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sensory experience that combines historical analysis with the evidence of

first-hand accounts. Questioning the universalizing claims of contemporary

architectural phenomenologists, David Karmon emphasizes the infinite

variety of meanings produced through human interactions with the built

environment. His book draws upon the close study of literary and visual

sources to prove that early modern audiences paid sustained attention to the

multisensory experience of the buildings and cities in which they lived.

Through reconstructing the Renaissance understanding of the senses, we

can better gauge how constant interaction with the built environment

shaped daily practices and contributed to new forms of understanding.

Architecture and the Senses in the Italian Renaissance offers a stimulating new

approach to the study of Renaissance architecture and urbanism as a kind of

“experiential trigger” that shaped ways of both thinking and being in

the world.
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PREFACE

In writing this book, I found myself reflecting upon a very special experience

that I remembered from my final year in Rome as a graduate student. It was

late summer, and I was finishing up my dissertation, when my advisor, James

Ackerman, informed me that he and his daughter Anne were planning a trip to

Italy. My mother and sister were visiting me at the time, so we decided to

make a party and visit Hadrian’s Villa in Tivoli together. After an adventurous

morning getting out of the city, we spent the day wandering around the

archaeological site. Ackerman (or Jim, as he liked to be called) was energetic

and intrepid as always. It was always exciting to hear his thoughts about

architecture, and it was even more exciting to talk about these things not in

the abstract but in person, as we visited the buildings on site. As we passed from

the bright sunlight into the dusty cool shadows and then back into the sunlight

again, I remember him making various observations and comments

about Hadrian’s Villa in his resonant, measured voice. We climbed up and

down the slopes, from the reflecting pool at the Canopus to the remotest end

of the villa complex, the quiet Piazza d’Oro, before we finally decided to turn

around and make our way back through crumbling ruins and gnarled olive

trees. Late in the afternoon, tired but exhilarated, we drove up to Tivoli,

where we sat down on the gravel terrace of the Hotel Sibylla, next to the

Round Temple, and ordered lunch overlooking the waterfall of the Aniene

river. On Ackerman’s special recommendation, the meal ended with a special

dessert – steaming petits gâteaux au chocolat in small white porcelain bowls. The

many intellectual and sensory pleasures that we enjoyed that day made it an

unforgettable experience, one that will always shape my memory of Tivoli

(Figures 1 to 3).

Ackerman, who passed away in 2016 at the age of 97, was one of the most

prominent and authoritative American scholars of Italian Renaissance archi-

tecture. His books, especially his monographs on such major figures as

Michelangelo and Palladio, continue to be valued resources for scholars and

students alike, and still feature as essential readings in architectural history

courses today. Obviously the present book, with its attention to architecture

and the senses, adopts a different approach from the study of architectural

xiii
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1 Visiting the Canopus, Hadrian’s Villa in Tivoli. Photo: The author

2 Lunch at the Hotel Sibylla. Photo: The author
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history, focusing on themes of physical sensation and experience that were

perhaps never explicitly addressed by Ackerman’s writings. Yet I like to think

there are still connections between this book and Ackerman’s general approach

to the history of architecture. In an interview with Ackerman, published in

2012, Cammy Brothers noted that the enduring longevity of Ackerman’s

publications has to do with the powerful lived experience of the built environ-

ment conveyed by his writing: “I don’t know how many American art

historians are interested in addressing what something feels like, but your

writing takes that on. That may be partly why your books have been so

widely read, because they do convey the pleasure and feeling of the

buildings.”1

Few architectural historians, of the Italian Renaissance or of any other

period for that matter, have so successfully transmitted the pleasure and feelings

created by the buildings that they study to their audiences. Ackerman’s

remarkable ability to communicate the richness of experience – as a synthesis

that involves both sensory perception and intellectual analysis – has helped

several generations, including both scholars and the general public alike, to

“make sense” of Renaissance architecture.

With the advent of the so-called sensory turn, scholars have discovered that

the study of sensory experience offers an exciting opportunity not only to

3 Overlooking the Aniene waterfall. Photo: The author
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explore the practices and beliefs of various societies and cultures at different

historical moments, but to better understand how we ourselves interact with

the world to acquire knowledge.2 If it would be to overstate the case to claim

that Ackerman anticipated the sensory turn, his architectural analysis neverthe-

less drew upon and explored sensory experience in many different ways.

A survey of Ackerman’s key publications over the course of his long and

productive career reveals that while he always paid careful and sustained

attention to the complex intellectual problems raised by architectural design,

he also paid close attention to architecture as a lived, sensory experience.

ARCHITECTURE HOT AND COLD

Ackerman’s very first article, “Ars Sine Scientia Nihil Est: The Gothic Theory of

Architecture at the Cathedral of Milan,” published in the Art Bulletin in 1949,

not only reconstructed the complex construction history of Milan

Cathedral, but also touched upon the ways that the successful practice of

architecture required a synthesis of both intellectual analysis and lived experi-

ence (Figures 4–6).

In this article, Ackerman discussed how the fourteenth-century builders of

the Milan Cathedral were engaged in a heated debate about whether to resort

to art or science, practice or theory, in determining the form and dimensions of

their enormous new building project. On one side, the local Milanese master

builders argued for the invaluable knowledge that could only be gained by

craftsmen working on site. On the other side, architects invited from France

and Germany by the cathedral patron, the duke of Milan, challenged the

traditional authority of the master builders by insisting that abstract mathemat-

ical proportions should provide the basis for the new design, rather than simply

relying upon knowledge gained through craft experience. In his analysis of

these two different positions, Ackerman questioned a longstanding interpret-

ation of Gothic architecture, traditionally associated with such proponents as

the nineteenth-century French architect Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc,

which emphasized the key role of structural systems in determining the forms

of Gothic architecture. As Ackerman showed, the debate between the local

and foreign builders demonstrated that a successful architectural design needed

to demonstrate both aspects, that is, scientia, or knowledge acquired through

intellectual study, but also ars, or knowledge gained through lived practice and

experience: “scientia and ars are the handmaidens of medieval building; each

plays a decisive role in the creative process, and it is irrelevant to question

which of the two is preeminent . . . [to do so] disrupts a partnership which can

function only in a happy union.”3

Published in the aftermath of World War II, at a moment when the study of

abstract proportional systems enjoyed tremendous favour – evident as much as

xvi PREFACE
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4 Milan Cathedral, façade begun 1590. Photo: The author

PREFACE xvii

www.cambridge.org/9781108477987
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47798-7 — Architecture and the Senses in the Italian Renaissance
David Karmon 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

5 Milan Cathedral, begun 1386. Photo: The author
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6 Milan Cathedral, buttresses and roof terraces. Photo: The author
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in Le Corbusier’s Modulor designs as in the publication of Rudolf Wittkower’s

Architectural Principles in the Age of Humanism – it is not surprising that the

question surrounding the correct use of proportions that was also addressed by

the two opposing sides in “Ars Sine Scientia” caught the attention of many

academics. The search for evident underlying truths – and proportions in

particular – acquired special urgency in the immediate postwar period, in the

effort to come to terms with the unprecedented scale of mindless devastation

caused by the war.4

But to view Ackerman’s article as merely a study of Gothic proportional

systems is to reduce the broader significance of its claims, which instead upheld

the central importance of both practice and theory in architectural design. The

combination of practice and theory lies at the heart of all architectural dis-

course, where the work and knowledge of building depends not only upon

intellectual study and theory, but also upon knowledge of craft, or the first-

hand sensory experience acquired through the living human body.

The lived experience of architecture remained an important undercurrent in

two of Ackerman’s subsequent books, The Architecture of Michelangelo, the

famous two-volume monograph published in 1961, and his more compact

but equally influential monograph Palladio, in the Architect and Society series,

published in 1966 (Figure 7).

7 The Architecture of Michelangelo (first edition, 1961), and Palladio (first edition, 1967).

Photo: The author
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The Architecture of Michelangelo, now in its second edition, is still a funda-

mental reference on Michelangelo’s understanding of architecture as well as

the history of Michelangelo’s built and unbuilt designs, a rather astonishing

accomplishment given that it has been sixty years since the book first appeared

in print. With this book, Ackerman intended to set a new standard for the

study of Michelangelo’s architecture, basing the study of these buildings upon

a reliable, academic, practical footing. To this end, his first chapter,

“Michelangelo’s ‘Theory’ of Architecture,” offered a succinct analysis and

clarification of Michelangelo’s approach to architectural design, summarizing

the scattered evidence for the artist’s ideas about architectural theory and

practice.

Yet in addition to conducting a close study of the intellectual foundations of

Michelangelo’s artistic creativity, Ackerman also expressed particular interest in

the lived experience of Michelangelo’s works. In the early 1960s, it was a clear

priority for Renaissance architectural historians to counter the prevailing

modernist critique that spurned historic architecture as merely decorative.

For this reason, Ackerman devoted much of his chapter on Michelangelo’s

Library of San Lorenzo to the analysis of the structural system used in the

library and its vestibule, to emphasize the sophisticated knowledge of structural

engineering that distinguished this design. But Ackerman was also concerned

to highlight the lived experience Michelangelo created for the visitor who

moves through the vestibule and the reading room. Thus he complemented

his structural analysis with passages that devoted critical attention to the sensory

experience of this compelling yet also bizarre series of Renaissance spaces

(Figure 8).

To anyone familiar with Michelangelo’s sculpture it should be no sur-

prise to find the evocation of compression and frustration in his architec-

ture as well. . . We may look at the Moses without attempting to share or

even to analyze his state of mind, but we should have to muster uncom-

mon resistance not to experience some of the conflicts that Michelangelo

prepared for us in the vestibule. . . The vestibule does not engender

frustration for its own sake, but rather intensifies the experience of relief

as one passes into the reading room.5

With these carefully chosen words, registering the sense of “compression and

frustration,” the “conflicts that Michelangelo prepared for us in the vestibule,”

and the “relief” that we experience when we enter the calm, ordered

space of the reading room, Ackerman demonstrated his keen interest in the

complex physical and psychological sensations produced by this architectural

environment.

All of Michelangelo’s architecture, but the Library of San Lorenzo in

particular, resists the conventional art-historical approach that relies upon the

formal analysis of visual elements. As Cammy Brothers notes, in the experience

PREFACE xxi

www.cambridge.org/9781108477987
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47798-7 — Architecture and the Senses in the Italian Renaissance
David Karmon 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

of this space, it is the sensory modes other than vision that come to the fore:

“the intense physicality of the experience of the library, both in terms of

movement through space and its visceral effect on the body, poses a challenge

to descriptive modes rooted exclusively in vision. It is the challenge of the

haptic and somatic over the merely optical.”6

8 Michelangelo Buonarroti, Library at San Lorenzo, Florence, ca 1559.

© Scala / Art Resource, NY
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As Brothers suggests, the tools of visual analysis are insufficient to explain the

complex and visceral effects of Michelangelo’s unconventional spatial com-

positions. Ackerman’s investigation of the Library suggests that he was aware of

this issue, for in addition to his analysis of the structural system of the Library,

his study touched upon the more experiential, phenomenological experience

created by Michelangelo’s design. In composing this chapter, Ackerman

bridged both the analytical and the experiential, and once again returned to

the principle that successful and powerful architecture was an expression of

“scientia and ars . . . in happy union.”

Ackerman’s monograph on Palladio also demonstrated an interest in

connecting sensory responses to critical interpretation. Especially in contrast

to the sensual architecture of Michelangelo, we perceive Palladio’s designs as

more abstract and cerebral. Yet in the final chapter of the book, titled

“Principles of Palladio’s Architecture,” Ackerman challenged this conven-

tional assumption:

Palladio [was not] classical like Raphael or Andrea Sansovino, who

accepted a tradition in Western art in which logic and organization—

disegno in the critical vocabulary of the time—take precedence over the

senses. If he is seen as a planner or a maker of harmonies—the Palladio of

the Quattro Libri—then he does indeed seem to be of that tradition. But

another Palladio, unknown to many of the classicists who revered the

book but never visited the Veneto, is the magician of light and color, the

architectural counterpart of Veronese. The cerebral theoretician evapor-

ates from the consciousness of the visitor who steps through the door of

San Giorgio Maggiore . . . Palladio was as sensual, as skilled in visual

alchemy as any Venetian painter of his time. He loved modulating light,

and introduced unheard-of colors and textures into architecture or used

the familiar ones in unheard-of combinations. It is the fusion of the

intellectual and the sensuous in Palladio that has made him the favorite

of so many generations.7

As Ackerman noted, later architects were more often better acquainted with

Palladio’s buildings through his printed treatise, the Quattro Libri, than with

his actual buildings. Without the lived experience of Palladio’s buildings, it

was easy to label Palladio a dry classicist, and to overlook the rich sensory

dimensions of his architecture. But, as Ackerman argued, the actual lived

experience of a Palladian building such as the basilica of San Giorgio

Maggiore revealed something completely different from the graphic record

of the Quattro Libri. Visiting the building in person, one encountered an

astonishing kaleidoscope of multisensory impressions: visual sensations of

light and color, tactile experiences created by different materials, surface

textures, and ambient temperatures, and complex kinaesthetic effects, where

the mobile body experienced and interacted with the space from different

locations and vantage points (Figure 9).
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9 Andrea Palladio, San Giorgio Maggiore, Venice, begun 1566.

© Angelo Hornak / Alamy Stock Photo
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Ackerman’s ongoing interest in the medium of film attested to his ongoing

concern to find ways to better communicate the sensory experience of archi-

tecture and urbanism, outside the conventional framework of the written

monograph. To this end, he conceived and narrated two short films, Looking

for Renaissance Rome (1976), and Palladio: The Architect and His Influence in

America (1981). Both of these films used the technology of moving images

and recorded sound as a means to better communicate the wide range of

experiences provided by various buildings and their sites. Looking for Renaissance

Rome, narrated by Ackerman and Kathleen Weil Garris Brandt, found audible

traces of the Renaissance city in the urban environment of the present, from

the rumble of the produce carts across the cobblestones of the Campo de’

Fiori, to the chance colloquialism used by a Roman pedestrian overheard on

the street, to the whistle of craftsmen at work refinishing a pile of chairs,

charred cigarette butts dangling from their mouths. As Ackerman noted in the

film, “the people who inhabit the city (which was quite different from today)

evoke experience more directly than our profession can do.”

In an important essay, “Interpretation, Response: Toward a Theory of Art

Criticism,” published in 1984, Ackerman began by citing a famous passage

from Roland Barthes’ Le Plaisir du texte. Ackerman cited Barthes’ affirmation of

the need for aesthetic pleasure in the work of critical scholarship: “it is

necessary to affirm the enjoyment of the text in opposition to the leveling of

literature simply to a question of comprehension.” Ackerman declared that the

role of pleasure was as important in the study of the visual arts as it was for

literary criticism – and equally vulnerable to being stifled by clumsy

scholarship:

we [art historians and critics] too have nearly analyzed away the enjoy-

ment that makes our work worthwhile. . . Barthes did not imply that

interpretation should be abandoned in order to allow historians and

critics to respond to works of art as entities of value in themselves but

rather that the best criticism emerges from an equilibrium of interpret-

ation and response.8

Good writing on art and architecture required the deft balancing of response,

or the immediate lived experience of the work, against interpretation, or its

subsequent investigation and analysis as part of a reflective, intellectual process.

Ackerman’s affirmation of the essential interconnectedness of interpretation

and response in the study of architectural history indicates his perceptive

awareness of the need to always balance the work of the senses against the

work of the intellect in the analysis and interpretation of buildings and

environments.

The final chapter of Ackerman’s last book, Origins, Invention, Revision:

Studying the History of Art and Architecture, published just before his death in
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2016, suggested Ackerman’s ever-growing awareness of the need for a more

sensory, embodied approach to buildings in the study of architectural history.

In this essay Ackerman recorded his response to India when he made his first

visit to the country in 2006 at the age of 87.9 In particular, this chapter focused

upon the Adinatha Temple at Ranakpur, a major Jain religious monument in

the northwestern Indian state of Rajasthan dating from the fifteenth century,

thus contemporary with many major building projects in Renaissance Italy.

Ackerman’s analysis suggests that he found the Adinatha Temple to be a

riveting and fascinating experience precisely because it provoked him into

rethinking many of his ideas about Renaissance architecture.

When I talked with Ackerman about his visit a few months after he had

returned from India, he said that if he had only undertaken this voyage earlier

in his career, he would have written the history of Italian Renaissance archi-

tecture in a very different way. As a scholar in a field defined by Ackerman’s

work, I was utterly astonished to hear this – especially to think that he might

want to start over on the magisterial Architecture of Michelangelo (I still have his

signature in the dog-eared copy I received in grade school from an aunt with a

precocious sense of my architectural interests). But it is clear that Ackerman’s

physical, lived interaction with the very different and yet curiously related

building traditions of India left a powerful mark upon him. In my study of

architecture and the senses in the Renaissance, I have since grown to better

appreciate the significance of his remark (Figure 10).

Delighted with the intense physical and psychological response generated by

the Adinatha Temple, in his essay Ackerman drew a comparison between the

architectural experience of the temple and the auditory experience of The Forty

Part Motet, a sound installation by the contemporary artist Janet Cardiff.

Ackerman suggested that the superimposed narrative reliefs of the Adinatha

Temple recalled the multiple voices of Cardiff’s installation, which he

described as follows: “forty speakers were set around the periphery of a square

hall. . . when I stood in the center, [the experience] was more profound than

any I had experienced in a live concert, since I was enveloped by the music,

rather than getting it from one direction.”10

Ackerman suggested that, like Cardiff’s sound installation, the Adinatha

Temple enveloped the body in a sonic cocoon. Unlike the nave of a

Christian church, the Adinatha Temple did not insist upon one primary axis,

but instead reflected a less hierarchical concept of spatial organization. With no

one primary orientation, but instead offering multiple and different opportun-

ities for movement, the spatial organization of the Adinatha Temple appealed

to the sensing body from multiple directions. Ackerman’s invocation of the

auditory experience of a contemporary sound installation as a way to better

interrogate the Adinatha Temple reveals the agility of his thinking about how
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different sensory modes register in the mind and body, and how these sensory

experiences could in turn help to build connections between different fields.

For me, one of the most poignant aspects of Ackerman’s Adinatha essay was

his evident hesitation about the choice of title. As Ackerman explained, he first

intended to title the essay “Architecture Hot and Cold,” as a means to

highlight the contrast between religious interior space in India and the West.

And yet to me, this proposed title “Architecture Hot and Cold” also invoked

more than the comparative analysis of two different building traditions.

Instead, it also gestured toward the theme of architecture and the senses. For

the title “Architecture Hot and Cold” suggested not only a marked contrast in

temperature and temperament – perhaps alluding to the surprising contrasts

and parallels that one might note in comparing fifteenth-century Italian

buildings with those of fifteenth-century Rajasthan – but also the volatile

sensations that one experienced while moving through this given environ-

ment.11 To me, “Architecture Hot and Cold” registered the intense and also

disorienting excitement of encountering Indian architecture, one that offered a

new and perhaps surprising vantage point upon the architecture of the Italian

Renaissance. Is it possible that the vivid experience of this “hot” Indian

architecture was somehow missing in the standard account of Italian

Renaissance architecture? Had Renaissance architecture been intellectualized,

10 Adinatha Temple at Ranakpur, Rajasthan, ca 1452.

© Jennie Lewis / Alamy Stock Photo
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flattened, even somehow rendered “cold,” in the interests of scholarly

precision?

Ackerman’s provisional title “Architecture Hot and Cold,” with its refer-

ence to the opposite ends of the spectrum of sensory experience, also invoked

the title of Adrian Stokes’s 1951 book Smooth and Rough. Stokes was something

of a maverick in the history of architecture – unlike the more conventional

scholarly approaches of his contemporaries, Stokes was attracted to the pecu-

liar, unsolicited, yet often overwhelming bodily sensations that are provoked

by buildings. Influenced by his work with the psychologist Melanie Klein,

Stokes focused in particular on the psychological impact of architecture, and

drew prescient attention to the varieties of sensory experience as the means by

which architecture penetrates and imprints itself upon the human conscious-

ness and memory. Without question, Ackerman knew Stokes’s work, and thus

to him these connections in the choice of title would have been self-evident.

I didn’t have the chance to discuss any of this with Ackerman before he

passed away, so all these questions must remain speculative. Ackerman decided

not to further develop this evocative parallel: instead, as an homage to the

more famous work of E. M. Forster, he decided to title his essay “My Passage

to India.” But for me, when I remember Ackerman’s comment that, given the

chance, he would have written the history of Italian Renaissance architecture

in a very different way, the idea that he still remained ambivalent about this

title hinted at a curious uncertainty, perhaps even a note of regret. For me, the

very fact that Ackerman chose not to use this title reinforces the lingering

impression that somehow in the experience of India, and in his essay on the

subject, Ackerman recognized a promising direction for future scholarship that

he perhaps did not have the opportunity or the time to pursue.

In work and life, Ackerman’s interest in ars and scientia, theory and practice,

the senses and the intellect, hot and cold, provided an enduring model and an

inspiration for future studies, including the one you are reading now.
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