic
architectural style of the Middle East mosque is considered ideal to represent identity [of Muslims in
Bali],’ the architecture of churches in general and Catholic churches in particular has been very
receptive to the idea of critical regionalism and Balinese identity. This has been greatly aided by
the Catholic Church’s direction, since the Vatican II reforms of 1965, to encourage church buildings
to assimilate into the diverse communities where they are built worldwide (Putra et al., 2017). In
addition, Bali was one of the few areas of Indonesia to greatly restrict entry to Christian missionaries
during the colonial period, an effective ban which lasted until the mid-1930s (Aritonang & Steen-
brink, 2008). Rather than the Euro-centric, colonial or neo-colonial designs that predominate in
churches throughout the rest of Southeast Asia therefore, the architecture of Bali’s churches instead
reflects the wealth of the island’s own authentic architectural traditions, re-packaged to serve a new
religion.

Rather than the colonial / post-colonial or nationalist themes of developing-country architecture
which Pieris (2019) argued would disadvantage previously advantaged minorities, or, conversely,
embed the need for foreign expertise in former colonial territories even in the case of derivative,
hybrid or innovative buildings, this research instead highlights a locally-generated hybrid language
of architecture that breaks the ‘post-colonial routes’ of ‘Eurocentric modernism’ that Pieris (2019, p.
142) identified as one of the most acute stumbling blocks in the developmental hierarchies of former
colonial states, including the politically-dominated social agendas that often replaced unsustainable
colonial development models with equally unsustainable nationalist replacements.

Methodology

This research utilizes a qualitative methodology, focusing on case-studies of five post-colonial Catho-
lic churches in Bali together with semi-structured interviews of three architects (Balinese as well as
non-Balinese Indonesians) who have designed buildings on the island. It analyses the churches
against the concepts of Tri Hita Karana, the latter chosen because it is a set of Balinese traditions
linking God, human beings and the natural environment identified by UNESCO as the undisputed
heritage and cultural exemplar of the island (Miura & Sarjana, 2016). Tri Hita Karana further
addresses the same four headings of materials, execution, conception and environment identified
as vital to architectural authenticity by ICCROM that were highlighted by Gozzoli in 2016.

The data-collection methods focused on studying the buildings in their context, to determine the
extent or otherwise of authenticity and/or hybridity of their designs in the Balinese setting, agreeing
with the premise of Groat and Wang (2002, p. 421) that ‘the essence of the case study… is its focus
on studying a setting… embedded in its real-life context… in relation to the complex dynamics with
which it intersects and from which the case itself is inseparable.’ The churches examined for this
study were all located in or around the urban core of greater Denpasar, namely Denpasar Cathedral;
Gereja Tritunggal Mahakudus, Tuka; Gereja Santo Yoseph, Denpasar; Gereja Santo Paulus, Kulibil
and Gereja Roh Kudus, Babakan (see map, Figure 1).
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These churcheswere chosen not only due to their identification by the authors as exemplars of Bathic
architecture. They were chosen also because they were all designed by local Indonesian architects who
also relied heavily on traditional Balinese craftsmen with no formal tertiary-level education practicing
generations-old techniques of stone andwood-carvingwhoseworkswere adapted to the needs of Catho-
lic churches without losing their identity as authentic, Balinese creations. This was also to respond to the
research gap highlighted by Chang and Imran (2019, p. 16) that ‘the agency of non-architects in shaping
both the production of architecture and its reproduction… is often neglected.’

The churches were visited in late-2018 and mid-2019 (see images, Figure 2) whilst interviews were
conducted in Bali and Malaysia in the second half of 2019. By mutual agreement, all interviews were
conducted in English. The formal architectural analysis of the case studies focused on the ICCROM
criteria for architectural authenticity by making the following links: orientation – authenticity of
conception, spatial arrangement – authenticity of environment, massing & architectural elements –
authenticity of execution and lastly, ornamentation & materials – authenticity of materials and pro-
cesses used. Data derived from these strategies was then compared to the Balinese philosophy of Tri
Hita Karana which influences the very same architectural criteria, whilst at the same time governing
the islanders’ traditional relationship with God, people and nature (Dwijendra, 2003) (See later Table
1). The associated interviews focused on perceptions of identity, heritage and authenticity within
Bali’s building industry, especially concerning the design of buildings which due to either their func-
tion or appearance have the touristic potential energy (Tan & Mura, 2019) to enter the ‘tourist gaze’
(Urry, 1990).

The relevance of Balinese cultural identity to church design

Bali’s popularity as a tourist destination has allowed its tangible heritage to influence the architecture
of other parts of Indonesia and its neighbours which have little or no historical connection with Hin-
duism. This is evidenced by ‘Balinese-themed’ hotels, resorts, restaurants and individual houses
appearing in parts of Java, Malaysia and even tropical Australia due to the perceived connection
of the ‘Balinese style’ with beauty, restfulness and spiritual contentment transcending specific reli-
gions (Scriver & Srivastava, 2019).

Figure 1. Location of churches in and around Denpasar (urban area shaded in grey), southern Bali.
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Because Balinese village life is still characterized by a strong sense of belonging, some scholars
have surmised that the built environment of the island is in fact a physical expression of the locals’
collective identity (Rieger-Jandl, 2013). The leading architectural historian Kenneth Frampton
indeed premised that critical regionalism in architecture is more properly defined by a culture’s
unique identity, manner of place-making and architectonic strategies (Frampton, 2007). Given

Figure 2. Visited churches (from left to right and top to bottom: Denpasar Cathedral; Gereja Tritunggal Mahakudus, Tuka; Gereja Santo
Yoseph, Denpasar; Gereja Santo Paulus, Kulibil and Gereja Roh Kudus, Babakan).
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that Balinese Hinduism is itself historically distinct from the Indian variety due to the former’s gen-
esis from a merger of Majapahit, Buddhist and Balinese-animist influences (Davidson, 2003), the
building process has been traditionally inter-twined with local Hindu rituals and cosmic principles,
resulting in physical, philosophical and spiritual manifestations which are uniquely Balinese (Wijaya,
2003).

More recently, Indonesia’s post-independence religious stance created a further significant cata-
lyst to ease the transferability of Hindu culture to Bali’s minority groups. In particular, the procla-
mation of the ideal of Pancasila as Indonesia’s guiding philosophy since 1945 moved the practice of
Balinese Hinduism closer to Islam and Christianity than in any other Hindu-majority society world-
wide, because of Pancasila’s emphasis on monotheism as a qualifying requirement to be one of Indo-
nesia’s ‘recognized religions’ (Aritonang & Steenbrink, 2008). This required Balinese Hinduism to
undergo drastic changes, including the reduction of caste-based privileges to qualify as constitution-
ally equal with Islam, Catholicism, Protestantism, Buddhism and Confucianism.

This, and the growth of Bali’s Catholic population mostly by natural increase and immigration
rather than from conversion has allowed the island’s small number of churches to grow and expand
in relative harmony with their Hindu neighbours. By merging Gothic architectural traditions such as
the provision of colonnaded arcades below triforium and clerestory arches with traditional Balinese
temple massing related to the concepts of nista, madya and utama (see later Figure 6), Bathic archi-
tecture is therefore a showcase not just of a new design language, but of cultural harmony up to and
approaching visual homogeneity which uniquely, transcends religious differences.

This, coupled with the comparative rarity of a handful of churches amongst the thousands of tem-
ples on the island as well as the ‘modern’ histories of even the oldest churches that in no way chal-
lenge the pre-eminence of Bali’s ancient temples has allowed Bathic churches to benefit from a level
of novelty and curiosity amongst locals and visitors alike that has helped their assimilation. Rather
than the ‘cultural trauma and contestation’ highlighted by Waterson and Kwok (2012, p. 26) or
worse still, the ‘traumatic cultural damage… established by deliberate efforts on the part of… . cul-
tural specialists such as priests, politicians, intellectuals’ warned of by Alexander (2004, p. 14), Bali’s
Bathic churches have thus far avoided causing a contestation of memory, identity or authenticity by
embracing ‘ke-Balian’ or ‘Balineseness’ as an integral part of their identity.

Well-received by worshippers as well as tourists informally approached for this study, the ability
of the churches to harmoniously co-exist with the local Hindu community was emphasized by some
who pointed out that the churches were designed to respect local culture, to blend in, rather than to
stand out. Non-Catholic visitors further explained that the non-evangelical stance of the Balinese
Catholic Church, both in terms of its architectural footprint and its activities allowed its churches
to be relatively uncontroversial on the island, despite the large scale of some more recent buildings,
often supported by wealthy non-Balinese benefactors. These informally gathered opinions from visi-
tors observed in and around the churches were a minor precursor to the main interviews conducted,
which focused on the opinions of three Indonesian architects, whose real names have been converted
here to pseudonyms.

Conversations with local architects

The importance of engaging with local professionals regarding Balinese identity and authenticity is
especially profound, given that although the majority of academic research about Balinese heritage
written in English is produced by foreigners, scholars with academic links to Indonesia such as Vick-
ers (2015) have argued that critical studies of tourism in Bali nevertheless require insightful local
scholarship to create global understanding. Winichakul (2003) further argued that the declining
hegemony of the modern nation-state calls for research about the localization of transnational
elements. To do this, he identified the importance of ‘home scholars’ as those who have an ontologi-
cal affiliation with a particular location, region or country when compared to outsiders engaged in
the study of ‘other peoples’ homes.’ This affiliation, he argued ‘allows for various subjective claims of
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… intimacy or knowledge of the place thought of as home’ to be integral to the discursive political
culture of the home society (Winichakul, 2003, pp. 3–29).

Suggesting that arguments such as these contribute to new spatial theories about periphery com-
munities or locations, Pieris (2019, p. 150) premised that beyond an argument about authenticity, the
engagement with ‘home scholars’ is ‘ … a commitment to situated identities… it identifies a group of
scholars who take intellectual responsibility for the discursive construction in which they collectively
participate.’ These arguments formed the basis of the approach to the semi-structured interviews
conducted.

Whereas writers such as Aritonang and Steenbrink explained how traditional Balinese design was
popular with the Balinese Catholic Church from the beginning of its presence on the island after the
Second World War, they also identified the second generation of Christian converts as being the
most involved in the creation of localized Christian art, with the two greatest concentrations of
such artisans in Indonesia located in Jogjakarta and southern Bali (Aritonang & Steenbrink,
2008). Two of the three interview participants were indeed descendants of Christian converts, and
therefore approached the topic from a personal as well as professional viewpoint.

The importance of local education

The first architect to be interviewed had previously designed more than one Catholic church in Bali,
and also held a professorship in architecture at a local university. Over seventy years old, Professor
Yati had therefore seen a great deal of evolution on the island during her lifetime. Interviewed at her
Denpasar home in June 2019, she began by stating that, whereas there was still a general feeling in
Bali that Christianity and church buildings in general were a Western imposition on the island, these
feelings were much weaker than during the period of post-independence nationalism in the 1950s
and 1960s.

Professor Yati explained how, as an architect, she felt that contemporary churches should there-
fore reflect the culture and environment of their host community rather than any lingering sense of
Western cultural superiority. When asked what she meant by ‘host community,’ she replied that ‘in
Bali… they should refer to the Balinese style… not Indonesian, because Indonesia is multi-ethnic
… to create a Balinese atmosphere.’ She went on to describe how locally-trained architects were more
sensitive to the intricacies of traditional Balinese design, and in her opinion were better equipped to
design Balinese churches compared to foreign-trained architects.

The importance of localized education was also emphasized by the second interviewee, Dr. Jas-
mine, a Javanese in her mid-40s who completed several projects in Bali during the early 2000s
but who now worked as a senior academic at a Malaysian university, where she was interviewed
in July 2019.

In Indonesia, from primary school onwards, even when we learn about history, it’s very focused on Indonesia
… the same with architectural education… it’s focused a lot on the richness of traditional architecture…we
have a small touch on Western architecture, but not much… instead we go deep into our own local architec-
tural heritage and principles.

The third (and youngest) interviewee, Putra, who was in his mid-30s and involved in designing a
restaurant in Bali was interviewed via email correspondence in October 2019. As a Malaysian-trained
Javanese architect residing in Jogjakarta, he was the only interviewee not to receive his formative
training in Indonesia and also the only non-Christian participant. His opinion was represented
thus: ‘Most of Indonesia is being bombarded by either too much Western or too much Middle-East-
ern influence. We are busy turning away from our own traditional culture, or otherwise fighting
those influences we see as a threat to national identity.’

He contrasted this with the situation in Bali, where he argued that

Balinese are accepting of other cultures while still practicing their own beliefs. They might adapt certain aspects,
but they seldom go beyond the surface in following other cultures… [therefore] they are not ‘conserving’ their
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own culture, rather, they are actively practicing their culture and belief systems; they are not being wiped out by
foreign influence. [unlike other parts of Indonesia]

A unique culture open to the outside

The view that Bali was welcoming not just to foreign culture but also foreign tourists and architects
was echoed by Dr. Jasmine: ‘Bali is quite an open island… very, very friendly, so they don’t mind
sharing their skills with non-Balinese… [foreigners] are welcome to live, stay and work in Bali.’
This statement agreed with earlier descriptions of Bali as a benteng terbuka or ‘open fortress’
where tourism is meant to exist hand-in-hand with a well-protected and living local culture
(MacRae, 2015). A respect for local culture was in fact emphasized by Dr. Jasmine, who explained
that when she worked in Bali, ‘we try and respect the traditional values of Balinese art and culture
… and because non-Balinese architects in Bali… adapt the Balinese architecture, their products
become quite unique.’

The idea of Balinese architecture as unique even within Indonesia has been echoed by others, such
as Vickers (2012), Wijaya (2003) and Scriver and Srivastava (2019). Where the island’s Catholic
churches are concerned, this is doubly so, since although writers have already identified the popu-
larity of the ‘Bali style’ in hotel and resort architecture in various parts of Southeast Asia, and
although Balinese temples can be found in small numbers in Balinese communities in Java and
even Europe (Vickers, 2012), according to Professor Yati, traditional Balinese churches cannot be
found anywhere outside Bali, stating: ‘for temples, yes; for churches, no.’

Authenticity in a culture open to change

One of the main draws to a heritage tourism destination is the presentation of a building, culture
or site as authentic (Salamone, 1997; Silver, 1993; Wang, 1999). Mainstream presentations of
authenticity in the twenty-first century are typically influenced by two major points of view.
The dominant viewpoint are the tenets of UNESCO which typically emphasize the conservation
of cultural traditions and preservation of physical structures in their ‘original’ form as a guarantor
of authenticity (Vickers, 2012). The secondary viewpoint, which nevertheless has a growing fol-
lowing in Asia in general and Bali in particular are the strategies supported by the International
Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), especially those mentioned in the Nara Document
on Authenticity (ICOMOS, 1994). These emphasize that continuous yet evolutionary use, includ-
ing occasional renovations of a site or building represent authenticity by connecting past histories
to present realities.

The idea that a historical site or building can be changed, renovated and adapted over time yet still
remain an authentic part of Balinese heritage is particularly important on the island, given the prac-
tical need to cope with the effect of frequent earthquakes as well as the traditional Balinese practice of
inter-generational temple renovations. As explained by Wijaya (2003, p. 170), ‘In Bali, newness is
next to holiness… re-consecration… re-carving of temple elements every generation or so is a
point of pride for a village’ (p. 170). The same is true of Balinese churches, as explained by Professor
Yati:

I was involved with the design from the beginning, but there have been many subsequent renovations… [it is]
always developing… the statues were all added later, because these are all very expensive… the churches are
basically a work-in-progress…when we have a new idea [and the necessary funds] we keep adding to it.

Whereas European precedents of places of worship which have undergone multiple renovations yet
retain their status as major cultural icons certainly exist (the example of Barcelona’s Sagrada Familia
being a famous cotemporary example), the idea of a newly-emergent architectural language that is
nevertheless unique, authentic and representative of an ancient culture is something more novel and
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therefore worthy of attention in both architectural and touristic discourse. ‘I call it… Ba-thic archi-
tecture’ said Professor Yati.

Ba-thic is Bali and Gothic… [in my churches] I tried to use traditional materials, close to materials used for
Balinese temples… traditional concepts as well… based on sunrise and sunset… for Balinese the Eastern
part is the holiest, the middle is medium and the West is less holy.

Her statement directly mirrored the principles of Tri Hita Karana that were later used as an impor-
tant benchmark of analysis.

The holistic absorption of Balinese culture and belief systems into contemporary non-Hindu archi-
tecture was also echoed by Dr. Jasmine, who stated that ‘[to build in Bali], the method, the principles,
the concepts are more important… how you produce the architecture, rather than copying and past-
ing a style or ornaments.’ This led to a discussion about the role of traditional craftsmen in Bali, who,
more than almost anywhere else in the world, retain a vital place in the building industry, ‘carving
stone by the cubic tonne with such verve, originality and intricacy’ (Wijaya, 2003, p. 170).

The role of traditional craftsmen

As the only research participant with an active project in Bali during 2020, Putra described the
importance of traditional craftsmen:

Local craftsmen will be a crucial factor for my next project… but context is paramount. Traditional architec-
ture depends very much on context, although most of the time it’s not translated in a scientific way… for
example, there is this ritual to cut bamboo under a full moon, because people believe it will then last longer
and ward off evil spirits… but in reality the sugar content inside bamboo cells is lowest during a full-moon,
making the bamboo less vulnerable to termites… it can be our [professionally-trained architects] task to
adapt local wisdom like this into the 21st century.

Putra went on to describe how vernacular architecture in Java stalled due to the relegation of tra-
ditional architecture for use mostly in domestic gazebos or for ceremonial purposes unconnected
with the realities of day-to-day life. By contrast, he opined that

Balinese architecture is still pretty much alive in Bali. The Balinese still perform their puja (ritual prayers)…
and have their own personal temple in their homes… their traditional architecture was carried to this century
because they practice their religion, belief and customs… these rituals maintain their craftsmen and give value
to their work, because they produce more than items, they produce something for their culture… I will also be
using Balinese traditional carving… they mostly still use non-powered tools, [which] takes more time but pro-
duces more in-depth images and shapes.

This echoed the thoughts of Dr. Jasmine, who described her own experience from the previous
decade:

we were very dependent [on local craftsmen]… [but] there’s a limited number of them, whereas projects in Bali
are quite many… the economic development is quite good since, I think… 2007, 2008 when tourism recovered
after the Bali bombings… now you don’t have enough craftsmen, so, often what architects do is to hire them
from Java, because they are also actually very good… but their methods of working are different… so they have
to learn from the Balinese.

All the interviewees agreed that the Balinese were willing to share their skills and traditions as
instructors, even to professional architects. As stated by Dr. Jasmine, ‘most Balinese craftsmen
learn from generation-to-generation, but there are also some technical schools, and there is some
formal effort to preserve this craft skill and culture… Balinese are quite particular about preserving
their culture.’ Professor Yati added that for her projects,

for the structure, we hired Javanese workers, but for detailed ornamentation, it must be Balinese… for the sta-
tues, I worked with artists, I took pictures from books… then I suggested that the angels be carved wearing
Balinese costumes… I sketched it out then asked the artist to provide details… the statues are mostly hand-
carved.
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The inseparable link to tourism

Since its opening to mass tourism in the 1970s, the importance of visitors to Bali’s economy has
grown exponentially. From providing around 20 percent of the island’s gross domestic product in
the early 1980s, tourism now accounts for over two-thirds of Bali’s economy, so much so that a
family’s wealth or poverty has now been linked to its access to jobs, businesses or projects connected
to tourism (Vickers, 2012).

The direct link between Bali’s tourism and building industries was not lost on the interviewees.
‘It’s all intertwined’ said Dr. Jasmine,

I’ve never seen the construction industry in Bali as separate from tourism, because this industry is dependent on
tourism… this is different from other places, which tend to focus on the needs of people for housing or offices
… there is no big housing developer in Bali… the driver is tourism.

‘The previous bishop hoped that Denpasar would become a place of pilgrimage that would educate
people about what it is to be Balinese, what is a Christian church in Balinese style’ said Professor Yati.

pilgrims come from other parts of Indonesia, because this is very different… but it hasn’t happened in a big way
yet… [also] some people come to the churches but they don’t pray, they just see the decorations… there is a
book called the ‘hundred most beautiful churches in Indonesia’ … four or five of them are from Bali.

As for Putra, he opined that ‘ … for non-Balinese Indonesians, Balinese culture is a gem, pretty much
alive and adapting well with modern society… it might not be ideal, with its rigid rules, but it’s alive
…with a strong visual identity.’

Overall, the participants described how a desire to reflect a Balinese identity affected all the
island’s building types. They also identified tourism as the industry whose influence was pervasive,
but in most instances also positive for the future development of Balinese architecture. For churches
in particular, these opinions should also be read in conjunction with the writings of Martana (2018)
who opined that there is a growing segment of international tourists searching for unique wedding
experiences who are starting to look to Balinese churches as unique venues that unite the sacred with
the exotic. All these point to the potential of Bathic design to remain true to both Western-Catholic
and Eastern-Hindu religious traditions that can therefore appeal to local Balinese and international
tourists alike.

Summary of interview findings

Whereas some writers have criticized the implementation of the 1974 Balinese building guidelines
which institutionalized the need to inject ‘Baliness’ into most types of new buildings on the island
as encouraging a skin-deep pastiche (Rieger-Jandl, 2013), the interview findings suggest that the
desire to reflect, preserve and enhance Balinese identity is truly alive within the island’s building
industry. The interviews also identified the connection between construction and tourism as helping
to sustain the important craft traditions of masonry and woodcarvers whose skills and profession-
alism are not only being passed down from one generation to the next, but are beginning to influence
other Indonesian craftsmen from Java and beyond.

The participants explained how the skills of Balinese craftsmen are being employed in both secular
and religious buildings, and that in the latter, no hurdles exist in the employment of Hindu artisans to
work on both temples and churches, resulting in the design elements of the former being absorbed,
sometimeswith very little variation, into the latter. It suggests that rather than any attempt to ‘preserve’
Balinese Catholic identity in order to retain its authenticity, the on-going experimentation with and
absorption of traditional Balinese Hindu architecture into Balinese church design is instead succeed-
ing to produce a confident and authentically Balinese style of church architecture, which this paper
calls ‘Bathic’ design, in recognition of Professor Yati’s combination of the words ‘Bali’ and ‘Gothic.’

This new addition to the lexicon of architectural Critical Regionalism is especially important
because, as stated by Crinson (2015, pp. 302–303), ‘regions are mutable realms… some disappear
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… change into some other entity.. even the sense they make is provisional,’ leading architecture to
take unexpected forms as the places in question transmute. The unexpected emergence of Bathic
architecture represents a critical, artistic and functional reaction to regionalism that is an important
example of a locally-driven response to capturing the spirit of Bali as a unique region of Indonesia,
stamping its local spiritual identity even on buildings representing a ‘universal’ Catholic Church.

Case studies: five ‘Bathic’ churches in Denpasar

Apart from the Sacred Heart Church in the village of Palasari in Western Bali which was designed by
two Hindu architects in partnership with a Dutch missionary and consecrated in 1958 (Aritonang &
Steenbrink, 2008), major Bathic churches are mostly located in southern Bali, in and around the
urban core of Denpasar. The oldest, Gereja Santo Yoseph, also holds the distinction as Bali’s first
Catholic church. Completed in 1947, it is also the only church in this study to be completed before
Indonesia’s independence in 1949. This major edifice was a catalyst for the construction of the other
churches, whose building and/or expansion covers the time period from the 1940s to the 2010s.

Architectural observations

Whereas commentary by previous writers suggested that, for example, the architecture of Denpasar
Cathedral combined a Balinese exterior with a Gothic interior during its 1990s construction (Putra
et al., 2017), the impact of that monumental building on the design of subsequent churches such as
the proposed development of a new church for the Tritunggal Mahakudus, Tuka suggests that the
cathedral was not a ‘regression’ to a more Euro-centric design, but rather a continuation of the ear-
lier, exploratory Balinese designs reflected in the four older churches, albeit at a larger scale.

As can be seen in a comparison of some of the details of the five churches (Figure 3), although
Denpasar Cathedral is, by gross covered area, one of the largest enclosed religious buildings on
the island, its detailing differs little from the older churches, except that it moves inside what the
smaller churches keep outside, which will also be the case for the new church at Tuka upon com-
pletion (Figure 4).

Whereas the exterior statuary of the older churches mimics more obviously the design of Balinese
Hindu temples from the island’s cultural heartland of Ubud north of Denpasar, the idea of housing
sacred art and statues in a holy sanctuary inside a place of worship can nevertheless trace its history
back to the earliest monuments of Southeast Asian Hinduism. These include the many pre-12th cen-
tury Javanese Hindu temples (candi) whose designs centre around a raised, stone altar housing a fully
enclosed statue of a deity (Dumarcay & Smithies, 1998). This shows that both ‘enclosed’ and ‘open’
churches can draw inspiration from the region’s indigenous traditions, lending further credence to
this study’s identification of the Balinese Tri Hita Karana as a logical and useful method of analyzing
the island’s churches.

Analyzing the buildings via Tri Hita Karana

Scholars such as Byczek (2015) as well as Campbell and Putra (2015) have identified Tri Hita Karana
as a philosophy that has allowed Balinese society to conserve its identity, culture and traditions whilst
still adapting to the forces of globalization, with Campbell & Putra further suggesting that the exten-
sive adoption of this philosophy can indeed contribute to the successful ‘branding’ of Bali as a sus-
tainable and unique society with its own benchmark for safeguarding the authenticity of its built
environment in the face of mass-tourism.

The philosophy of Tri Hita Karana is made tangible in Balinese architecture via two derivative
concepts. These are the Tri Mandala or ‘three territories’ as well as the Tri Angga or ‘three bodies.’
Tri Mandala governs the use of the land and its physical characteristics while the Tri Angga orders
the form of the building itself (Sulistyawati, 1985). Unlike many island cultures, Tri Hita Karana
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venerates the importance of land (and indeed, mountains), whilst considering the sea to be danger-
ous (Dwijendra, 2003). The orientation of Balinese buildings in general and religious buildings in
particular therefore identify the mountainous centre of the island as its most sacred domain, with
the sea-facing lowland its least desirable.

Figure 3. Details of relief carvings at the Balinese churches (from left to right and top to bottom: Denpasar Cathedral; Gereja Tritunggal
Mahakudus, Tuka; Gereja Santo Yoseph, Denpasar; Gereja Santo Paulus, Kulibil and Gereja Roh Kudus, Babakan).
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Because all the churches in the study are located in and around Denpasar, the North–South orien-
tation can thus be identified as the dominant axis, with East and West also important given the tra-
ditional Balinese preference for East (sunrise) over West (sunset). At the same time, the derivative
concept of Tri Mandala typically separates a site into three further territories, regardless of its shape.
These are the Nista, or outer courtyard,Madya or middle and the Utama, the most important sacred
realm (see Figure 5).

Although the Nista,Madya and Utama of a Balinese temple can superficially be compared to the
narthex, nave and choir of a Gothic or Romanesque cathedral, Tri Mandala is at its heart a site-based
philosophy rather than an ‘internalized’ way of dividing a building’s floor-plan. This has to be under-
stood in the context of reading a Balinese temple complex as a series of ordered shrines, drum-towers
(menara kul-kul) and covered community halls (wantilan) that together form a Pura. This is because
Hindu worship in Bali is very much a community spectacle, often involving puja (offerings, typically
of food) that are placed at the foot of shrines to various deities throughout the island, which can then
be seen by passers-by. The form of these individual shrines and pavilions within the temple com-
pound is then ordered by the derivative philosophy of Tri Angga (see Figure 6), where each primary
monument making up a Pura is typically composed of a clearly defined foot, body and head to com-
plete the representation of the lower (animal), middle (human) and upper (sacred) realms (David-
son, 1999).

Although a limited number of mostly Indonesian studies have previously shown connections
between landscape design in and around Balinese churches with the principles of Tri Mandala,
such as that of Wardani et al. (2015), there have been no concerted efforts to analyze the physical
structures of Balinese Catholic churches using the principles of Tri Hita Karana. The recent study
by Martana (2018) however points to an important point of departure that separates the design
of Balinese churches from Balinese temples, namely the former’s abandonment of the centuries-
old tradition of sacred and profane directions of worship.

Martana premised that due to the social ostracism of the first generation of Balinese Christian
converts by their Hindu families, some early churches were designed so that their congregations
would face south, with their back to the mountainous centre of the island, in direct contrast to

Figure 4. Proposed development of a new church for Tritunggal Mahakudus, Tuka (image captured by main author from poster on
site, 2019).
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the established pattern of Hindu worship on the island which venerates its interior and turns its back
to the sea. The further challenge of procuring suitable sites in the island’s mountainous interior for
church-building, as well as the greater number of Christians in and around the urbanized south of

Figure 6. A typical Balinese temple shrine, ordered via the derivative philosophy of Tri Angga.

Figure 5. A typical Balinese temple complex (Pura) layout, ordered via the derivative philosophy of Tri Mandala, with gates sep-
arating the 3 different realms.
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the island has exacerbated this trend of abandoning one of the major pillars of Tri Mandala. This can
be seen in the orientation of most of the five churches in this study (Figure 7).

Whereas the earliest churches abandoned traditional temple orientation as a sign of protest, dis-
cussions conducted with congregations on site confirmed that more recent examples have done so
for the more practical reasons of access, the size and shape of available sites as well as the need for an
increasingly established, if minor religion on the island to have its own form of identity, different yet
in harmony with its neighbours. This is made possible by the adoption of typically Balinese visual
markers to separate the different zones in church sites, in particular gates and menara kul-kul
(usually incorporated into churches as bell towers), both of which predominate many of the churches
in this study. The use of these traditional markers of space (especially in the case of bell towers) and
zones (separated by gates) points to a minor link between the zoning principles of Tri Mandala with
the more obvious, visual principles of Tri Angga, which were particularly apparent in a study of
church elevations (Figure 8).

As uniquely Balinese archetypes, themenara kulkul and wantilan are well adapted in many of the
five churches’ Bathic designs (see Table 1). Kulkul-derived towers appear in three churches, whilst
the main complex of the Gereja Tritunggal Mahakudus is itself a re-imagined wantilan, with its
new ‘community’ comprising the church’s entire congregation. The proposed expansion of the Ger-
eja Tritunggal Mahakudus with a major new structure to be completed in the 2020s also incorporates
a kulkul-inspired belfry at its front (see previous Figure 4). This leaves only Denpasar Cathedral to
reflect more obviously the massing of a Latin-rite church, although its interior is adorned with tra-
ditional Balinese art (see Table 1 and previous Figure 3).

For non-Hindu Indonesians in general and for most cultural tourists to Bali, the incorporation of
traditional visual markers of space and identity into the design of Bathic churches also creates an
immediacy of cultural interest that can be appreciated even with little prior understanding of the
concepts of Tri Hita Karana. The churches’ emphasis on visual assimilation rather than ritualistic
assimilation can be further explained by the needs of the Latin rite mass linked to the Christian Sab-
bath typically celebrated indoors compared to the calendar-specific and public rituals of Balinese
Hinduism, with the latter emphasizing puja and maintaining the solemn practice of public crema-
tions of the dead despite them becoming a niche tourist attraction.

Overall, the significance of the Bathic churches’ adoption of traditional Balinese architectural
typologies was particularly evident in most visually comprehensible areas, with the noticeable excep-
tion of orientation following the principles of Tri Mandala. Findings from this formal architectural
analysis are mapped against both the ICCROM criteria for architectural authenticity and traditional
Balinese responses to orientation and spatial arrangement in Table 1. The table reflects the major
elements of zoning dictated by Tri Mandala, as well as the major visual elements (massing, architec-
tural elements, ornamentation and materials) dictated by Tri Angga.

Impact of the findings

Whereas the Catholic Church worldwide has, since the 1960s, been open to and in some cases
encouraging of greater levels of cultural assimilation in the countries of the developing world
once considered ‘mission territories’, the partial assimilation of the Tri Hita Karana into the design
of Catholic churches in Bali, (especially via the massing principles of Tri Angga) represents a rare
recent example of church design influenced by the tenets of another religion.

Rather than distract from the authenticity of these buildings, this development instead points to
the ground-breaking architectural importance of this hybrid language, especially as the prevalence of
Christianity continues to decline in its traditional heartlands of Europe and North America whilst
continuing to grow in Asia and much of the developing world. In the same way that Gothic archi-
tecture, originating from the twelfth century Cathedral of St. Denis in France became synonymous
with Christianity from the middle ages onwards due to its origins as a purely religious design
language (Martindale, 1986), Bathic architecture could, if it continues to develop, become
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Table 1. Formal architectural analysis from the five churches, mapped against traditional Balinese architectural typologies defined
as important by the principles of Tri Mandala and Tri Angga and the ICCROM criteria for architectural authenticity.

Traditional Balinese
architectural
typology:

Gereja Tritunggal
Mahakudus, Tuka

Denpasar
Cathedral

Gereja Santo
Yoseph, Denpasar

Gereja Santo
Paulus, Kulibul

Gereja Roh Kudus,
Babakan

Orientation:
Reference to Tri
Mandala to
determine site
orientation

Follows Tri
Mandala

Does not follow Tri
Mandala

Does not follow
Tri Mandala

Does not follow
Tri Mandala

Does not follow Tri
Mandala

Spatial arrangement:
Divides zones into
utama, madya and
nista using split-
gateways called
candi bentar

Divides
compound into
utama, madya
and nista, has
an enclosed
compound and
an open-air
main building

Divides church
interior into
utama, madya
and nista, has a
partially-
enclosed
compound

Divides church
interior into
utama, madya
and nista, has
an enclosed
compound and
candi bentar

Divides church
interior into
utama, madya
and nista, has
an enclosed
compound and
candi bentar

Adapts field pattern
of Balinese
temple. It
consists of 3
areas:

- Front area (nista):
access via
enclosed
gateway.

- Central area
(madya): has a
‘menara Kul-kul’
used as a sign
to congregate

- The holy area
(utama), fully
enclosed.

Massing:
Typically a
collection of
numerous
structures
(wantilan, Menara
kul kul and candi)
within a walled
enclosure each
with special
function.

Open-air
building,
similar to a
wantilan

A singular
structure with a
cruciform plan,
based on a Latin-
rite Western
church, but with
multiple,
visually-separate
towers

Adopts a menara
Kul-Kul as a
marker,
incorporates
multiple,
visually-
separate towers

Adopts a menara
Kul-Kul as a
marker

Adopts a menara Kul-
Kul as a marker

Architectural
elements:
Often features
monumental main
gateways (kori)
with raised
entrance steps
Follows Tri Angga
principles for
vertical massing
Roof pitch typically
between 30 and
45 degrees, often
multi-tiered.

Features kori
with raised
entrance steps
Follows Tri
Angga
principles
Pitched, multi-
tiered roofs

Follows Tri Angga
principles
Highly-pitched,
multi-tiered
roofs

Features raised
entrance steps
Follows Tri
Angga
principles
Highly-pitched,
multi-tiered
roofs

Features raised
entrance steps
Follows Tri
Angga
principles
Pitched, single-
tier roof

Features kori with
raised entrance
steps
Follows Tri Angga
principles
Pitched, multi-tier
roofs

Ornament:
Typically
incorporates
carvings of
mythical creatures
to scare away evil
influences;
carvings appear in
both timber and
stone

Carvings mostly
humanoid,
mostly in stone

Carvings mostly
humanoid
angels, mostly in
stone

Carvings mostly
humanoid
angels and
biblical
personages, in
both stone and
timber

Limited carvings
in stone,
geometric
patterns

Carvings mostly
humanoid angels
and biblical
personages in
stone, dove
representing the
holy spirit replaces
the mythical
creatures of
traditional Balinese
ornamentation

(Continued )
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synonymous with Balinese Catholicism, and in due course become one of the few major movements
of Christian architecture to develop outside the Eurasian borders of traditional ‘Christendom.’

The findings highlighted in Table 1 point also to a set of buildings which fulfil the majority of the
ICCROM criteria for architectural authenticity. This research identifies Bali’s Bathic churches as
representing a movement that is both ‘bottom-up’, dependant on skilled craftsmen utilizing abilities
that have been passed down thru generations of temple artisans as well as ‘top-down’ because of the
requirements imposed by the local building regulations (Pemerintahan Daerah Bali, 1974). The
findings show how authenticity can be bestowed on an ‘alien’ culture which is nevertheless beginning
to take root in Bali in a way that is slowly but surely changing the very concept of ke-Balian, or
‘Balineseness.’

The social impact of this movement also minimizes the high levels of social polarization that typi-
cally exist between social hierarchies in the rest of Indonesia by offering highly-paid employment to
skilled but often lowly-educated craftsmen. This reduced level of polarization has further spread the
benefits of church-building beyond the Christian community, helping to ingratiate Bathic churches
to the island’s working class as well as its Hindu majority. This has helped to not just sustain the
‘transmission of memory’ stated in the introduction which cited the work of Fentress and Wickham
(1992), but also to sustain skills, traditions and ways of being, without which, memory by itself can-
not produce the sustainable, community identity necessary to sustain heritage.

If it continues to develop, the cultural impact of Bathic architecture cannot, therefore, be under-
stated. Indeed, outside the ‘earthquake baroque’ churches of the Philippines and a handful of ‘orien-
talized’ churches in Vietnam, very few architectural movements of domestic origin exist that can
authentically represent Southeast Asia’s Christian community. Fewer still have no direct connection
to a European colonizing power. This research presents Bathic design as not only a domestic but also
an ‘organic’ movement of architecture, highly dependent on local craftsmen and land availability,
and subject to unpredictable funding. The ability to influence this movement before it becomes
an established architectural language and/or style with a fixed set of rules and expectations will there-
fore be a challenge but also a unique opportunity for designers with projects on the island in the
coming decades.

As an emerging movement of architecture in a tourist-friendly location which also combines
authenticity with high-levels of craftsmanship, the tourism potential of Bali’s Bathic churches is
therefore enormous. Whereas Hitchcock and Putra (2016) identified a lack of local community
involvement, religious tensions and inefficient state management as posing major obstacles to the

Table 1. Continued.

Traditional Balinese
architectural
typology:

Gereja Tritunggal
Mahakudus, Tuka

Denpasar
Cathedral

Gereja Santo
Yoseph, Denpasar

Gereja Santo
Paulus, Kulibul

Gereja Roh Kudus,
Babakan

Materials:
Floors: dark
volcanic stone
often used for
temples and
flooring.
Walls: Grey paras
stone for wall
bases and steps,
sandstone and/or
red bricks for wall
faces, no mortar
joints
Roofs: Exposed
timber beams and
thatched roofs.

Floors: Mixture of
light and dark
ceramic tiles
Walls: Dark
volcanic stone
on exterior
wall, main
building
mostly open-
air
Roof: Exposed
timber beams
and tiled roofs.

Floors: Mixture of
marble and
homogenous
tiles, both light
and dark
Walls: Mostly red
brick, no mortar
joints
Roofs: Mostly
enclosed beams
and tiled roofs

Floors: Mostly
light ceramic
tiles
Walls: Grey
paras stone for
some wall
bases and
steps, plastered
masonry
finished with
red paint for
wall faces
Roofs: Exposed
timber beams
with a mixture
of thatched and
tiled roofs

Floors: Mostly
light ceramic
tiles
Walls: Grey
paras stone for
most wall bases
and steps,
sandstone and
red bricks for
wall faces, no
mortar joints
Roofs: Exposed
timber beams
with tiled roofs

Floors: Mostly light
ceramic tiles, with
dark tiles at margins
Walls: Mixture of
grey paras stone,
plastered and
painted masonry as
well as sandstone
and red brick for
wall faces, no
mortar joints
Roofs: Enclosed
timber beams with
a mixture of
thatched and tiled
roofs
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management of tourism and conservation policies at the Prambanan and Borobudur temples in Java,
this research shows that in the case of Bali’s Bathic churches, all three obstacles have been success-
fully overcome or avoided. This is made possible by a combination of economic opportunities, cul-
tural similarities overcoming religious differences and sympathetic building regulations that help
rather than hinder the development of an authentic yet also tourist-friendly architectural language.

Figure 8. Typical adoption of Tri Angga philosophy in Bathic church massing (left: Denpasar Cathedral, right: Gereja Tritunggal
Mahakudus).

Figure 7. Site layouts and elements of the 5 churches compared to the auspicious cardinal directions as dictated by the Tri Mandala
(1: Gereja Roh Kudus, Babakan; 2: Gereja Santo Paulus, Kulibil; 3: Gereja Tritunggal Mahakudus, Tuka; 4: Denpasar Cathedral; 5:
Gereja Santo Yoseph, Denpasar).
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The potential of Bathic architecture to further enrich the Balinese built environment is therefore
helping to safeguard the culturally rich architectural landscape of urban Bali in particular, especially
as it becomes increasingly multi-religious.

Conclusion

As stated earlier, Balinese globalization, expressed via the Australian-invented ‘Balinese style’ begin-
ning in the 1970s has popularized Balinese-themed architecture throughout Southeast Asia and
beyond. As a movement of architecture that purports to represent the island, it however suffers
from a lack of authentic origins, leading critics like Wijaya to decry its long-term effects on the
island’s cultural sustainability.

This research highlights the importance of localization of not just engagement, via the discursive
construction of authenticity by ‘home scholars’, but also of theory in order to sustain, in the long-
run, the authenticity of a unique minority group within a minority region that would otherwise
be vulnerable to the forces of globalization, post-colonialism or nationalism mentioned in the earlier
sections and warned about by the previously cited scholars. It shows how the architectural rarity of
domestically conceived Bathic churches can nevertheless prove a greater exemplar of authenticity
compared to the foreign-led ‘Balinese style’ that has been popularized around much of the tropical
world.

This research argues that concerns about Bali’s loss of tangible authenticity are being addressed by
the efforts of a new generation of Balinese and non-Balinese Indonesian architects to reclaim the
island’s architectural identity. Rather than just mimicking the past, which would risk downgrading
the practice of architecture to only the maintenance of craft, the findings show that they are building
for the future in a way that maintains the island’s historical openness to outside ideas yet at the same
time preserves the integrity of its tangible heritage and the Balinese principles of Tri Hita Karana. By
identifying Bathic architecture as a locally conceived and growing movement of architecture that is
authentically Balinese, it showcases a new heritage exemplar in one of Asia’s oldest and most cele-
brated heritage tourist destinations.
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