
 

 

In Search of Masters of Light 
By James F. Williamson, FAIA 

 

The famous 1748 Nolli map of Rome shows the 

Pantheon as a pochéd singularity—a perfect 

circle amidst a warren of twisting medieval 

streets (Fig. 1). Rounding a curve in a narrow 

street, Nolli’s image suddenly springs to life as 

one is confronted by the unadorned drum 

looming ahead, the brooding power of Roman 

antiquity undiluted as the great temple dozes in 

the warmth of the October sun (Fig. 2).  

 

 

 

 

While the front facade of the Pantheon with 

its stately Corinthian portico may be more 

beautiful, the back of the building is more 

elemental. Here, where the unadorned brick 

relieving arches groan under the weight of 

the dome, the huge cylinder possesses a 

fierce, primitive force.  

Figure 2 – Pantheon 

Figure 1 – Nolli Map 



 

The magical light within the Pantheon assures that 

the immense room where pagan gods and goddesses 

once peered down from their places of honor is never 

the same, changing with the seasons, from morning to 

afternoon, and even from moment to moment as a 

cloud drifts across the sky (Fig. 3).  

 

The shaft of light from the oculus slashes across the 

cavernous space, reflecting back up from the polished 

marble floors. Tempered and softened, it penetrates 

openings above niches hollowed out of 21 foot thick 

masonry walls, illuminating the inner recesses with a 

silvery luminescence (Fig. 4).  

 

 

 

 

 

For the nameless master who conceived this place, 

the earth was the center of a universe symbolized by 

the juxtaposition of two perfect forms—a sphere 

contained within a cylinder. Nowhere can we more 

clearly observe the truth of Louis Kahn's 

observation that structure is the giver of light. It is 

Kahn's "spent light," vibrating in the silence, that 

infuses the space with energy.  So it is at the 

Pantheon, a sacred place dedicated to all the gods, 

where architects still come to absorb timeless 

lessons as valid today as they were two millennia 

ago, that we begin our 2008 IFRAA conference 

devoted to the search for Masters of Light. 

Figure 3 – Pantheon 

Figure 4 – Pantheon 



 

The clear Roman light blankets the old city, sifting down into the high, narrow streets between 

corniced and bracketed facades of yellow, tan, ochre, peach, and burnt sienna blazing against the 

impossibly blue sky of October. It is the same slanting, slashing light, symbolizing the presence of 

the Divine, that filled the Pantheon and that is dramatically celebrated in Caravaggio's "The Calling 

of St. Matthew" at San Luigi dei Francesi. The same light that generations of Roman architects 

have struggled to tame–scooping, bouncing, diffusing, redirecting, and transmuting it from gold into 

muted silver with an unending series of oculi, monitors, lanterns, cupolas, and clerestories. Over and 

over we witness the struggle to harness the light in the sacred spaces of Rome: high, hidden 

windows; top-lit domes; polished floors and walls of marble and travertine that bounce not-quite-

spent light against vaulted and coffered ceilings; layers of space screened by travertine walls and 

gilded baldaquins, where light is filtered until it imparts a faint luminosity to legions of marble 

saints, martyrs, apostles, popes, and 

madonnas.  

 

San Giovanni in Laterano, one of the 

first great Christian basilicas, originally 

constructed by Constantine in the fourth 

century, was later redesigned by 

Francesco Borromini as a Baroque 

church. The basilica-like nave is entered 

through a dramatic, linear portico where 

the light is first softened and modulated 

before it is allowed into the nave. Inside, 

a series of high clerestories throw 

unearthly beams of afternoon sun onto 

the walls and floor (Fig. 5). Top-lit side 

chapels beckon, while a dramatic, free-

standing altar and baldaquin partially 

block the view into the gold-leafed apse 

beyond, suggesting the promise of the 

world to come.  

Figure 5 – San Giovanni in Laterano 



 

It has been said that Borromini’s career was devoted 

to a search for answers to questions that no one else 

asked; and at S. Carlo alle Quattro Fontane 

(1638), his first independent commission, we see the 

full force of his compulsive genius. The architect 

was given only a tiny site with which to work. 

Complicating the problem was S. Carlo’s location at 

the intersection of two streets crowning the top of a 

hill and affording distant views of the city. In the 

absence of the customary forecourt or piazza four 

fountains were provided at the corners of the 

intersection, giving the church its name. The facades 

provide a masterful essay in Baroque complexities 

and contradictions, acknowledging both the 

principal street and the intersection (Fig. 6).  

 

An over-scaled, convex-concave “billboard,” surmounted 

by a huge oval niche, proclaims to the city the presence of 

the small church. On the roof, a domed lantern is paired 

with a columned tower, twisted at forty-five degrees to 

inflect toward this important crossroad. The effect is one 

of an unsettling explosion of pent-up energy.  

 

As at the Pantheon, the visitor is startled by the spectacle 

of light and space revealed inside (Fig. 7). The space is 

deceptively compact as though the single small room were 

compressed into an oval to fit the confines of the site, 

squeezing the space and forcing it to explode vertically. 

The undulating forms of the exterior are echoed within as 

a series of overlapping cornices jostle for position above 

concave altars and chapels. Above the commotion floats a 

single, serene, oval dome, covered with interlocking Greek crosses, octagons, and hexagons of 

Figure 6 – S. Carlo alle Quattro Fontane 

Figure 7 – S. Carlo alle Quattro Fontane 



 

diminishing size, creating a masterful illusion of height. The dome culminates in a small, brightly 

lit, oval lantern that spills diffuse sunlight down over the whole, softly illuminating the space, 

casting evocative shadows, and bringing to life the squirming bulges and hollows of columns, 

cornices, piers, and niches.   

Just down the street from S. Carlo awaits Sant’Andrea al 

Quirinale (1658), designed by Giovanni Lorenzo Bernini, 

Borromini’s rival and another Baroque master of space and 

light. Again the plan of the main room is elliptical with the 

long axis contradictorily turned at a right angle to the 

direction of entry, as Robert Venturi has shown. Around the 

perimeter, a mysterious light seeps in behind altars recessed 

in niches, suggesting unseen spaces beyond. Like S. Carlo 

the space is dominated by a spacious dome, but unlike 

Borromini's austere white interior, Bernini employs a 

sumptuous palette of polychrome marble and gold leaf to 

dazzle the eye and engage the emotions (Fig. 8).  

 

The overall effect, heightened by the legions of sculpted 

saints, angels, and a horde of mischievous putti peering 

from the cornices and tumbling from the lantern, is joyously theatrical. Sunlight from the clerestory 

windows angles across the space and illuminates the gilded coffers of the dome, increasing the sense 

of drama, while the light spilling from the oval lantern hints at unseen realms above.  

 

Back in the old neighborhood near the Pantheon we step 

through an anonymous portal in a simple façade of burnt umber 

and suddenly find ourselves in the elegant, colonnaded 

courtyard of the Palazzo della Sapienza. The decorative 

medallions just below the roofline feature honeybees, the 

emblem of the project’s patron, Urban VIII. Dominating the far 

end, the exuberant spiral dome of Borromini’s second church, 

Sant’Ivo alla Sapienza, erupts above the severe courtyard with 

the sculptural force of a huge fountain (Fig. 9).  

Figure 8 – Sant’Andrea al Quirinale 

Figure 9 – Sant’Ivo alla Sapienza 



 

Figure 11 - Basilica Di San Pietro 

As at S. Carlo, Borromini was again forced to work 

within the constraints of a tiny site, and inside the 

confined space his solution is another extraordinary 

essay in complexity. The bright white concave and 

convex forms, arranged in plan like a six-pointed star 

and bathed in a luminous light from the clerestory, 

constantly swell, advance, and recede. The eye is drawn 

upward toward the culmination, a small, bright oculus 

topped by a lantern through which is offered a glimpse 

of the sky and, by implication, the vault of heaven. The 

raking sunlight of autumn, reminiscent of that at the 

Pantheon, slashes across the dome, casting dramatic 

shadows and illuminating the opposite wall with an 

ethereal glow (Fig. 10).  

 

 

In contrast to the intimate 

spirituality of these smaller 

churches, the overwhelming 

monumentality of the Basilica Di 

San Pietro, the vast adjoining 

Piazza, and the Vatican never fail 

to impress the visitor with the 

imperial might of the church at its 

apex of power (Fig. 11).   

 

 

 

Surprisingly, however, the immensity of St. Peter’s is rarely obvious, owing to the near-perfect 

consistency of its proportions. Indeed, it is not until one stands next to one of the Herculean putti 

populating the nave that one realizes that the cherub would dwarf the mightiest of Superbowl 

linebackers. 

Figure 10 – Sant’Ivo alla Sapienza 

Figure 11 –  Basilica Di San Pietro and Piazza 



 

Figure 12 - Basilica Di San Pietro 

Figure 13 - Basilica Di San Pietro 

Figure 13 - Basilica Di San Pietro 

Like San Giovanni in Laterano, sunbeams from the 

clerestories rake the cavernous spaces and are 

reflected from the polished marble flooring of the 

transepts back up to the gilded walls and vaulted 

ceilings of the windowless transitional spaces behind 

the piers of the crossing, bathing them in the ethereal 

glow of spent light (Fig. 12).  

 

High above Bernini’s celebrated baldacchino, with 

its corkscrew columns, floats Michelangelo’s dome, 

weightless and serene, sunlight from the clerestories 

bathing the gigantic mosaic medallions of the 

pendentives (Fig. 13). 

 

 

Finally, in the distance beyond the high altar, the 

climax of the visitor’s spatial journey, Bernini’s 

superhuman-scale throne of St. Peter, beckons 

amidst a blaze of heavenly amber light from a 

stained glass window surrounded by an exploding 

cloud of angels. 

 

Although Rome can no longer claim to be the 

center of Western civilization and although the 

earth is no longer the center of our universe, much 

of the best modern Roman architecture continues 

to acknowledge the lessons of the city’s ancient, 

early Christian, Renaissance, and Baroque past.  



 

Figure 14 - Moschea Islamica 

Figure 15 - Dio Padre Misericordioso 

Figure 15 - Dio Padre Misericordioso 

 

At the Moschea Islamica (1995), the architect, Porto 

Portoghesi, Hon. FAIA, explains how the design of the 

mosque represents a “dialogue of cultures,” a synthesis 

of Roman and Islamic traditions through the use of 

Roman travertine and brick, fountains, and an interior 

“street,” open to the city. The main worship space with 

its central dome and “cosmic” clerestory lighting recalls 

Islamic, ancient Roman, and Baroque precedents. The 

light reflected from below reminds us of the Pantheon 

and San Giovanni in Laterano, but also symbolizes the 

words of the Prophet Muhammad, who speaks of “light 

on light,” a route to universality. Similarly, the 

elaborately intertwined columns and arches (Fig. 14) 

recall Islamic calligraphy, but also the structure of 

Borromini’s chapel in the Propaganda Fide. 

 

 

Richard Meier & Partners' Jubilee Church, Dio Padre Misericordioso (2003) continues the theme 

of light (Fig. 15). “Light is the protagonist of our understanding and reading of space,” Meier has 

explained. “Light is the means by 

which we are able to experience what 

we call sacred. Light is at the origins 

of this building.” Unlike the inward-

focused, top-lit churches of the 

Baroque, however, here is a religious 

building that turns outward toward a 

broken and fragmented world where 

the earth is no longer the center of the 

cosmos, where heaven is no longer to 

be found “up there,” and where space 

and time have become relative.  



 

Figure 16 - Dio Padre Misericordioso 

Instead of admitting light into a closed interior room through an oculus or lantern, huge, white, 

billowing concrete “sails” act as both light scoops and shading devices  

 

Everywhere light slips between free-standing, vertical 

planes that do not quite meet. As the sun moves 

through the sky, it first slides in between slots and 

gaps in the east wall and between the sails. Toward 

midday the sails, arranged along the south side of the 

nave, block the direct sun, and only indirect northern 

light is admitted through the skylights spanning 

between the sails. It filters down, flooding the nave 

with a luminous glow. Finally, toward afternoon the 

sun is admitted over and around the altar platform at 

the west end of the nave where, in a nod to Le 

Corbusier’s Ronchamp Chapel, it penetrates through 

a large punched opening, the sides splayed to reduce 

the glare (Fig. 16).  

 

Taking a cue from the masters of the Baroque,  

Meier allows slivers of silvery light to bounce through gaps at the base of the sails, reflecting from 

the travertine plaza into the interior and around corners from unseen sources, illuminating the 

travertine walls with a mystical light. The soft, white interior recalls Borromini at Sant’Ivo and S. 

Carlo. Devoid of Baroque or Mannerist contradictions and complexities, however, this is an 

architecture that celebrates clarity, rationalism and the power of technology. At the same time, 

through the interplay of space and light, the raw materials of architecture, it manages to suggest the 

presence of transcendent mystery. 

 

Meier intended for the Jubilee Church to be set in an open plaza, embraced between two ordinary 

mid-rise working-class apartment blocks, not unlike the civic piazzas fronting the Pantheon and 

other important Roman public buildings. Unfortunately, however, security concerns have dictated 

that the church be enclosed and cut off from the neighborhood by a wall, a significant blow to the 

community as well as to the integrity of the design concept. 



 

Figure 17 - Ara Pacis Augustae 

Figure 18 - Ara Pacis Augustae 

Meier’s 2006 competition-winning 

pavilion to house the relocated Ara 

Pacis Augustae, the monumental 

outdoor sacrificial marble Altar of 

Augustus dating from 9 BCE, 

represents a rare fusion of ancient and 

modern design, and continues the 

themes of rationality, natural lighting, 

transparency, and openness. 

 
It is very much a Roman building. Like the approach to the Pantheon, St. Peter’s, and so many other 

civic sites, the entrance is from a piazza focused around a fountain. Meier reveals the marble altar as 

a container within a container. Originally a semi-enclosed, open-air room that reminds one of 

Kahn’s unbuilt memorial to Franklin Roosevelt, ornamented with exquisite images of Augustus and 

scenes from mythology, it is displayed inside an urbane glass box. Set alongside the Tiber, the new 

building recalls both Mies’ Barcelona Pavilion and Meier’s Getty Museum in the serenity of its 

simple rectilinear forms, elegant use of stone, flowing spaces, and fountains (Fig. 17).   

 

Through the use of generous roof overhangs 

and horizontal louvers, Meier is able to wrap 

the pavilion with a continuous glass curtain 

wall that displays the altar from the street, 

allows dramatic views of the neighboring 

churches from inside, and admits a diffuse 

natural light for a view of the altar 

approximating the conditions under which it 

was originally seen (Fig. 18).  

 

The use of concrete and travertine at the Jubilee Church is repeated here to create a serene, 

monochromatic, interior environment where the play of light models and animates pure architectural 

forms. 



 

Figure 19 - Chiesa San Pio da Pietrelcina 

Figure 20- Chiesa San Pio da Pietrelcina 

To reach Renzo Piano’s huge 

pilgrimage megachurch Chiesa San 

Pio da Pietrelcina (2003) in San 

Giovanni Rotunda, near the Adriatic 

coast of Italy, requires an all-day 

excursion from Rome. Since the 

2002 canonization of Padre Pio, a 

monk known for his miraculous 

healing powers and for receiving the  

stigmata, the remote site has become an important destination for the faithful, with over 8 million 

visitors per year.  

 

From a distance the low-domed, copper-sheathed roofs echo the green slopes of the mountains 

beyond; and one is reminded as well of the asymmetrical forms of Aalto’s Immatra church. The 

Padre Pio church’s antecedents seem rooted in antiquity. The pilgrim’s approach is imbued with the 

same dramatic sense of anticipation experienced climbing the Athenian Acropolis–winding up a 

hillside to a cypress-lined sacred way, mounting a steep flight of stairs, emerging without warning 

into a monumental sun-baked piazza dominated by the hulking mass of the church (Fig. 19). 

 

With the exception of a towering 

cross, traditional Christian 

architectural form and symbolism are 

infrequent, and in the building's 

overall massing and siting a link is 

suggested to an ancient pre-Christian, 

Mediterranean pantheism of earth 

mothers, burial mounds, and sacred 

mountains.  

 

Inside the structure, two concentric ranks of monumental stone arches radiating outward from the 

central altar platform and spanning up to 50 meters dominate the main worship space (Fig. 20).  

 



 

Figure 21- Auditorium Parco della Musica 

Next to the platform an immense east-facing glass curtain wall, screened by fabric shades imprinted 

with a scene from the Apocalypse, opens onto the piazza. Above the altar platform and around the 

building perimeter a continuous clerestory, tucked tight against the underside of the overhanging 

roofs, tempers the harsh Mediterranean sun and admits a soft glow of natural light. This space, the 

largest modern church in Europe, seats some 7200 worshippers. Surprisingly though, the room 

manages to maintain a serene, unostentatious, welcoming quality, quite unexpected in a space of 

such size. 

 

 

Piano’s other Roman project is 

the Auditorium Parco della 

Musica performing arts 

complex (2002). As in San 

Giovanni Rotunda, the 

references to ancient prototypes 

are clear.  

 

 

 

 

 

Three performance halls huddle together around a central piazza, or cavea, paved in Roman 

travertine, which doubles as an agora, a public meeting place, and an open-air amphitheater in the 

ancient Greco-Roman tradition (Fig. 21).  

 

Brooding, lead-sheathed domes, like those of the Pantheon and other Roman churches, hover above 

masonry facades, the low, wide red brick tight-jointed in the ancient manner. During construction 

the ruins of a villa dating from 500 B.C.E. were discovered on the site, a reminder of the ubiquitous 

presence of antiquity. The find necessitated a major revision in the plans, and the archaeological site 

is now preserved between two of the auditoriums.   

 

 



 

Figure 22- Santo Volto di Gesu 

Figure 23- Santo Volto di Gesu 

Our itinerary also includes a number of smaller, 

less well-known modern Roman churches. At the 

most striking of these, Santo Volto di Gesu, 

designed by Piero Sartogo and Nathalie Grenon, 

astronomical imagery predominates. A 

monumental north-facing rose window set below a 

hemispherical dome reminiscent of a planetarium 

dominates the main worship space (Fig. 22).   

 

A gilded tabernacle suggesting a space-suited 

astronaut, and three ethereal, midnight-blue 

chapels with rocket ship portholes reinforce the 

theme. A diagonal canyon of open space slashes 

through the site, reflecting sunlight into the interior 

of the nave and creating a dramatic separation 

between the worship space and other parish 

functions (Fig. 23).  

 

 

Like Meier’s Jubilee Church the 

architecture speaks of the 

rejection of an old earth-centered 

cosmology, forever splintered by 

modern science and technology. It 

suggests instead the embrace of a 

brave new world in which we can 

find meaning and solace in a 

community of faith. 

 



 

Our IFRAA conference has come to Rome in search of Masters of Light and to absorb timeless 

lessons in the making of sacred space that remain as valid for architects today as for our 

predecessors in ancient times. Across the span of some two thousand years we have observed how 

architecture always reflects the impact of revolutionary changes in our conception of our place in the 

universe. We have traversed from the ancient pagan world of the Pantheon and the Ara Pacis 

Augustae; to the triumph of Christianity exemplified in the Baroque genius of Borromini, Bernini, 

and Michelangelo; to the existential search for meaning of Meier, Piano, and others in our own time. 

Throughout we have seen in the architecture of the sacred a yearning for the divine that recognizes 

the timeless power of space and light, the raw materials of architecture, to link us to that which, 

despite the power of science and technology, remains the transcendent mystery at the core of our 

existence.    

_____________________________________________________________ 

James F. Williamson, FAIA, is a professor of architecture at the University of Memphis and Chair 

of the Advisory Group of IFRAA, the Interfaith Forum for Religious Art and Architecture, an AIA 

Knowledge Community.  



 

Appendix: IFRAA 2008 Fall Conference Itinerary 

Tour Leader:  Donald Bruggink, Ph.D., Hon. MAIA; Hon. IFRAA; AIA Liaison, Amanda D’Luhy; 

Dr. Bruggink’s Tour Assistant, Joanne Bent.  

Travel Arrangements:  Witte Travel & Tours, Grand Rapids, MI 

Saturday, October 11, 2008: 

·  Church of Sant Eustachio 

·  Pantheon  

·  S. Luigi dei Francessi  

·  Sant Agostino  

·  Piazza Navona  

·  S. Maria sopra Minerva 

Sunday, October 12: 

·  Sant’Ivo alla Sapienza 

·  S. Maria della Vittoria 

·  S. Suzanna 

·  S. Carlo alle Quattro Fontane 

·  Sant Andrea al Quirinale 

·  S. Giovanni in Laterano 

·  Scala Sancta 

Monday, October 13:  

·  Piazza S. Pietro and S. Pietro 

Tuesday, October 14: 

·  Moschea Islamica.  

·  Parco della Musica.  

·  Ara Pacis Augustae. 

Wednesday, October 15: 

·  Santa Maria Maddelena di Pazzi  

·  San Clemente  

·  San Frumenzio  

·  EUR complex 

·  Santo Volto di Gesu  



 

·  Vatican Museum and Sistine Chapel, privately guided evening tour 

Thursday, October 16: 

·  Dio Padre Misericordioso (Jubilee Church)  

·  San Bernardo da Chiaravalle  

·  American Academy, cocktail reception and dinner 

Friday, October 17: 

·  Chiesa San Pio da Pietrelcina  
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