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Church becomes museum for children
Fascinating spatial structure within old walls
After years of declining congregations and church tax revenues, more and more churches in Germany are facing closure or even demolition. When the financial means to retain the property are no longer there, a sacred building can, however, be converted into a secular building, thus giving it new purpose. A successful example of this is the historically preserved church building formerly known as Eliaskirche, or Elias Church, in Berlin’s Pankow district. The building has been restored and converted on a leasehold basis into a museum for children. The lease holder, a non-profit corporation named MACHmit! Museum für Kinder gGmbH, was able to meet restoration and conversion costs totaling 1.6 million euros almost entirely with public subsidies. 

The conversion of the Wilhelmian-era brick building (1904) to “a place for learning with all the senses” was completed in under two years. Above all, Berlin architect Klaus Block’s blueprint took into account the museum’s flexible use concept, which facilitates temporary and long-term exhibits and activities. Block proceeded with care, leaving several of the rooms in the church’s multi-storey tower and connecting front entry unchanged. They are now used as lecture, computer and work rooms. A library, museum shop and cloakroom are also located there.

Block created an entirely new space, however, within the former church’s rectangular, 12-metre-high nave. A new, column-supported level was built, which reaches from the front entry almost as far as the apse, and spans from one side wall to the other, thereby incorporating the building’s old gallery extensions. Space for exhibits is now available on the ground floor as well as on this new upper level. Along almost the entire length of the new concrete floor’s centre axis is an indentation about one meter in width. Block then installed two long, slender wooden ‘play racks’ along each of the indentation’s sides. The two seven-meter-high elements were conceived as vertical labyrinths composed of structures piled on top of each other in a meandering manner, while housing numerous niches, passageways, balconies and tables. Children can play, build, tinker, explore and climb around here to their hearts’ content. 

Toward the floor’s center axis and each of the narrow sides, the two ‘play racks’ or climbing labyrinths are entirely faced with grey fiber cement board. Facing outward toward the former church aisles, however, they are largely open, permitting a view of their light pinewood-covered interiors. The only visual obstruction of the labyrinths’ open outer sides is a metal screen installed to protect the young climbers from falls and injuries. Each of the closed inner labyrinth walls tower steeply above the narrow, indented center axis, almost reaching the nave’s ceiling. The narrow chasm in between is traversed by several delicate gangways that allow the children to clamor back and forth between the two labyrinths. 

In the former church’s apse, a wooden bleacher-like structure leads from the new level to the nave’s main floor, which along with the staircases and angular walls, is covered with fire-engine red linoleum. Block also used the same intense red linoleum on the second level, with one exception: Directly in front of the labyrinths’ open sides, he chose a deep black to contrast with the light pinewood. He found these handsome and expressive solid colors in Armstrong’s Uni Walton flooring collection – the clear linoleum classic.

Considering its many practical advantages for public buildings in particular, Uni Walton linoleum flooring was Klaus Block’s choice for more than simply aesthetic reasons. Uni Walton from Armstrong is robust, impact noise-dampening and slip-resistant. It is highly elastic and possesses excellent hygienic qualities. Block was no less impressed by the cost-effectiveness and environmentally sustainable properties of Armstrong linoleum flooring: Its low cost of maintenance is due to easy cleaning, superior longevity and durability. To find out more about linoleum, visit Armstrong online at www.armstrong-europe.com or write to service_german@armstrong.com. 

Photo captions:

Museum for children _01
In Berlin’s MACHmit! Museum, DLW Uni Walton linoleum flooring from Armstrong demonstrates its qualities for creative design as well as its superior usage characteristics. It is extraordinarily robust, easy to clean, highly durable, hygienic, impact noise-dampening and slip-resistant. 
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Museum for children _02
The classic black DLW Uni Walton linoleum flooring from Armstrong lends dramatic contrast to the light pinewood of the climbing labyrinths.
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Museum for children _03
Fire-engine red Uni Walton linoleum organically covers angled walls and floors in the former church’s converted nave, strongly contrasting in color and form with the structures built on top.
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